
Consumers and the 
Post-Pandemic World
A Special Report from Media Group Online, Inc.

Despite the lingering (and unknown future) impact of the COVID-19 virus, a substantial increase 
in inflation and the war in Ukraine and other world and national events, American consumers 
plow ahead, continuing their decades-long role as the drivers of the US economy. 

Consumers have learned to be cautious with their 
shopping habits and their household spending, 
but more are ready to return to stores and 
entertainment venues and start to travel again. 

Revealing consumers’ current mindset is the 
purpose of this month’s Special Report from 
Media Group Online. The insights are the critical 
information advertisers need to know to adjust to 
the post-pandemic consumer world and gain their 
share of the spending. 

Although negative news often receives almost 
all the headlines, it’s important to emphasize:

• The March 2022 unemployment rate was 3.6%, the 
lowest since February 2020.

• March 2022 retail sales increased 8.4% YOY and 
18% from March 2020.

• Adults 45 and younger had the largest increase in 
wage expectations of 5.3% for more than  
three decades.

• The University of Michigan ’s Consumer Sentiment 
Index increased from 59.4 for March 2022 to 65.7 
for April, the first increase since December 2021 
when the COVID-19 Omicron variant was raging. 
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Household Finances and Inflation
For consumers to continue fueling the US economy’s 
engine, they must be optimistic about their employment 
and finances. More than 1.5 million jobs have been added 
during Q1 2022, wages are increasing at many industries 
and the average wage increased 5.6% during Q4 2021.

Nonetheless, the rapid increase in inflation to 8.5% 
(unadjusted for the 12 months ending March 2022), has 
caused inflation to become consumers’ top concern, 
replacing the pandemic. The ICSC Economic Event 
Sensitivity Survey (February 22) found 39% of consumer 
respondents said their financial situation had worsened. 

The Factors With the Greatest 
Impact on Consumer Spending, 
February 2022

Factor Percent

Retail prices 77%
Energy and gasoline prices 69%

Employment status or wages 59%
Personal debt 59%

ICSC, March 2022

The same ICSC survey also revealed 64% of respondents 
would reduce restaurant visits and 54% entertainment if 
inflation continued to impact their finances. Conversely, 
if inflation eased, 52% of consumers would increase 
their spending for higher quality groceries and 41% at a 
restaurant while 40% would save more.

Some economists suggest the current inflation situation 
is somewhat unique. Typically, inflation occurs when 
consumers spend more, but the supply of products remains 
the same. The pandemic, however, caused consumers to 
spend much less during 2020, but then started spending 
significant amounts during 2021. 

This caused a rapid need for products in stores and the 
global supply chain was already hampered by the pandemic. 
Retailers had low inventories and couldn’t acquire enough 
for a normal supply as well as the excess they needed to 
satisfy consumer demand. Less inventory in stores results in 
higher prices and they increase more rapidly when there is 
such a significant imbalance between demand and supply.

Unlike previous inflationary periods, the current inflation 
rate could decrease as soon as demand and supply are 
rebalanced, a scenario some economists expect by the 
year’s end or early 2023.
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Increasing Comfort with In-Store Shopping
Wanting to return to in-store shopping has been another 
part of the story of pent-up consumer demand. Although 
the effect of new COVID-19 variants is not well understood, 
consumers are still wary. 

March 2022 survey results from Datassential found 19% of 
respondents were unconcerned about contracting the virus 
compared to 42% “very concerned” and 39% “somewhat 
concerned.” The upside of the survey is 71% said they think 
the worst of the pandemic has passed. 

Despite this continuing concern, a January 2022 survey from 
Morning Consult revealed more than 60% of consumers 
said they would be “very” or “somewhat” comfortable going 
to a shopping mall, department store and local shop or 
boutique. Unsurprisingly, approximately 82% said the same 
for going to a grocery store. 

Consumers’ Comfort Going to a 
Shopping Mall, by Generation, 
January 2022

Generation Very 
Comfortable

Somewhat 
Comfortable

All US adults 31% 33%
Gen Z adults 36% 28%

Millennials 35% 33%
Gen Xers 30% 36%

Baby Boomers 27% 32%
Morning Consult, February 2022

An interesting contrast in the Morning Consult survey is 
households with incomes of $100,000 or more were the most 
comfortable going to a shopping mall at 37%, compared 
to 29% of households with incomes of less than $50,000. 
Those with household incomes of $100,000 or more prefer 
to shop almost equally in-store at 37% and online at 32%.

Driving much of the return to in-store shopping is the same 
factor many consumers have stated for years as the most 
important. “Ability to try, touch, see products in-person” was 
first at 63% in the Shopkick/Trax February 2022 survey for 
the 2022 Retail Shopper Snapshot Report. “Better deals 
or lower prices” was a close second at 62% and “ability to 
confirm the quality of the product I’m buying” was virtually 
as important at 61%.
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Retail Shoppers’ Changing Behaviors
The Shopkick/Trax survey/report cited on page 3 shows 
97% of consumers said they take more precautions, 
despite being more comfortable shopping in-store. This 
has led to many consumers changing when and how often 
they shop in-store. 

A majority (52%) told Shopkick/Trax they shop at less 
busy times, 22% shop fewer times weekly and 17% said 
they were both shopping at less busy times and shopping 
less frequently.

Consumers have also changed where they shop, with 58% 
saying they shop more at a big-box retailer and 43% saying 
they do more research online before purchasing in-store. The 
good news for the local retail landscape is just 8% said they 
shop less at local, independently owned retailers.

Unsurprisingly, the substantial increases in prices due to 
inflation have also changed shoppers’ behaviors. Possibly, 
the most interesting result in the table to the left is the 
smallest percentage said there were spending less.

How Prices Increases Have Affected How Prices Increases Have Affected 
Shoppers’ Behaviors, February 2022Shoppers’ Behaviors, February 2022

EffectEffect PercentPercent

I’m more likely to wait to buy until I’m more likely to wait to buy until 
there’s a sale or couponthere’s a sale or coupon 80%80%

I buy more generic brandsI buy more generic brands 50%50%
I am buying less overallI am buying less overall 49%49%

I rely on loyalty and points apps to find I rely on loyalty and points apps to find 
the best dealsthe best deals 46%46%

I am spending less overallI am spending less overall 26%26%
OtherOther 1%1%

Shopkick/Trax, March 2022Shopkick/Trax, March 2022

Despite enjoying the in-store shopping experience again, 
consumer spending in the e-commerce channel continues 
to increase. Adobe reports total 2021 spending was $885 
billion, an 8.9% YOY increase, and is forecasting the total 
for 2022 to reach $1 trillion, or another 13.0% increase.

The benefits of online shopping remain strong among 
consumers and are quite different than why they like 
shopping in-store. 

Most-Important Benefits of Online 
Shopping, February 2022

Benefit Percent

Free shipping and returns 85%
Fast shipping 55%

Avoiding crowds/contact  
with others 43%

High-quality products or brands 37%
Buy online pick up in-store/same-

day pickup 33%

Flexible/Long return policy 20%
Buy now, pay later options 14%

Other 4%
Shopkick/Trax, March 2022
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Retail Verticals Insights
Few retail verticals reveal consumers’ shopping behaviors 
more than groceries. According to the US Census Bureau, 
sales at grocery stores (NAICS code 4451) increased 8.2% 
YOY during the first two months of 2022. Undoubtedly, it’s 
why 59% of consumers who were surveyed by the Food 
Marketing Institute (FMI) during February 2022 said they 
were spending more on groceries than during February 2021.

Nonetheless, household weekly spending, according 
to the FMI survey, hasn’t increased much. During mid-
February 2022, the average was $148, but it was $146 
during early October 2021 and $144 during late May–
early June 2021. Consumers were making changes to 
combat increasing prices, according to the table below.

Consumers’ Top Grocery Shopping 
Changes to Combat Increasing 
Prices, February 2022

Change Percent

Look for more deals 51%
Buy more store brands 35%

Buy only when on sale/deal 31%
Buy fewer items 31%

Buy in bulk 21%
Food Marketing Institute, April 2022

According to the Apparel Shopper Journey Report from 
Sense360 by Medallia and based on an analysis of more 
than 5 million opt-in consumers, 24% of in-store shoppers 
said the pandemic has forever changed how they shop for 
apparel. 24% also said they were hesitant to try clothes they 
may buy in a store and almost half (48%) said they are more 
likely to buy clothes online, compared to 21% in a store. 

The good news for retail stores is 74% of the surveyed 
consumers said they were more likely to make an impulse 
purchase, compared to 65% online and 37% of in-store 
shoppers said they spent more than they planned, compared 
to 31% online. 

The restaurant industry is still trying to rebound from the 
devastating impact of the pandemic. The Datassential 
survey cited on page 2, however, found 43% of consumers 
said they had no concerns about eating at a restaurant. 
Nonetheless, 61% said carryout/takeout from a restaurant 
was not risky although 17% said it was too risky and 47% 
said it was somewhat risky to dine inside a restaurant.
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Maximizing the Value of Loyal Customers
As consumers’ buying behaviors change because of the 
pandemic, inflation or other factors, maintaining their loyalty 
is of paramount importance to brands and retailers. The 
Shopkick/Trax survey found 65% of consumers said they 
were somewhat loyal to the brands they buy, with 22% 
very loyal and 14% not loyal. Even fewer, 7%, considered 
themselves “brand loyalists” who are generally unwilling to 
try a new brand and very seldom do. 

The survey also revealed why consumers remain loyal, with 
75% saying they “prefer the taste, flavor or quality of the 
product,” 42% have “always purchased it” and 35% “prefer 
the product’s price.”

The Clarus Commerce 2022 Customer Loyalty Data 
Study (based on a September 2021 survey) indicates why 
consumers are likely to become less loyal to a brand and 
try another.

Reasons Consumers Become Less 
Loyal to a Brand and Try Another, 
September 2021

Reason Percent

Decline in brand quality 65%
Price increase 47%

Disagrees with a brand’s stance on 
a social issue 33%

Slow or unreliable delivery 23%
Isn’t maintaining its  

publicly stated values 16%

Family/Friends stopped talking 
about or posting comments about 

the brand
15%

Stops hosting in-person events 6%
Clarus Commerce, January 2022

Unsurprisingly, survey respondents considered the opinions 
of family and friends (or word of mouth) as having the 
most significant impact on remaining loyal at 25%. A paid 
celebrity/influencer endorsement had the least significant 
impact at 14%.

Social issues continue to be important factors 
driving consumer loyalty to brands and retailers. The 
Clarus Commerce survey found 52% of consumers’ 
favorite brands’ activities aligned with their values on 
“environmental/green practices” and 51% on “labor/
treatment of employees.” “Gender equality” at 49% and 
“racial justice” at 48% were also issues on which their 
favorite brand aligned with consumers’.
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By the Generations
The Morning Consult January 2022 survey cited on page 3 
indicates 41% of adults prefer to shop in-store, compared 
to 39% online. The difference is much smaller for Gen 
Zers (38% and 30%, respectively) and Millennials (36% 
and 34%, respectively) and much larger for Gen Xers 
(41% and 30%, respectively) and Baby Boomers (47% 
and 24%, respectively). 

These shopping preference comparisons add more impetus 
to the omnichannel shopping trend among almost all 
consumers, regardless of age. 

Analysis of data from five representative 2021 consumer/
market surveys conducted by The Media Audit reinforces 
Gen Zers and Millennials’ omnichannel shopping  behaviors 
(See table to the left). In the five markets – Tampa, St. 
Petersburg, Indianapolis, Little Rock, Denver and Monterey-
Salinas, CA – Gen Zers and Millennials over-indexed, on 
average, for purchasing both in a local store and online in 
seven retail verticals. Gen Xers and Baby Boomers under-
indexed, on average, in six of the seven verticals. 

Average Indices of Adults+ Having Purchased Both at 
a Local Store and Online* in Seven Retail Verticals, by 
Generation, in Selected Markets, 2021

Retail Verticals Gen Z Millennials Gen X Baby 
Boomers

Sporting goods 148 180 77 38
Jewelry 247 168 65 28

Auto parts 115 184 108 23
Pet supplies 142 144 78 71

Men’s clothing 123 171 96 48
Women’s clothing 137 151 90 59

Children’s clothing 123 199 84 32
Based on The Media Audit’s 2021 surveys: Tampa-St. Petersburg, Indianapolis, Little Rock, Denver and 
Monterey-Salinas, CA  
*during past 4 weeks

Purchase intent is another critical trendline for, brands and local businesses and 
advertisers. A different set of data from The Media Audit’s five 2021 consumer/
market surveys shows the top purchase intent category during the next 12 
months for each generation by average indices.

• Gen Zers: Used car, van, truck, SUV or crossover at 154
• Millennials: Buy a home (next 2 years) at 180
• Gen Xers: Major household appliance at 126
• Baby Boomers: Any home improvements at 103
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Consumer-Driven Trends
Not only do consumers control the brand and retail 
marketplace with their spending and buying habits, but also 
impact that marketplace with a multitude of issues, from 
equity to sustainability to health and wellness. 

It’s the younger generations, Gen Zers in particular, who 
want companies of all types to do more to support these 
issues and especially the brands they buy and the stores 
they shop, according to McKinsey & Company’s The Five 
Zeros Reshaping Stores Report (March 2022).

• Approximately 90% of Gen Zers think companies 
must support racial equity.

•	 More	than	40%	are	influenced	by	companies’	
sustainability practices when deciding what and 
where to buy.

A separate study from Wunderman Thompson Intelligence, 
which surveyed consumers in the US, UK, France, Germany 
and the Netherlands, found 78% think companies and brands 
need to do more to change their sustainability practices. 

Plastic food packaging of groceries was a specific concern 
of these consumers, with 86% thinking supermarkets must 
use much less plastic packaging and 62% thinking it’s 
stores’ responsibility. 

NielsenIQ shared data from its partner, MotivBase that shows 
strong support among US consumers for five issues.

US Consumers’ Support for Five US Consumers’ Support for Five 
Issues, November 2021Issues, November 2021

IssueIssue PercentPercent

Aging with dignityAging with dignity 50.6%50.6%
Mental health advocacyMental health advocacy 44.4%44.4%

Social bondsSocial bonds 41.2%41.2%
Healthy eating for allHealthy eating for all 37.0%37.0%
Sustainable wellnessSustainable wellness 33.9%33.9%

NielsenIQ (MotivBase), March 2022NielsenIQ (MotivBase), March 2022

The post-pandemic world is yet to be completely revealed 
as governments, consumers, businesses and retailers 
continue to adjust and try to plan how to navigate in that 
“brave new world.”

Although consumers are finding their way, they are the one 
constant before, during and after the pandemic. Brands and 
retailers, as has been their best strategy for decades, must 
continue to follow consumers’ lead. Their buying behaviors 
and influence on issues will determine which brands and 
retailers will succeed.

Sources: US Bureau of Labor Statistics Website, 4/22; Inside Radio Website, 4/22; Chain 
Store Age Website, 4/22; Trading Economics Website, 4/22; US Department of Labor 
Website, 4/22; CNBC Website, 4/22; The White House Website, 4/22; ICSC Website, 
4/22; University of Denver Website, 4/22; Datassential Website, 4/22; Morning Consult 
Website, 4/22; Shopkick Website, 4/22; Adobe Website, 4/22; US Census Bureau 
Website, 4/22; Food Marketing Institute Website, 4/22; Sense360 by Medallia Website, 
4/22; Clarus Commerce Website, 4/22; The Media Audit Website, 4/22; Progressive 
Grocer Website, 4/22; McKinsey & Company Website, 4/22.
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