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Australia and COVID-19
The first case of COVID-19 arrived in Australia on January 19, 20201
Since then the global and local ramifications have changed our lives radically.
At the time of writing (29 March), we have not reached the peak of the COVID-19
health crisis, there is far worse yet to come. Likewise we are at the start of an
economic event unlike any other we have seen.
This is a situation with so many unknowns, that even world renowned economic
and medical experts are loathe to predict the end point or what life looks like on
the other side.
Attitudes will shift, new behaviours will emerge and some habits will cease.
Preparing for that journey now is paramount.
Australian brands and businesses cannot afford to hibernate, only to
remerge once the winter is over. Your customers will in some
instances have more time on their hands than ever before, ready to
explore and investigate possibilities. Some will transform their
lives based on their personal experiences of this crisis and will no
longer be the customer you knew before.
In this document, we will explore consumer, category and cultural
insights pre, during and post COVID-19.
Source: Excerpts from the Dentsu Intelligence Thought-Leadership “Beyond the Curve: Life After Coronavirus in Australia”, April 2020

DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK

3

CONSUMER
INSIGHTS
DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK

4

How Australians are feeling in times of COVID-19

With everyday lives being disrupted like never before, the population is
trying to make sense of everything they hear, despite natural fear and
uncertainty in these unprecedented times. Here is a snapshot of how
Aussies are feeling during the crisis:

Interest and buying behaviour have increased for on demand
content, banking, investment and computer. Auto, property and
travel have been either delayed or stopped.

66% of Australians think the federal government is handling the crisis very
well or fairly well (YouGov – Global COVID-19 Tracking Survey, 19-20
March 2020).
Kantar Global Barometer – 27-31 March 2020
• Australia ranks in the top 25% of countries who believe they will come
out of the crisis strong
• While the threat of illness continues to increase, concerns about our
financial security and the impact on the economy have become central
• 72% have or expect to see an impact on household income
• People feel big plans and social interactions have been the hardest to
give up (47% and 40%), with parents also suffering with children not
going to school (44%)
Ipsos research, 19-21 March 2020
• 58% don’t think COVID-19 will have a serious effect on their health
• 83% think the boarders of Australia should be closed until the virus is
contained
• 59% believe restrictions on travel and self-isolation won’t stop the
spread of the virus
DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK
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How Australians are feeling in times of COVID-19

CONSUMER CONFIDENCE
AT AN ALL TIME LOW

Expectations for the economy, on the other hand, generate more uncertainty:
Outlook for the Australian economy
source: Newgate Research, March 2020

The ANZ-Roy Morgan weekly measure of consumer confidence slumped to a 30year low of 72.2 in late March. That 27.8% drop left the headline index just above
the all-time lows recorded in 1990 and 17% below the lowest point reached during
the GFC in October 2008.
The economic conditions subindices also fell sharply with ‘current economic
conditions’ dropping 37% and ‘future financial conditions’ dropping almost 26%. In
a further blow to retail conditions, ‘time to buy a major household item’ plummeted
by more than 37%.
Still, Newgate research (March 2020) showed that Australians early reactions to
COVID-19 is to expect that the spread will improve within 3 to 12 months.
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How Australians are feeling
in times of COVID-19

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF LOCKDOWN

EXTROVERSION: my impulse to
move in the world is constrained

COMMUNITARIANISM:
my need to be with
others is restricted

INDIVIDUALISM: my need
to stand apart is encouraged,
but there is no audience

INTROVERSION: my impulse to
retreat from the world is encouraged,
but my neuroses come to the fore

Source: Webinar – COVID-19: Impact for brands – Kantar, March 2020
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How Australians are feeling in times of COVID-19

WHAT PEOPLE ARE LOOKING FORWARD
TO THE MOST, POST PANDEMIC

PAMPERING

MUSIC EVENTS

(i.e. salon, barber, manicure, eyebrow)

(i.e. festivals, concerts, smaller gigs)

EATING OUT

NO CHANGE

(i.e. cafes and restaurants)

(i.e. stay home, watch TV)

A NIGHT OUT

THE OUTDOORS

(i.e. clubs, pubs, parties)

DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK

(i.e. beaches, national parks, mountains)

RETAIL THERAPY

(i.e. fashion, beauty, home appliances)

TRAVEL

(domestic or international)

SPORTING EVENTS
(watching or playing)
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What Aussies expect from brands during the crisis

82% DO NOT FEEL THAT
COMPANIES SHOULD STOP
ADVERTISING DURING
COVID-19

20%

Be an example to
guide change

BUT 19% BELIEVE IT’S ONLY
APPROPRIATE FOR SOME
BRANDS TO ADVERTISE

69%

Use a reassuring tone
Aussies are looking for authenticity from brands. For them, brands should:

32%

Be practical and
realistic
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66%

Show how they can be
helpful in the new
everyday life

60%

Not exploit coronavirus
to promote the brand

69%

Inform about their
efforts to face the
situation

17%

Reduce anxiety and
understand consumers
concerns

9

How brands can create opportunities during the crisis

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

Get the cue for
your tone of
voice from
consumers

Enable future
planning

Be an enabler of
resourcefulness

Help create
moments of
calmness
and joy

Help people
learn new
skills, make
and create

Identify the
essentials that
matter to your
consumer

Be an enabler of
change and a
representation
of tomorrow

Think ahead and
take constant
temperature checks
so you understand
the changing mood
and sentiment.

Remind consumers
of the future and
enable them to
make plans for it.

Support consumers
with ideas, products
and services that
help them adapt.

Consider how you
can play a role in
maintaining mental
and emotional
wellbeing.

Recognise
consumers’ desire
to be more active
and creative with
your products and
services

Understand that
people’s needs
continue to be
individual. Help
people lead the
lifestyles they want
and pursue their
passions.

Encourage
consumers to build
a tomorrow that is
reflective of their
new learnings and
priorities.
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How can auto brands or ones with restrictions support
longer term brand equity and show solidarity

EXAMPLES FROM THE AUTO CATEGORY
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EXAMPLES FROM THE RESTRICTED TRAVEL CATEGORT
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CULTURAL
INSIGHTS
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Demographic changes
impacting Australia
POPULATION GROWTH SCENARIOS
POST-CORONAVIRUS

THE AGING AUSTRALIAN POPULATION

The ABS forecasts that over the next 10 years, the total Australian population
will grow by approximately five million people and the biggest growth will come
from the 38-43 age cohort (2.7%pa vs national average of 1.8%).
This is specially relevant for
high ticket products, given
that the peak age for HH
income and HH consumption
is between the ages of 45
and 55 (*Reserve Bank of
Australia) and the largest
cohort of the population will
be reaching that bracket.
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Age 44-55
Peak spending age

Age 38-43
+500,000 growth
in population 2018-28

With the COVID-19 crisis, the key components impacting population growth
are natality rate remaining static, mortality rate rising (yet still less than
births) and net migration declining. The major factor influencing the negative
net migration is the reduction of temporary visas, particularly foreign
students seeking higher education. Although it is too early to forecast exact
numbers, Charlie Nelson – forecasting consultant for DAN – used anecdotal
evidence to create the following best-case worst-case scenarios for population
growth in 2020:

Scenario

Assumptions

Population
growth rate
in 2020

No coronavirus

Coronavirus never
happened

1.43%

Mild impact

5,000 extra deaths and
30,000 less net migration

1.29%

Medium impact

20,000 extra deaths and
50,000 less net migration

1.17%

Large impact

75,000 extra deaths and
75,000 less net migration

0.86%

Very large impact

150,000 extra deaths and
150,000 less net migration

0.27%
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Areas to watch post COVID-19

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
TO SKYROCKET

Westpac estimates the rate will peak at 9% in
June and subsequently fall to around 7% by
end December.
Unemployment rate
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GDP CONTRACTION
UNTIL END OF 2021

The Australian Financial Review economist
survey for the March quarter predicts the
Australian economy will contract by 3.9% in
calendar 2020 and by 1.1% in the year to 30
June.
The quarterly survey of economics also shows
that the economy is expected to contract by
1.5% in 2020-21, while economic growth is
not forecast to rebound from the coronavirus
until the end of 2021. The median forecast for
the end of 2021 is for a rebound to 3.2%.

ENVIRONMENTAL
CONCERNS

Some experts claim that the one silver lining
for COVID-19 is that air pollution in cities has
improved during the period of shutdown and
this may reduce deaths.
Considering that expectations of clear signs of
global warming in 2019 were at the highest
level since 2006 – influenced by drought,
bushfires and global activism – we might see
an ever stronger concern with the impact of
vehicles in the environment and the potential
harm it may cause to health and wellbeing.
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CATEGORY
INSIGHTS
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The vehicles Aussies have their eyes on

SUV’S ARE THE TOP
CHOICE FOR MOST
AUSTRALIANS

The total market of SUV intenders has shown
a steady rise in recent years, recording 1.4%
YoY growth by October 2019 (39.9% vs.
38.5%) following a 2.7% rise in the year prior
(38.5% vs. 35.8%).
SUVS are rated the top choice for Australians
considering diesel vehicles, for car enthusiasts
and also those who consider safety their
number one concern or those who claim to
spend a long time researching before choosing
their new car.

DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK

PASSANGER VEHICLES
ARE NOT FAR BEHIND

HYBRID AND ELECTRIC
CARS BECOME MORE
ATTRACTIVE AS PETROL
DECREASE IN POPULARITY

Despite SUVs being the vehicle of choice for
39.9% of Australians, passenger vehicles is
not far behind, with 34.4%.

Although electric and hybrid vehicles are still
in their infancy in Australia, both engine types
have been on the rise for new car intenders.

This portion of car intenders include some
important (and diverse) market segments,
such as consumers who don’t consider
themselves as car enthusiasts and those who
prioritize reliability over design, but also, on
the opposite end of the spectrum, the ones
who claim to prefer a car with “sex appeal”
and those who are not interested in the
mechanics of their car.

This comes at the expense of petrol vehicles,
which continue to decrease in popularity. A
year ago, 148,000 Australians were intending
to buy a hybrid vehicle, and 50,000 were
intending to buy an electric vehicle. This has
increased to 188,000 and 63,000 respectively
(up 4.7% and 1.6%) and the increasing focus
on environment issues can lead to a sustained
growth in the coming years.
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The category state of play pre-Coronavirus

UNDERSTANDING THE
ECONOMIC DRIVERS OF
NEW VEHICLE SALES

There is a strong correlation between 3 key
economic indicators and new vehicle sales
levels:
1. Employment growth has been a strong
driver in the past, however not so in
recent years since the GFC recovery.
2. The Australian dollar exchange rate
has been a strong driver of sales. A lower
dollar pushes up the price of most imports
and reduces spending power.
3. Residential property prices are a
significant driver, affecting private buyers
willingness and ability to make a major
purchase and demand in the economy
overall.
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GLOBAL CAR
SLOWDOWN

TRENDS IN NEW VEHICLE
SALES BEFORE COVID-19

Changes in emissions regulations have led to a
decline in broad global trends for the auto
industry, which was compounded by the early
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic before it
reached Australia.

The trend in new vehicle sales was increasing
up until 2007, becoming stagnant for the
decade to follow and showing declines since
2018. In 2019, the worrying 7.8% decline
resulted in lowest level since 2001.

China’s Passenger Car Association (CPCA) noted
in mid-February that car sales had dropped 92%.
This is in addition to expectations of a decline in
car sales for a third straight year in China. Car
sales are down 11% in February in Germany,
following a drop of 7% in January across Europe.
Looking at the US, the second largest car market
has seen car sales drop from a high of 17.4
million in 2016 to 16.9 million in 2019.

When compared to other buyer groups,
private buyers were showing a decline since
2016. The downward trend in seasonally
adjusted sales seemed to have slowed since
2018, but the December quarter in 2019 saw
a steep drop, reaching the lowest record in the
last decade.
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COVID-19 taking a swing at the auto industry

SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES
AND THE ‘CAR HOARDING’ EFFECT

NEW CAR SALES PLUNGE
17.9% IN MARCH 2020

Several car sharing platforms have reported a surge in usage since the
pandemic started to impact the Australian population.

March was 24th consecutive month of negative growth for the automotive
industry in Australia.

Car Next Door had approx. 20% of their feet booked out on long-term
bookings, higher than the company average. A study conducted found that 75%
of them are regular public transport users who are seeking alternatives due to
safety concerns.

Following the COVID-19 outbreak, sales for the month totalled 81,690,
consisting of 21,777 passenger vehicles (26.7% share of market), 39,171
SUVs (48% share) and 18,162 light commercial vehicles (22.2% share).

The rental service Carly also saw an increase of 12% of live subscriptions since
the first round of social distancing measures were implemented.

Similarly, HelloCars and Blinkers reported receiving more enquiries in March
than the preceding 3 months combined, claiming the feedback suggests that
customers want to improve their cash flow position by selling their vehicles, but
want to subscribe due to still having an ongoing need for car.
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These figures represent negative growth of 17.9% when compared to March
2019. The FCAI cites three factors which have influenced the decline:
environmental, political, and economic.

The recent shutdown as a result of COVID-19 has negatively impacted the
economy and has encouraged people to avoid unnecessary travel – such as to
a car dealer.
There is also uncertainty about how long it will take for the economy to
rebound. Particularly the extent and duration of unemployment.
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COVID-19 taking a swing at the auto industry

15% OF AUSTRALIANS CLAIMED TO HAVE
DELAYED CAR/VEHICLE PURCHASES AS A
RESULT OF CORONAVIRUS

GENERATIONS

Research conducted by GlobalWebIndex across 17 countries track the changes
in purchase intention throughout the crisis. In the latest wave (31 March – 2
April 2020), 15% of Australians stated that plans to buy a vehicle have been
put on hold due to the pandemic.

18%

When looking at the consolidated data from all countries, the delayed purchases
are coming from:

13%

13%

12%

HIGH INCOME
MALES
FEMALES
13%

19%

16%
LOW INCOME
14%
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Gen Z

Millennials

Gen X

Baby
Boomers
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Auto players immediate response:

New services offered to overcome the crisis

NEW ONLINE SALES
PLATFORM WITH
CLICK & COLLECT

Toyota created a new online sales
platform to help customers who looking
for new and used vehicles, but want or
need to avoid going out.
Users customise their selection with
model, grade and colour, then put down
a fully-refundable $100 holding deposit
and define the details for pick up.
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COMPLEMENTARY
LEASING PROGRAM

CUSTOMER PICK-UP/
DROP-OFF SERVICE

Ford has opened up it’s 2nd Car
complementary leasing program to health
care workers, offering the use of a car for up
to four weeks upon application. The scheme,
which is offered to purchasers of new Fords
in order for them to access a second Ford for
14 days over the course of two years,
usually costs $500 to join.

Ford has announced that it is offering
service customers a pick-up/drop-off service
for mechanical repairs and servicing through
a selected number of its dealers.
Customers book the service through Ford's
main site, their car is collected, serviced and
then cleaned before being returned.

HCWs don't need to be Ford customers, but
they will still be liable for tolls and any
damage incurred.

The pick-up service extends to scheduling
servicing at this stage, and loaner cars can
still be booked as well.
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Lessons from the Global Financial Crisis
(2007-08)

CONSUMER SPENDING TO FALL DRASTICALLY

The staggering loss of jobs and wealth during the
GFC constrained consumer spending for years
following the crisis, with interest rates continuing a
decline until 2012.
Markets saw up to 40% drop in car sales
In the US and UK car sales saw a year-on-year
40% drop by the beginning of 2009, while Australia
experienced a 23% drop. This initial drop was then
followed by 24 months of extreme volatility in car
sales. It wasn’t until 2013 that sales across the
world began to stabilise.
In the manufacturing space, some of the largest
brands saw historic losses. Toyota experienced its
first loss in 70 years in it’s key vehicle
manufacturing business. The “Detroit Big Three” –
Ford, General Motors and Chrysler – faced near
bankruptcy with GM and Chrysler requiring bailouts
from the US government to survive.
DENTSU AEGIS NETWORK

Source: What the Coronavirus Means for Car Sales – Datium Insights, 12 March 2020
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Lessons from the Global Financial Crisis
(2007-08)

USED CARS SEEN AS A VIABLE ALTERNATIVE TO REDUCE COSTS

The volatility experienced in new car markets also
had flow on effects on the used car market.
Cutbacks in consumer spending saw demand fall
while business fleets decided to extend their
leases to forego new capital expenditure.
Compared to new car sales however, used car
prices saw a lower level of volatility following the
GFC.
Consumers, wary of spending, decided to forego
a more expensive new car for a cheaper used
one. Additionally, reduced supply of new cars led
to scarcity of late model used cars inducing
higher prices in the used car market overall.
As a result, demand was quicker to return to
used car markets with broader macroeconomic
trends eventually taking hold of prices by 2013.
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Source: What the Coronavirus Means for Car Sales – Datium Insights, 12 March 2020
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Lessons from China:

The impact of COVID-19 in new car purchases

China was the first country to suffer with the COVID-19 pandemic. While nation was in
serious threat and enduring one of the largest lockdowns in history, the impact on most
non-essential categories was profound.
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After the peak had passed and lockdown restrictions were lifted, signs of a huge potential
for rebound were immediately felt by the vast majority of sectors.
The only category consumers chose to deprioritize during and post pandemic was luxury.
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Lessons from China:

The impact of COVID-19 in new car purchases

Many industries have been seriously impacted by the Coronavirus outbreak in China. The
automotive industry is one of them, with the sales of passanger cars dropping by 80%
during the epidemic peak in February. Considering China’s leading role in the automotive
global marketplace, As China is the largest automotive market in the global place, Ipsos
conducted a study to understand how the Coronavirus has changed consumer’s daily
mobility pattern and the attitude of buying new cars.

A quick survey was conducted in the end of February to monitor the new car purchase
intention under the impact of Coronavirus in China. The learnings include:

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CATEGORY
Car manufacturers will likely feel
need to adapt to the changes in
consumer’s attitude and behaviour,

1.

Non-car owners showed higher intention to acquire new cars, due to lack of trust in

considering different product offers,

public transportation.

shifting more resource to online

2.

Frequency of digital touchpoints increased.

3.

Health-related features are favoured.

4.

Online sales and aftersales services are preferred.
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communication touchpoints and
broadening the sales & aftersales
services to online territory.
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Predictions for life post COVID-19:
The state of play for auto

SNAPSHOT OF ECONOMIC DRIVERS OF NEW
VEHICLE SALES IN TIMES OF COVID-19

LOW PETROL COSTS MAY DECELERATE
HYBRID/ ELECTRIC VEHICLE SALES

Employment growth: unemployment rate is estimated to hit an all time
low, JobKeeper payment will reduce the peak unemployment rate initially
estimated, however it will be a slow recovery in the next 18 months.

Low oil prices have traditionally been good for the economy, but increases
in domestic oil production and extremely low prices will likely be detrimental
to the key markets’ economy, such as the USA, in the short-term.

Australian dollar: the GDP will likely suffer a material contraction in the
June quarter before a recovery in jobs and the broader economy later in the
year. The economy is expected to contract by 5% in 2020 and suffer its first
recession in almost 30 years.

In addition to the trade impact it can have globally, the decline in petrol
costs can also have a negative impact in the electric vehicles sector as
consumers opt to increase their savings.

Property prices: after recovering from their steepest drop in over 30
years, a major disruption is expected. Unfortunately it is still early to revise
forecasts for the next 6-12 months as continued government measures are
being put in place.
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Also, the hybrid and electric vehicle market is considered particularly
vulnerable in the current crisis. Partly that’s due to its relative youth and its
dependence on global sourcing for its core technology, the batteries.
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Predictions for life post COVID-19:
New vehicle sales

SCENARIOS SPECULATION FOR 2020-21

Scenario driver
When will the pandemic
restrictions be lifted

Fall in sales during the
period of restrictions

Rapidity of economic
recovery after the
restrictions
How much lost demand is
recovered during 2021
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Optimistic

Pessimistic

July 2020

January 2021

25% (assumes that
business takes
advantage of instant
write-offs to buy
vehicles)

50%

6 months (2021)

More than 12
months (2022)

New vehicle sales have been falling, compared with the corresponding month a year earlier,
for 24 straight months. After the government shutdown on 23 March 2020, sales declined
by approximately 50%. This is a worrying indicator of what is to come in the year ahead.
The outlook for new vehicle sales depends on how long the pandemic lasts in Australia.
While the country has fared well relative to other countries so far, there is still a high degree
of uncertainty about how long movement will be restricted.
Charlie Nelson, forecasting consultant at Foreseechange, speculated initial scenarios for new
vehicle sales post COVID-19.

(000’s)
50%

25%

2020

2021

1,040

1,060

Adaptive trend model,
based on sales data to March

965

932

Optimistic scenario

960

1,110

Pessimistic scenario

660

1,060

January forecast
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Predictions for life post COVID-19:
The path to recovery

Despite great uncertainty on the impact Covid-19 may have, having an understanding of a potential worst case scenario allows us to develop strategies to prepare in advance.
Breaking down the worst case scenario into three phases gives a clearer picture of how the pandemic and its financial consequences may leave a lasting presence.

Short term, 0-12 months
Some of the outcomes may include:
•
•

A significant proportion of the population
becomes infected
Quarantine, social distancing measures and
worsening health conditions drastically reduce
consumer spending and economic productivity

Medium term, 12-36 months
Some of the outcomes may include:

Long term, 36 months onward
Some of the outcomes may include:

•

New infections gradually tail off

•

•

Quarantine and social distancing measures
gradually relaxed

Coronavirus becomes a regular occurrence,
like influenza

Recovery in car sales ensues, however continuing
uncertainty about the economy creates volatility

•

•

While quarantine and social distancing
measures are removed, societal behaviours
towards personal hygiene, transportation,
social engagements remain

•

Demand for cars drops to people who need to
buy out of necessity

•

Economic recession causes rise in unemployment

•

Restrictions on trade movements and reduced
productivity causes severe disruption of supply
lines creating shortage of stock

•

Reduced consumer spending limits new car sales

•

•

Demand shifts to used cars as a cheaper
alternative

Economy recovers from recession,
unemployment gradually drops

Reduced stock entering used car market due to
falling new car sales and lowered motor vehicle
production

•

•

Consumer spending increases, bringing with
it increasing new car sales albeit at lower
rate of growth

•

Used car market potentially shrinks causing
prices to rise and stabilise

•

Demand returns to a balance between new
cars and used cars

•

Severe drop in new and used car sales

•

Global recession causes bankruptcies and
reduced business investment

•

Dealer network potentially shrinks

•

Prices drop for used cars
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Thank you

