
Shopper  
“bounce back”
How has the way we shop changed?

Stephen Wu, Thomas Tod, Noel Leung, and David Mackay, November 2020



Shopper “bounce back” 
– November 2020

Retailers need  
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shoppers as they  
seek to re-emerge 
from COVID.
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Noel Leung, and David Mackay

As Victoria starts to re-emerge from  
its well publicised second “lockdown” 
and the nation grapples with what 
“COVID-normal” looks like, the focus  
of commentary is now shifting to  
how retailers can rebound from  
this disruption.

Planning what this retail rebound looks 
like involves an acknowledgement that 
shopper preferences and behaviours 
have changed - the shopper of late 
2020 is markedly different from the 
shopper of early 2020. However, which 
changes are here to stay?

Some shopper habits and patterns  
will have permanently changed into  
the future. Some will land somewhere 
in-between old and new habits,  
whilst others will quickly revert  
to the “old way”.

Now more than ever, retailers need to 
make sure they understand the profile 
of their shoppers – both current (during 
COVID) and into the post-COVID future 
(next 12 months, and beyond). 

Retailers need to make sure 
they understand the profile  
of their shoppers – both 
current and into the  
post-COVID future.
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Physical movement, shopping 
restrictions and economic uncertainty 
forced many Australians to focus 
their retail spend on essential goods 
only during the pandemic –consumer 
spend data by illion and AlphaBeta has 
indicated discretionary spend levels 
were up to 40% lower than usual at 
the height of the pandemic. However, 
this shift in behaviour is unlikely to 
persist long term – the same data from 
illion and AlphaBeta has indicated 
discretionary spending levels have 
already rebounded to pre-COVID levels 
across the country (as of 25/10).

As a retailer, it is therefore critical to 
prepare for the shopper profile of the 
future. The last thing retailers should be 
doing is to pivot and invest to serve the 
COVID shopper of yesterday, when the 
reality is that they’ve already “bounced 
back” to previous habits.

To make things simple and  
kickstart the conversation,  
we’ve broken down a shopper  
profile into 7 key questions:	

One area that is likely to revert  
is discretionary expenditure. 

1 What am I buying?
the core product set 

2 Why am I buying it? 
the “reason” for buying 

3 When do I want/need to shop?
the time factor 

4 Where do I want to be served?
the channel

5 Who do I trust to help me?
the “go to” retailer choice 

6 How do I want to be served?
the service expectation

7 How much am I willing to pay?
the value equation

7 key questions
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“�Click and Collect” – 
Case Study

The explosion of “click and collect” as a “COVID 
safe” alternative to the full bricks and mortar  
retail experience has exposed many Australians  
to a convenient experience previously unknown.  
It is likely more shoppers than in the past will  
take advantage of “click and collect” facilities  
in a post-COVID world, but this may not necessarily 
replace bricks and mortar retailing where shoppers 
are seeking a “personal touch”.

The shopper “bounce back” 
score helps retailers understand 
the extent to which COVID 
related changes will persist.

The “bounce back” score has been 
defined to assess the extent to which 
each facet of shopper behaviour is 
likely to “bounce back” to pre-COVID 
standards and expectations, or whether 
COVID related changes will persist.

A low “bounce back” score means  
that changes instigated by the pandemic 
are likely to be enduring, while a high 
“bounce back” score means that  
the shopper will largely return to 
pre COVID habits and behaviours.

The intention of the “bounce back” 
score is not to necessarily put a peg in 
the sand to re-segment the customer 
base, but rather to assist retailers in a 
methodical thought process to gauge 
how shoppers’ behaviour may change  
in the future and how to prepare for  
the new “COVID normal”.

See “bounce back” score against  
7 key questions on the next page.	  



1. What am I buying? – the core product set 

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Discretionary retail share of wallet  

has significantly declined as the 
challenging economic climate  
puts pressure on shopper wallets

•	 �Remaining retail spend has been  
focused on essential retail goods  
and services only

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 Spend on discretionary retail to return as 

restrictions ease and the economic recovery 
gains traction

“Bounce back” score:

MODERATE

Return to pre-COVID 
behaviour but at limited  
levels – growth in 
discretionary retail likely  
to be in-line with the overall 
economic recovery.

Why it won’t “bounce back”?
•	 A likely “U-shaped” recovery will mean  

there will be ongoing pressure on the  
wallets of shoppers

2. Why am I buying it? – the “reason” for buying

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Retail spend has been focused on 

essential personal consumption
•	 �The key “reasons” for discretionary 

spending that were suspended  
during COVID were primarily  
around occasions where shoppers  
are purchasing for others (e.g. gifts)  
or “going out” occasions (e.g. fashion)

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �“Reasons” to spend that were suspended 

during COVID will return (e.g. birthdays)
•	 �Upcoming holiday and summer period  

is likely to remain a key driver of  
shopper demand

“Bounce back” score:

HIGH

Slow but eventual return 
to pre-COVID habits and 
“reasons” for buying is likely 
as gathering and “going  
out” occasions remain on  
the calendar.

Why it won’t “bounce back”?
•	 �Some suspended “reasons” to buy will 

remain suspended in the short-term as 
groups are limited
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SPP’s shopper  
“bounce back”  
score against the  
7 key questions



5. Who do I trust to help me? - the “go to” retailer choice 

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Movement restrictions shifted 

retail spend away from large scale 
retailers to local businesses – traffic 
shifted from shopping centres to 
local districts

•	 �Shoppers also shifted their spend to 
local retailers to financially support 
them throughout the pandemic

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �Many retailers quickly pivoted and tried 

to retain their existing customer base by 
nurturing them during the pandemic in the 
last 6 months

•	 �Many shopping centres have already 
returned to almost pre-COVID levels  
of foot traffic

“Bounce back” score:

MODERATE

Return to pre-COVID habits  
of high density shopping 
centres, but the trend of 
shopping in parallel at small 
local businesses is likely  
to endure.Why it won’t “bounce back”?

•	 �Shoppers who have shifted to local traders 
are likely to continue shopping locally given 
the closer and more intimate relationship 
they have developed

3. When do I want/need to shop? – the time factor

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Less people were “going shopping” 

and “doing shopping” due to 
movement restrictions and health 
concerns – shopping became a 
short and task-based activity, rather 
than an experiential activity

•	 �Spending on discretionary goods 
(e.g. fashion) quickly shifted to an 
“as needed” basis, whilst essentials 
experienced a well-documented 
“stockpiling” phase

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �As shoppers regain freedom, the number of 

people “going shopping” is likely to return to 
pre-COVID levels for discretionary goods

•	 �No supply issues for essential  
goods mean shoppers are unlikely  
to continue stockpiling

“Bounce back” score:

HIGH

Quick and significant return  
to pre-COVID habits in the 
next 12 months.

Why it won’t “bounce back”?
•	 �Ongoing health concerns may push some 

shoppers to limit shopping trips to an 
“as needed” basis or reduce their overall 
shopping time per trip wherever possible

4. Where do I want to be served? – the channel 

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Shoppers were forced to shift their 

spend to online channels due to 
physical restrictions that forced the 
closure of bricks and mortar stores

•	 �Omnichannel has also become 
more prominent, with some retailers 
leveraging both online and physical 
channels in tandem to serve their 
shoppers during the pandemic

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �Retailers have struggled to support the surge 

in online traffic leading to sub-par shopper 
experiences that have turned some off online

“Bounce back” score:

MODERATE

Return to bricks and mortar, 
but the growth in online is 
likely to continue in parallel.

Why it won’t “bounce back”?
•	 �Shoppers have grown accustomed to  

the convenience of online and are likely  
to stay online, especially for discretionary  
retail purchases
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6. How do I want to be served? – the service & experience expectation 

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �Contact and movement restrictions 

forced many retailers to alter their 
in-store experience and introduce 
different retail services (e.g. click 
and collect, drive and collect, foot 
traffic heat maps, virtual queuing, 
density requirements)

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �Changes in customer service (e.g. density 

limitations) that deliver an inferior experience 
are likely to be phased out ASAP

•	 �Retailers may also seek to phase out or  
scale back the more “bespoke” services  
that present ongoing operational challenges 
(e.g. blocking out a portion of its carpark  
for “drive and collect”)

“Bounce back” score:

MODERATE

Increased shopper service 
expectations may endure 
post COVID, but “COVID-
safe” service experiences 
associated with lockdown 
are likely to be scaled back/
phased out to an extent.Why it won’t “bounce back”?

•	 �Ongoing health protocols are likely to force 
some services and experiences to remain

•	 �Shoppers that have also grown accustomed 
to these service levels are unlikely to adjust 
their expectations downwards

7. How much am I willing to pay? – the value equation 

COVID behaviours and patterns:
•	 �The wallets of shoppers have been 

put under significant pressure, with 
many re-evaluating what is truly 
“necessary” and favouring low-cost 
alternatives for purchases that 
make the cut

Why it will “bounce back”?
•	 �People were willing to compromise due to 

restrictions and supply chain challenges, 
and tighten their purse strings due to the 
unknown, but many are craving the social and 
retail experiences that they have  
been missing, and will pay “anything”  
for a “return to normal”

“Bounce back” score:

LOW

Willingness to pay is unlikely 
to quickly return to pre-
COVID levels for a sustained 
period of time – return to 
pre-COVID levels likely to 
be in-line with the overall 
economic recovery and 
employment growth.

Why it won’t “bounce back”?
•	 �A likely “U-shaped” recovery will continue  

to put pressure on shopper wallets
•	 �Declining government support and stimulus 

(ie. JobKeeper and JobSeeker supplements) 
as we move out of the peak of the pandemic
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The above is at a macro level only –  
this might look very different 
depending on the definition of the 
shopper group at hand! For example, 
the “bounce back” profile of 18-25 
year olds looks very different than 
65+ year olds. The same thing can  
be said for different industries, 
sectors and individual stores as well.

As Nobel Laureate Nils Bohr said 
“Prediction is very difficult,  
especially if it’s about the future.”  
The point of this approach is to 
kickstart your thinking and a 
conversation around what changes  
will and won’t last. We could be right  
on the money, or could be further  
off than the Microsoft Zune.

Australian retailers need to be 
preparing for life post COVID. A good 
start is thinking about what a post 
COVID world looks like. A great start 
is really zooming in to what their 
customers look like and how they 
shop in that post COVID world, before 
trying to understand how retailers 
should respond.
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Let us know your thoughts on which COVID shopper 
habits will endure in the long-term and which will 
“bounce back” in a post COVID world?

About SPP
Strategic Project Partners is a 
generalist, strategy consulting firm. 
We support organisations to solve 
complex strategic and operational 
challenges.

Established in 2005, SPP has 
delivered successful outcomes for 
a broad range of commercial and 
Government sector clients. 

SPP’s Consumer practice brings 
customer first capabilities to helping 
our clients profitably grow.  

We serve retailers and branded goods, 
leisure, sport and media clients.

Our services cover:
•	 Market opportunity identification 

and assessment

•	 Brand portfolio and channel 
strategy optimisation

•	 Pricing strategy for profitable 
growth

•	 Mobilising go to market sales 
and promotional investment

•	 Data and analytics strategy and 
activation
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