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We know things have changed in New Zealand as a result of COVID-19. 
But which things? And by how much? What will the experience mean 
for the attitudes and behaviours of everyday New Zealanders? Which 
habits have been disrupted? Which have been created? What are  
short-term reactions? And what may change long-term in the way  
we think and act?

The 2020 Vision project seeks to answer those questions. By following 
the stories of the same 30 New Zealanders over time, we'll see which 
changes are fleeting and which will last longer. 

During Lockdown we heard of the sacrifices made to protect ourselves, 
and each other. We’re a fairly selfless lot when it really matters. And 
resilient too. Despite the odd grumble, we managed through the  
confines of Lockdown pretty well. But we missed the human contact 
with our family and friends…

After 102 days enjoying the freedoms of having no community  
transmission of COVID-19, it returned. Once again, we were asked  
to restrict our movements, and Aucklanders had to revert to  
Alert Level 3 Lockdown.  

As we fight to get the virus under control again, New Zealanders are 
looking to leaders to guide us; brands to adapt with us; and a general 
sense of fairness. We're also getting used to wearing masks...

A bit about the 2020 Vision Project. 

1.



After 102 days free of COVID-19 in the community, a second wave began in 
Auckland leading to a sense of disappointment across the nation – but not  
surprise. One thing that seemed certain about this virus was that “it’ll be back”. 

Despite a few grumbles about the border not being secure enough, the majority  
of New Zealanders were accepting of what is assumed to be a border breakdown that  
sparked the latest outbreak. They acknowledge that the virus is still raging around 
the world, and with people carrying it into New Zealand virtually every day, it feels 
somewhat inevitable that it will seep out into the community at some stage.  

While not happy that it had returned, people seem to be pragmatic about needing ‘to  
do what we’ve got to do’ – whether that was a return to Level 2, or a Level 3 Lockdown  
(as was the case in Auckland). Once again, going hard and going early was considered to  
be an appropriate response. 

Kiwis are a very resilient and pragmatic bunch. Which is fortunate, because many of us 
are thinking that we’ll be living with the effects of COVID-19 for some time to come. 

COVID-19 returns: Disappointment, but not blame.

What might this mean?
If the second wave of COVID-19 has done anything, it has shattered any sense of complacency. 
Kiwis are expecting that COVID-19 will be with us for the long-haul. Few expect that we’ll  
eliminate it from our communities forever – not until (or if) a vaccine is made available. 

While the prospect of future restrictions carries a mixed response, we're now realising that we 
have to live with a ‘new normal’ while the virus remains a threat. But, we are keen to get on with 
our lives as best we can, and expect our brands to do what they can to help.  2.

“It didn’t surprise me that we were 
going to get a community outbreak … 
we’ve got a little bit complacent like 
life is normal.”

Female, 48, Wellington 

“No system is fail-safe.  At the end  
of the day there is always scope for  
human error, and that’s all it will 
take.” Male, 48, Nelson

68% of Kiwis said they expected community transmission 
of COVID-19 to return.*

*Dynata survey of 1000 New Zealanders (14-17 August).



COVID-19 has caused a large disruption in the way we live, but it hasn’t 
changed what we want for our lives. We want to socialise; we want to lead a 
productive work life; we want to provide for our families. In short, we want 
what makes life worthwhile.

Kiwis are doing their best to get on with their lives, and are looking for brands 
and organisations to assist them with this – while cognisant of the lingering 
spectre of COVID-19. Adaptation seems to be key.

Importantly, people weren’t looking for perfect solutions, they were looking 
for functional adaptations. Whether it was the new click & collect service at 
my hardware store, or the spaced seating at my local café, the key was to let 
people do what they want, safely, with as little disruption as possible. 

Adapt and deliver, so we can get on with our lives.

“I just want to see stores keep  
offering what they’ve got… if they  
have to adapt it, or you know, offer  
it in new ways.” 

Male, 23, Christchurch

What might this mean?
Innovation has been a call to arms in business over recent years. It continues 
to be important. Equally, solutions need to match the needs and expectations 
of customers, and reflect current circumstances. So, a focus on ‘adaptation’ 
rather than ‘innovation’ may be more effective now. 

Customers are willing to try imperfect solutions that are set up to deliver for 
their benefit – meaning now’s a great time to test-and-learn new MVPs. You 
may not get it right first time round, but you’ll learn and get closer to a 
working solution, and customers are likely to respect you for it.
 

3.

“I love how the NZ fashion brand  
Ruby sold sewing patterns and held 
Zoom classes to enable people to still 
access their stuff…. and they started 
doing Facetime photo shoots when  
they couldn’t photograph the models  
in person.”

Female, 22, Wellington



COVID-19 has created a tremendous amount of uncertainty.  
Be it the health risk, future of the economy, or even just whether  
I’m supposed to wear a mask or not. Such uncertainty brings about  
a degree of anxiety which we seek to quell.  

The government’s response to the pandemic has not been without  
its critics, but has found favour with most New Zealanders.  
Part of the reason for this has been their willingness to embrace  
science and listen to experts. Such experts bring an air of authority 
and sense of reassurance which is comforting, especially when  
we’re faced with things we’re not familiar with.

Leadership is more than just having expertise. It is about tuning into 
the context of the times and changing your tone to reflect the  
circumstances. In times of crisis, leadership is what is sought, and good 
leadership stands out. This is no different when it comes to brands.

In uncertain times leaders step forward.

Is your brand acting like a leader right now? This isn't about market share, 
but rather, are you listening to customers, and applying your expertise to 
reduce uncertainties about the future. Using your category expertise to help 
customers navigate a way forward through the current uncertainty is the real 
mark of a leader, and presents plenty of opportunity at this time.  

We heard of brands stretching beyond their ‘comfort zone’ to create win-win 
outcomes, such as financial institutions working with customers to find tailored 
solutions to manage their debt burden. How can your brand act like a leader? 
 
 

What might this mean?

“We’re not experts which is 
why we rely on them, and so 
far they haven’t let us down.”

Female, 31, Whangarei

“I think we’re more willing 
to follow because we’re 
being well led.”

Female, 26, Auckland

4.



When Jacinda Ardern urged us all to ‘be kind’ following her election as 
Prime Minister, few probably realised how prophetic that rallying cry would 
become… until now. We’ve been warmed by stories of ordinary Kiwis doing 
extraordinary things during this pandemic. Of communities coming together 
to support each other. Caring for others has become a sign of the times.  
      
And while most people are keen to ‘do their bit’ for the wellbeing of the 
nation even if it means some personal sacrifice, they expect the same  
of their brands. Being kind is a way to demonstrate relevance. To be 
seen as part of the collective effort.  

Some compassion goes a long way.

What might this mean?
How brands behave now could have a significant impact on customer loyalty 
in the future. Brands that have shown a genuine empathy and compassion 
for their customers have emerged with a lot of credit, while those who 
haven’t been so forthcoming are seen as being out of touch.  

It’s about offering flexibility when it’s needed, for example, when enforcing 
existing contracts or applying price increases; companies need to decide 
whether they’re playing the short or long game. Of course, maintaining 
financial viability in the short-term is important, but we shouldn’t lose sight 
of the longer term. Customers are unlikely to forget this moment in history.

“I can’t understand why more  
companies don’t offer a bit of lee-way.  
It would come back to them in spades 
down the track.”

Male, 32, Wellington

“They’ve shown they really respect us  
and that’s definitely earned my respect.”

Female, 53, Dunedin

5.



We’ve all seen the impact of COVID-19 – businesses have closed, people have 
lost jobs, and then there’s the health impact. It doesn’t seem fair that this virus 
has caused such a massive disruption to our lives in such a short space of time, 
nor does it seem fair the list of those who have suffered the most. 

In the face of this disruption, people are looking around at those people and 
organisations who are seen to be taking advantage of the situation. Our sense  
of ‘fairness’ has become heightened during this pandemic.

Kiwis noticed those brands that have been playing fair in recent times. The  
insurance companies refunding people their premiums during Lockdown; it  
just seemed the right thing to do. 

Equally, they noticed those brands that were seen to ‘take advantage’ of the  
situation – the ones that increased their prices at inopportune times; continued 
to charge for subscriptions and memberships that couldn’t be used during  
Lockdown; and made redundancies under the pretence of ‘COVID-19’.

“They can’t take advantage of the  
situation, like try to exploit it. That  
would be real poor form.”

Are you playing fair, or taking advantage?

Female, 20, Palmerston North 

With consumers on ‘high alert’ around any sense of unfairness, brands and 
organisations playing the long game will need to cast a fine comb over the changes 
and actions that your customers see. The decisions are yours of course, and 
whether difficult or straightforward it’s probably worth considering: are we acting 
fairly? Being transparent about the rationale for these decisions is what is likely 
to cement your reputation with customers – good or bad.   

What might this mean?

6.

“I go to [beauty salon] every six  
weeks for facials and stuff like that. 
But obviously for whatever it was  
three months I was still paying but  
couldn't go.” 

Female, 36, Auckland



With a stream of daily press conferences and blanket media coverage, 
never before have we been so obsessed with metrics detailing the health 
of the nation. So much so, that clusters and bubbles have become part of 
our lexicon. Despite a handful of conspiracy theories (and the odd factual 
inaccuracy) there has been a tremendous amount of transparency shown 
by the government – they hardly have a choice, such is the incessant 
scrutiny on ‘the numbers’. 
 
Such perceived honesty and authenticity has gone a long way to 
engendering trust amongst New Zealanders, and the same could be 
applied to brands. We heard plenty of stories where communication 
breakdowns from brands had led to a perception of dishonesty – from 
handling of customer compensation to acceptance of wage subsidies,  
all of which go against the zeitgeist of the moment.

Being transparent counts.

What might this mean?
Being up front with your customers has never been more important, and 
not just about the obvious stuff that has been mandated by the government. 
Communicating clearly with customers about decisions being made (and 
better still, consulting with them in advance) goes a long way to taking some 
stress out of a stressful time.  
 
Don’t worry about not getting it perfect. In fact, most people accept that 
things may not be picture perfect, but that merely reflects the nature of  
the times, and help's accentuates authenticity. 

“It’s not easy for anyone  
right now, so we’ve got to  
accept the odd mistake will  
be made, but as long as they 
do their best then you’ve got 
to cut them some slack.”

Male, 31, Auckland

“I mean Air New Zealand  
published their passenger  
numbers – really bad stats, 
but they were just being 
honest about how dire the 
situation was.” 

Male, 37, Dunedin
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Going back out into the world and immersing ourselves in simple pleasures has 
proven to be one of the joys of a post-Lockdown experience – whether that’s your 
local café, retail store, restaurant or otherwise. But people expect that brands and 
retailers control the environment to make people feel safe. 

What this looks like will differ at each Alert Level, but what stays the same is that 
customers expect retailers and hospitality businesses to take these responsibilities 
seriously. How do they define this? It’s what they see in front of them – whether 
customer numbers are being controlled and suitably distanced; staff are wearing 
masks and maintaining social distance; and whether a cleaning regime is obvious,  
for example. What do customers see when they enter your store?

Keep me safe, make me feel safe.

There are few things worth considering for stores wanting to ensure customers feel 
comfortable. First of all, customers need to see you taking your responsibilities 
seriously. For example, is there hand sanitiser clearly available, well topped up, and 
well presented? Second, are staff seen to be taking safety and hygiene seriously? 
Are they maintaining social distance and wearing masks? Third, are you politely 
policing the Alert Level guidelines such as appropriate social distancing?

Finally, the government has built up a lot of trust in how they’ve managed 
COVID-19 – and people are looking to them for their expertise. Are there 
ways that your organisation can leverage this trust (e.g. by direct reference to 
government advice, using COVID-19 signage) to build trust in your response?

What might this mean?

8.

“I had a guy standing right next 
to me in the queue for the  
supermarket, coughing away. I was 
too shy to ask him to move …. I wish 
one of the supermarket people would 
have said something to him.”

Female, 34, Nelson

“Number of people in store, the stores  
are in control. The person walking in  
the door doesn't know how many  
people are walking around the back.”

Female, 26, Auckland



Many New Zealanders have been confronted by the need to wear a mask for the first time as a result 
of the latest COVID-19 outbreak. It has been interesting to observe how people responded to this new 
behaviour, which pushes against an existing cultural norm.

There was little push back on the idea of wearing masks in public amongst Kiwis, but there is some 
uncertainty about whether they should wear them, and where. There have been many stories of people 
heading into stores with masks in their pockets waiting to see whether others would wear them, and 
being pleasantly surprised when seeing others walking around already with masks on.

Importantly, people have started to notice leaders (namely politicians) wearing masks which has helped 
to normalise their use. This modelling of desired behaviour is important to establish a new way of doing 
things. This is a social norm in it’s infancy – one that will need the support of retailers to embed. 

We’re OK wearing a mask but need encouragement.

There is a challenge that many retailers will have to face, which is being stuck in the centre of an  
existing cultural norm (not wearing a mask) and a new social norm (wearing a mask). While there is  
support for mandating mask wearing within stores, we appreciate that for most organisations this  
could put them in conflict with one side of their customer base or another. 

Another approach, is to use clear social signals that show you support the wearing of masks, 
without outright demanding it of customers. Signage on the way into stores could positively 
frame the wearing of masks (“Thank you for wearing your mask!”). Imagery could show staff 
and customers wearing masks. Staff could be asked to wear masks for health and  
safety too. This should remove the uncertainty and social awkwardness around a  
new behaviour, that many customers are in favour of. 

What might this mean?

9.

“I think it’ll be easier to 
get people wearing masks 
than social distancing.  
It's about normalising it, 
and that comes down to 
leadership.”

“I hated the idea of it in 
the first lockdown … but 
the second time around … 
I started wearing one.”

Male, 43, Wellington

Female, 45, Auckland

66% of New Zealanders believe it should be mandatory  
to wear masks in supermarkets, shopping malls and  
workplaces under Alert Level 2.*

*Dynata survey of 1000 New Zealanders (4 - 6 September).



In April 2020, the whole of New Zealand stayed home to ‘flatten the curve’ and save lives.  
We looked after our ‘bubbles’, tuned in for daily updates and waited out the storm.

But some did more than that. Stories of sock manufacturers making PPE, brewers making 
hand sanitiser and innovators tinkering in their sheds on ventilators. These stories of Kiwis  
doing what they could to help were inspiring to all of us.

That’s where this project started. Cole Armstrong from Neurospot and Mark Finnegan of 
Clarity Insight got talking about socks and ventilators and what they could do to help. Since 
neither are sharp on a sewing machine, they got thinking about how people were thinking.

The 2020 Vision Project is a collaboration between these two, with support from friends at 
TrustPower, Dynata and Hunch. The goal is to help New Zealand organisations start to make 
sense of this sense of flux, draw news from the noise and find insights that will help everyone 
on the winding road ahead.

We hope you find it useful.

Cole & Mark

The story behind the 2020 Vision Project. 
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