
 
 

The Relentless Consumer 
 

Introduction 
 

With 2021 being well underway, and with the globe having faced a year of firsts- what with 

the Covid-19 pandemic and the still-continuing lockdown- it is inevitable that the face of 

the retail market will have also experienced its fair share of change. On one hand the retail 

market has undergone changes during the past year, with online shopping becoming a 

forerunner and customer service and experiences needing to be revamped to suit the new 

marketplace, on the other hand, the fact of the matter stands - consumers continue to buy 

and spend. 

 

In this paper, we will explore some of the changes in the consumer buying behaviour 

during an economic crisis, the concept of materialism, consumer spending during the 

looing coronavirus crisis, as well as South Africa’s spending patterns during lockdown, 

among other pertinent issues.  

 

Observed Changes in Consumer Buying Behaviour During an Economic Crisis 
 

The economic cycle can have an important impact on consumption patterns, with 

expenditure usually rising during the periods of economic upturn. When an economy is 

booming, the upturn in consumption is usually of luxury goods and consumer durables. And 

vice versa, during periods of recession, disposable income is reduced, and consumer 

confidence usually falls. A slowdown in economic activity often results in fewer luxury 

purchases being made, for example, lower sales of jewellery, holidays abroad, or other big-

ticket purchase, such as cars or furniture (Valaskova & Kliestik, 2015). 

 

A few decades ago, the driving force behind consumption was the desire of individuals to 

improve their social condition and their immediate environment- improving upon their 

perceived social status through the possession of material goods, which ensured middle-

class membership. However, according to Drakopoulos (2008) consumerism proved that it 

was unable to make people happier, especially by the fact that it did not cause an 

increase in personal welfare in other aspects other than those relating to psychological 

perception. Excessive consumption has created a so-called "paradox of happiness", which 

is that once a basic level is provided, happiness does not intrinsically increase with income 

above this limit (Drakopoulos, 2008). 

 

 

 



Understanding Consumerism 
 

In common use, “consumerism” refers to a tendency of people (living in a capitalist 

economy) to engage in a lifestyle of excessive materialism that revolves around impulsive, 

wasteful, or conspicuous overconsumption- the intentional purchase of goods or services in 

order to display one’s wealth. In this sense, consumerism is widely understood to contribute 

to the destruction of traditional values and ways of life, exploitation of consumers by big 

business, environmental degradation, and negative psychological effects (Investopedia, 

2021). 

 

Early uses of the term in the mid-20th century were intended to have a positive 

connotation, which would emphasize the benefits that capitalism had to offer consumers 

which seemed to improve standards of living and an economic policy that would prioritise 

the interests of consumers; but these meanings have fallen out of general use. As 

consumers spend, economists believe that consumers benefit from goods that they 

purchase, but businesses also gain from increased sales, revenue, and profit (Investopedia, 

2021).  

As standards of living rose as a result of the Industrial Revolution, conspicuous consumption 

grew. High rates of conspicuous consumption can end up being a wasteful zero-sum or 

even negative-sum activity as real resources are used up to produce goods that are not 

valued for their use but rather the image they portray (Investopedia, 2021). That is, 

engaging in a situation wherein one person’s gain is equivalent to the loss of another, or in 

the case of the latter, a situation in which the total of all gains and losses are still less than 

zero- the only way to maintain or achieve the status quo is by taking something from 

another party (Spangler, 2003). 

Studies suggest that ‘hyperconsumerism’ has failed to satisfy the consumer, leaving him 

unhappy and alienated from others and from the natural world. A paradox of modern 

consumerism is that even as those who have come to own more, they actually felt like they 

had less. Consumers are experiencing feelings of emptiness and disconnectedness. In 

response, they have begun to want real and authentic experiences (Voinea & Filip, 2011). 

 

As such, we see the emergence of new typologies of consumers- ‘the new consumer’. 

Studies have found  that the new consumer has largely exhausted the things that could be 

bought in order to stand out in terms of socio-economic status, thus changing their 

purchase focus or choices rather to opportunities or experiences that could potentially 

make life happier, more exciting, and as a result, enriched. The new consumer thus focuses 

more on original products and services which prove to be innovative and distinctive. As 

such, there is a general tendency to reject those goods which are produced and even sold 

at mass, opting instead for products and services which can stand on the claim of 

‘authenticity’ (Voinea & Filip, 2011). 

 

As we have come to learn, no longer does the power lie solely with the manufacturer, but 

rather has shifted to theconsumer who increasingly dictates not only what they will buy, but 

also how and where the goods they purchased are made, and in some instances what 

they are willing to pay for said goods (Voinea & Filip, 2011). 

 

Studies further suggest that there are three overarching characteristics which may define 

the new consumer during an economic crisis: 1) The consumer becomes more 

economical, 2) the consumer becomes more responsible, and 3) the consumer becomes 



more demanding (Voinea & Filip, 2011). It has therefore become evident that although 

consumers continue to buy products, they do need more reasons to justify certain types of 

purchases- they refuse to buy products at higher prices unless there is a clear quality 

advantage. Furthermore, if they are loyal to a particular brand, they would prefer to wait 

for a drop in price, promotion, or discount.  

 

In other studies (Mansoor, 2011), it is suggested that the main changes in the new consumer 

behaviour (due to economic turmoil) could be noted as the following: 

• The need for simplicity: during recession consumers are accustomed to limited offers 

and tend to simplify their demands, so that after the crisis, it is expected that they will 

continue to accept simple offers, but with greater efficiency. 

• Temperance: this suggests that even ‘wealthy’ people save, although they are not 

required to do so. This is one way they show their dissatisfaction on excessive 

consumption. They began to recycle and to teach their children more traditional 

values. 

• Smart consumption: consumers today are "agile" and react quickly to price 

changes, with the ability to change brands looking for the lowest price, sacrificing 

the quality and loyalty in some instances- particularly if they do not have much 

choice- that is, their need outweighs their sense of loyalty. 

• Green consumerism: this trend slowed during the recession because people are not 

willing to pay more for certain products that can be substituted with other which are 

of a cheaper price. The demand for environmentally friendly products showed a 

decline during an economic crisis but anticipated a recovery after the recession. 

• Ethical consumerism: people are less inclined to charity actions because they are 

more concerned about the welfare of their families. In this case, ethical 

consumerism is expected to rebound slowly, as this is likely to lead to an increase of 

those in need. 

 

Pros and Cons of Consumerism 

According to Scott (2017) the following can be considered benefits of consumerism: 

 

1. Economic growth: Consumerism drives economic growth. There is increase in both 

production and employment which further leads to more consumption. As such, 

when people spend more on goods/services produced in this seemingly never-

ending cycle, the economy grows.  The living standards of people are also bound 

to improve because of consumerism. 

2. Boosts innovation and creativity: Since consumers are actively looking for the ‘next-

best thing’ in terms of products or services, producers and manufacturers are under 

constant pressure to innovate. As consumers access better goods/services, living 

standards tend to improve. 

 

  While the downside of consumerism includes (Scott, 2017): 

 

1. Environmental degradation: Increasing demand for goods puts extensive pressure 

on natural resources such as water and other raw materials. Consumerism also 

results in the excessive use of energy and further encourages the use of chemicals 

which are known to degrade the environment. In a nutshell, consumerism does 



more harm than good to the environment. Living in South Africa, we are all too 

familiar with the incredible lack in resources such as water and electricity and the 

pressure both manufacturers and consumers face due to this. 

 

2. Moral degradation: Increasing consumerism tends to shift societies away from 

important values such as integrity. Instead, there is a strong focus on materialism 

and competition. People tend to buy goods and services that they do not need so 

that they can be on par or at a higher level than everyone else- as opposed to 

opting to use what may potentially be ‘extra’ resources to help another who may 

be in need of basic living necessities.  

 

3. Higher debt levels: Consumerism also increases debt levels in a society. The number 

of people taking short term loans such as payday loans to buy luxury goods has 

increased drastically. Many short-term loans aren’t channelled into constructive use 

today. 

 

4. Mental health problems: Consumerism increases debt levels which, in turn, results in 

mental health problems or strain such as stress, anxiety, and depression. Trying to 

follow the latest trends when you have limited resources can become extremely 

exhausting to the mind and body. Consumerism forces people to work harder, 

borrow more and spend less time with loved ones. Consumerism gets in the way of 

fruitful relationships. It affects the overall well-being of people negatively in the long 

run since research has proven that people don’t get valuable and long-lasting 

fulfilment from materialism. 

 

Consumer Spending During the Coronavirus Crisis (Case Study) 
 

A study by Levanon (2020) explored consumer spending during the coronavirus pandemic 

in comparison to that prior to the pandemic.  

 

The US is now enduring the worst recession in 80 years: employment in July of 2020 was 

about 13 million below February’s number, while the GDP dropped by 11 percent in the first 

half of 2020. Yet in June, consumer spending on goods was 5 percent above pre-Covid-19 

levels. The question is why? 

First, and most importantly, because of the pandemic, spending on in-person, leisure-

related services, like travel, restaurants, and entertainment, naturally declined due to 

lockdown measures, leaving many consumers with ample funds to spend on other 

categories, and leading to a shift from services to goods. 

Second, the US consumer has been supported by the largest government stimulus in our 

history. Despite the huge loss in labour income, personal income in June was 4 percent 

higher than in February, providing US households more funds for spending. 

Finally, pent-up demand lead to a high level of spending on goods in June. Some of the 

spending that did not occur in March, April, or May, due to retail shutdowns and other 

reasons, took place instead in June. 

Consumers were unwilling or, in many cases, unable to spend on leisure-related services 

from February to June of 2020, so instead they spent on leisure-related goods, such as 



sports and recreational vehicles, sporting equipment, newspapers and periodicals, pets 

and related products, alcoholic beverages, and skills development. Recessions typically hit 

these goods hard, so the current spending spree is a welcomed surprise for their 

manufacturers and importers. 

Spending on motor vehicles, another recession-sensitive category, has also experienced a 

large spike, as well as furniture and tools and equipment for houses and gardens. The 

shutdown of many restaurants and bars has led to a large increase in consumer spending 

on food and beverages, with research suggesting a particular increase in the purchase of 

alcoholic beverages. 

Spending on jewellery, another category that has been typically hard-hit during recessions, 

is also experiencing growth in the current crisis. And while expenditures on men’s clothing 

took a big hit between February and June, consumers spent slightly more than they had 

been on women’s clothes. Spending on household supplies, including pandemic-related 

cleaning supplies, are also well above February levels. 

 

Will the high level of spending on goods continue? 
 

Decreased spending on services is likely to continue in the coming months as new 

infections remain widespread, governments keep restrictions in place and consumers 

remain cautious about engaging in high-risk activities. 

Also the US government stimulus is likely to become less generous and the pent-up demand 

that powered June’s numbers may gradually decline. Although the drop in spending on 

services is so large that even if the stimulus becomes much less generous, households would 

still be able to maintain high spending on goods, especially leisure-related products, which 

are perceived as replacements for leisure-related services. Spending on consumer goods 

may not have grown further in 2020, but it has certainly continued to defy the typical 

recession trajectory. 

The shift from spending on services to goods bodes well for the manufacturing sector and is 

reflected in the rapid increase in new orders, as reported by the Institute for Supply 

Management. The surprisingly strong outlook for consumer spending data on goods may 

also partially reverse earlier decisions by manufacturers to cut back on investment. 

In sum, despite the deep recession, stronger than expected spending on consumer goods 

should continue if the fear of engaging in leisure-related services remains high, which may 

continue well into and beyond 2021 (Levanon, 2020). 

 

Constrained Consumers VS Insulated Spenders  
 

As noted above, consumers have shifted their product choices and many pandemic 

consumption patterns are now set to become entrenched essential routines. 

Kelly Arnold, Nielsen Retail Intelligence MD for Sub-Saharan Africa, says: "Since the onset of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, many consumers have found themselves in a radically adjusted 

financial position, with 41% of South Africans saying they have been personally impacted 

by job losses under the lockdown’ (Maggs, 2020). 



The massive and sudden shifts in unemployment rates are among the many factors driving 

the declining spending power of numerous South Africans. Studies suggest that there are 

two distinct types of consumers which have been identified with key behavioural changes 

which make sense of today’s fundamentally altered shopping landscape. These being: 

constrained consumers who are stretched financially due to factors such as job losses and 

compressed income; and insulated spenders who have managed to retain their job and 

therefore sustained their income (Maggs, 2020). 

It is further suggested that as more consumers become unable to maintain their peak 

Covid-19 spending levels, the consideration set for what is "essential" will shrink. This 

cautiousness will affect where and how households spend their money. 

Furthermore, what is becoming clearer is that the home-based economy is here to stay. 

Within that, the constrained consumer will seek out self-fulfilment of needs, limit their 

exposure to price increases and look for cost savings, whereas for insulated spenders this 

means creative exploration and trying new products (Maggs, 2020) 

Overall, consumers continue to prioritise in-home spend, with spending on food and 

beverages being maintained or even increased compared to the end of 2019. This is also 

true of SA shoppers with 79% of them saying that they bought treats and indulgent 

categories, with the top three product types being juice, carbonated soft drinks and 

chocolates. Evidence suggests that consumers still want to find enjoyment in life, and it is 

anticipated that they will reimagine the role that certain goods and services play in their 

routines (Maggs, 2020). 

Strategic Consumer Spending 

Globally, consumers continue to spend—and in some cases, spend more compared to 

pre-pandemic levels—on some necessities such as groceries and household supplies. 

Due to changes in media consumption habits, consumers in almost all countries surveyed 

(Jones, 2020) state that they will increase their spend on at-home entertainment. This is 

especially true for Korea, a country that already boasts a massive gaming culture. 

As restrictions in China lift, many categories such as gasoline, wellness, and pet-care 

services appear to be bouncing back, which could be a positive sign for other countries 

following a similar trajectory. However, while consumers increase their spending on 

necessities, they also anticipate spending less in other categories (Jones, 2020). 

South Africa’s Spending Patterns During Lockdown 

Nobody could have predicted the turmoil the Covid-19 pandemic would cause for the 

financial lives of most South Africans. A previously mentioned, South African's incomes have 

been significantly decreased and many citizens are facing the prospect of unemployment. 

Data collected from 21 to 24 April 2020, measuring consumers’ behaviour and spending 

patterns over lockdown, and their expectations for the future as the economic impact of 

Covid-19 continues to unfold (BusinessTech, 2020). 



As at May 2020, 89% of South Africans said they believed the personal and financial 

implications of Covid-19 would last beyond two months, whilst only 22% believed it will last 

for more than a year (BusinessTech, 2020). 

 

More than 60% of South Africans said they have experienced a loss of income during the 

Covid-19 crisis and expect to cut back aggressively on spending in all categories except 

groceries and home entertainment, with 65% refraining from making purchases they would 

otherwise make, due to uncertainty about the economy. The image below depicts these 

numbers- the adjustment to routines as well as the impact on household and personal 

finances. 

 

 

(BusinessTech, 2020) 

 

South African Consumer Sentiment During the Coronavirus Crisis 
 

More than half of South African consumers have mixed feelings on the country’s economic 

recovery. Feeling the financial impact from COVID-19, consumers in South Africa continue 

to see reduction in income, spending, and savings.  

 

Discretionary spending remains subdued, as South Africans aggressively adopt cost-cutting 

habits to save money. Restrictions on spending behaviour has grown compared to the 

previous year across all socioeconomic classes and product categories (Mckinsey, 2020). 

About 79% of South Africans have tried a new shopping behaviour, and most intend to 

continue this usage beyond the crisis. Consumers expect significant increase in online 

shopping across categories after COVID-19 subsides. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The following exhibits are based on survey data collected in South Africa from Sept 18–29, 

2020. 

 

 

 

(Mckinsey, 2020) 

 

 

While the uncertainty from COVID-19 persists throughout the globe, its impact is felt 

differently across countries. As a result, there is significant variance in how consumers 

respond to the crisis and adapt to the next normal (Mckinsey&Co., 2020). 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

With 2021 being well and truly in full swing, observing the consumer buying patterns and 

changes is crucial in order to understand the current changes within the economy as well 

as those affecting manufacturing decisions and consumer financial well-being.  

 

Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, much of consumer buying decisions were influenced by 

desire, uniqueness, and maintaining a perceived social status. Furthermore, many 

consumers had fallen into ‘consumerism’ to portray fitting into a particular social class- 

even if it meant borrowing funds in order to do so.  

 

Consumerism has a good and bad side. Although consumerism drives economic growth 

and boosts innovation, it comes with a fair share of problems ranging from environmental 

and moral degradation to higher debt levels and mental health problems. Since we are 

already in a consumerist society, it is advisable to strike a healthy balance. A person’s love 

for the finer things in life should not come at the expense of his/her mental health and 

financial stability. 

 

Studies suggest that since the Covid-19 pandemic, consumers have adapted their 

spending and become more strategic in the way that they make purchases as a result of 

the lockdown which started in 2020. 

 



When it comes to adapting to the evolving needs of the consumer, rather than make short 

term and reactive decisions and adjustments, brands need to make smart choices that 

consider short-, medium-and long-term strategic views taking into account the changes in 

consumers lifestyle and spending habits due to the pandemic.  
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