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During the lock down, the phrases "unprecedented" (see chart below)
and "new normal" have been thrown around by government and
businesses alike, alluding to the new social and workplace
environments that we will have to adjust to. With almost every business
and household having to adapt to a new way of living during the
outbreak of COVID-19, it is inevitable that people will have to accept
previous lifestyles will be gone for a while.
When the lock down is lifted, millions of people will re-enter a world
where rigid social norms have been challenged, and for many, yielded
both positive and negative changes. The government has already stated
that a return to the "old normal" will not be quick or simple, and will take
place gradually. But for businesses and consumers, there is a looming
question of whether we need to return to the "old normal".
Due to the majority of the population having to
stay at home, many are finding new interests and
ways to feel positive about themselves. Mental
health has taken a hit during times of isolation;
stress levels are high from numerous factors
including risk of infection or losing loved ones, as
well as the prospect of financial hardship. With
this comes a new swathe of macro trends
emerging across demographics, with people
getting creative and ultimately realising what is
important as part of society. Not only will
businesses need to be aware of these trends, they
also need to factor them into future planning and
policy.
In this thought piece we will look at four emerging
macro trends and their impact. However, it is
worth including a few other notable mentions that
businesses must keep sight of, and why knowing
your target market is absolutely essential.

As mentioned, stress and anxiety
during the lock down has been an
increasing issue that will not only
have an impact now, but in the
longer term.
Research by the World Economic
Forum shows that the lock down
will have a lasting effect on mental
health, and could lead to "burnout"
later in 2020 with people mentally
exhausted from everything that has
happened throughout the year. This
will most likely have knock-on
effects on consumerism.

At the start of lock down there was
panic buying / stockpiling, most
notably of toilet roll. However, in
general purchasing has plummeted
during
quarantine.
Lunchtime
favourites Pret a Manger and Itsu
recorded 80% drops in transactions.
The Institution of Fiscal Studies has
coined the phrase "forced savings" to
explain consumers' current situation,
where they literally cannot spend
their money in the usual way. You can
read further about impact on savings
in our finance newsletter.

The spread of COVID-19 has
essentially brought the world to a
halt. Where previously some
people rarely considered their
health, it has now shot into
consciousness .
Whilst the disease is an absolute
tragedy, it has helped many slow
down their lives and re-prioritise
what is really important to them.
With that, we may see a knock-on
effect on lifestyle routines when
we return back to "regular" living,
post lock down.

When the lock down began, it's fair to say no-one really knew what to expect;
our regular way of life was being challenged like never before, and everyone
was worried about how they would go about living a "normal life" during the
pandemic. At Discovery we have seen a significant decrease in research
commissions and requests, but have spent time reminding clients we have
been running research remotely for many years - our execs just had to get
used to doing this from their own "home office" set-up.
One of the clear outcomes will be that businesses of all sizes will reappraise
their office spaces and flexibility of working hours. Many companies will
realise that offices are not the necessity they once thought they were. It will
be interesting to see the role of shared workspaces and increasingly flexible
offers such as We Work, although their fortunes before the crisis were already
very bad. Hence they may simply not be able to ride out the storm to reap the
benefits that must surely come from the new way of thinking afterwards.

In a year where climate change awareness was gaining momentum, some
feel that COVID-19 has somewhat derailed the cause. However, with cities
all over the world in lock down, we could see the steepest ever drop in
carbon emissions, more than in any period of war or economic crisis.
With this, people's climate awareness - and the circular economy - is
bouncing back, much like our biospheres and surrounding environments.
As a result of COVID-19 we may be set to experience what has been
dubbed as a 'disaster-triggered circular economy'. Towards the end of 2019
we already saw businesses 'future-proofing' themselves by introducing new
processes other than linear production. Similarly, consumption of regular
products has become more difficult, and therefore people are becoming
more vigilant with their purchases.
Whilst it is of course possible everything returns to normal once lock down
is lifted, many predictions expect environmental trends to continue, and
therefore brands and businesses will need to align their practise to stay in
the consumers' good books going forward.

From our generations research in 2019 we found the sense of
community is something that has slowly dwindled across generations.
However, since the lock down there is a general feeling that this has
changed and - while recording our 'State of the Nation' voxpops - we
found that most generations have a renewed sense of 'community spirit'.
The desire to help others, especially the vulnerable, and spend time with
those in your neighbourhood has improved. Regardless of the triggers
the feeling of community has grown, and again this is something that
will likely continue once lock down is risen.
Being able to connect with community spirit is something that brands
will certainly look to tap into, BUT it will have to be backed up by actions
as well as words - will we see the rise of smaller, value-led financial
institutions such as Coventry Building Society, driven by 'members'
rather than the international conglomerates such as HSBC?

Naturally, during these horrible times there are people in difficulty, whether
it is health-related or otherwise; and with this we have seen a much greater
impetus on social media surrounding charitable giving. With Colonel Tom
Moore raising more than £30 million for the NHS, there has been a notable
increase in donations as people have more disposable income during the
lock down. However, with the NHS receiving donations despite not actually
being a charity, it reinforces findings from previous research Discovery has
conducted: people are most likely to donate to charities that have some
form of personal affliction to them or their loved ones.
Therefore a key question we must consider is how can other smaller
charities strike up a connection with their target audience now, and once
we return back to our "new normal"? It is no secret that smaller charities
struggle to reach their audience as successfully as the bigger charities
such as Cancer Research and Oxfam do, so what can be done to influence
how the public donate?

A research perspective...
Whilst quant research has been dominated by online for
many years, there are obviously times when we need to
call upon more traditional methods, such as face-to-face
(be it store exits, on-street or in-home interviews) that
are simply not possible in the current climate … and may
well not be again for the foreseeable future, until social
distancing rules can be relaxed.
We often conduct face-to-face interviews when speaking
to harder-to-reach audiences, e.g. those financially or
socially at risk, or where English is not their first
language. With both qual and quant we’re being savvier
in the way we speak to them. For example, using
telephone recruitment to free-find participants who may
not normally be accessible online, or using a hybrid WebCATI approach when stimulus appraisal is required.
Whatever the changes we are ensuring we don't lose
sight of the importance of human connection. This is
equally true of qual where we have operated and
developed the Thinking Shed - we feel moderation is as
important as the platform tools - in making sure the
same effort as face-to-face is applied. Therefore we
ensure that creating empathy and understanding is part
of what drives us, just as much as if it were face-to-face.
The further benefit of an asynchronous approach has
been a positive realisation for clients who were cautious
about missing out on face-to-face interactions.
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The crossover with qual and quant techniques has also
come under our microscope - learning from and
applying IAT to both, and running open-ended questions
through linguistic analysis and AI algorithms - has given
clients much more than traditional coded answers - and
allows us to look beyond the sample to open sourced
data that can supplement with wider trends.

So what of the future, post-COVID-19?
COVID-19 will certainly influence behaviours and
attitudes for a long time to come. So while behaviour
and attitudinal research that we currently undertake has
to have that context applied to them, as an industry we
are extremely well placed to lead clients through a
better understanding of the impact, and its longevity;
but also as an industry we have continued to evolve
with now being no different. The space to breathe and
review what we do in light of the crisis is no bad thing
and at Discovery we embrace the challenge and think it
will be a renaissance for many clients to bring research
to the forefront of budget decisions.
At Discovery we are here to help you navigate through
this by delivering clear human understanding and
insights that help our clients facilitate the change that is
needed to not just survive, but to thrive and prosper.
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