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Introduction During March this year, the lights went out across Europe. 
That evocative phrase was first used in 1914 as Europe 
stood on the brink of the First World War.  This time, 
Europe is confronted by a different kind of war; this time 
it is being waged against a virus, the Coronavirus, which 
travels invisibly and kills by stealth.  

The spread of the Coronavirus has created Europe’s 
biggest public health threat in the post-1945 era.  In the 
space of just 24 hours in March, the virus was declared 
a global pandemic by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) and Italy became the first country in the world to 
declare a national lockdown.  The rest of Europe would 
soon follow suit. 

The lockdown, when it came, was rapid and all 
encompassing. Right across Europe, restaurants, bars, 
schools and workplaces were shuttered and citizens were 
given a simple message: stay home, protect public health 
systems and save lives.  

This led to massive changes in working practices and 
lifestyles. 
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This report sets out how Covid-19 is impacting on people’s attitudes and behaviours 
as European societies learn to embrace the new realities of social distancing. 

Many aspects of our everyday lives have changed and some of these changes may 
become permanent.  One of the most notable impacts is likely to be the rapid 
shift to digital living as people get used to working from home and working and 
shopping online.  

To help business leaders and policy markers understand how European households 
are responding we conducted research on those living in Europe’s “big four’ 
countries. 

The results are based on responses from 1,600 people living in France, Germany, 
Italy and the UK. This represents a combined population of 275 million people. The 
consumer findings were conducted by Norstat using an online survey on 23-24 
April. The analysis and report was produced by Cicero/AMO. 
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COVID-19 
IMPACT:
The current lockdown status 
of countries across Europe

Exit Strategy adopted but measures not 
currently (or substantially) being lifted

Substantial easing of restrictions
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THE EUROPEAN 
LOCKDOWN 

In search of an 
exit strategy

During March, governments in all four of 
our survey countries introduced measures 
to lockdown their economies.  This involved 
asking their citizens to stay at home, and 
where possible, work from home, to prevent 
the spread of infections.
 
Italy, which (until recently) has been the 
epicentre of Europe’s outbreak, was the first to 
introduce a lockdown. This was first introduced 
in Italy’s northern regions, which were the 
most badly affected. The Italian Government 
then took the decision to extend the lockdown 
nationally on 10 March. At the time, many 
people were shocked at the draconian nature 
of Italy’s response. Within weeks, most of 
Europe had followed Italy’s lead to prevent 
their public health systems from being over-
whelmed. Most of Europe is still in some form 
of lock down. 

While Europe’s entry into lockdown was total 
and rapid, it is already clear that the exit 
strategy will be much more complex and 
drawn out.  The longer that process takes, the 
more permanent any behaviour changes will 
become.  Covid-19 has the potential to reshape 
our behaviours, potentially in very positive 
ways.  
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LIFTING THE 
LOCKDOWN 

After a 2-month period of lockdown, the 
landscape had changed with Europe beginning 
to ease economic and social restrictions. The 
so-called r-rate or reproduction rate, which 
measures the speed with which the virus 
spreads through communities, has come down.  
An R-rate below 1 indicates that the spread is 
being contained.  This milestone has now been 
achieved though the challenge is to maintain 
this progress as economic restrictions are 
gradually lifted.  Germany became one of the 
first major European countries to start easing 
the economic restrictions. This process began 
when we were conducting the fieldwork for this 
survey (22-24 April) so was most likely top of 
people’s minds.  

The process of returning economic life to 
normality is not expected to be short and 
comprehensive. The expectation is that the exit, 
when it comes, will be drawn out and done in a 
piecemeal manner. 

UK

FRA

GER

ITA

15% 25% 17% 43%

23% 23% 15% 40%

13% 20% 17% 51%

18% 17% 16% 49%

Up to 1 
month

1-2 
months

2-3 
months

Over 3 
months

Number of weeks until lockdown is expected to be lifted 
by country

In the UK just 15% think 
that the economy would 
be fully reopened by the 
end of May.

In France, 23% expected 
the economy to be 
fully opened within 4 
weeks. 23% expect the 
restrictions to be fully 
lifted within 2 months. This 
would mean before the 
end of June suggesting a 
sense of over-optimism 
among the general public.  

Even in Germany, the 
country which has 
experienced by far the 
lowest mortality rate, 
around half (51%) expect 
the easing of restrictions 
to extend beyond three 
months.  This is at odds 
with the Germany’s 
decision to lift restrictions 
sooner than elsewhere.

In Italy, which has also 
begun the process of 
easing the economic 
restrictions, 19% think 
that the economy will 
fully reopen within four 
weeks of our research 
being conducted. That 
would correspond with no 
restrictions by the end of 
May.
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IMPACT ON 
BEHAVIOURS 

Impacts on our long-term 
behaviours: “temporary” changes 
to lifestyle and working lives may 
become permanent 

As countries go through the 
process of unwinding the economic 
restrictions it is already becoming 
obvious that Europe will not emerge 
from this crisis to return to the old 
status quo.  For the foreseeable 
future, important elements of the 
lockdown will remain in place.  
Most people across our four survey 
countries expect their recent 
behaviour changes to last for at least 
12 months.

Faced with a slow and drawn out 
return to normality, there is the 
potential for short-term behaviour 
changes to become engrained.  
The realisation is beginning to 
dawn on people that we may never 
return fully to our old lives. Instead, 
societies will look to establish a “new 
normal” in which people embed 
the lessons learned from having 
lived through a traumatic pandemic 
experience and the associated social 
distancing. 
 

Large numbers of Europeans expect to see 
some of the Covid-19 related behaviour changes 
to be maintained over the coming 12 months.
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SOCIAL DISTANCING

The reality is that in the absence of a vaccine 
we will simply have no alternative but to 
keep our distance and change our lifestyles 
and working practices to make that happen. 
Keeping our distance will limit capacity on 
public transportation systems, offices and 
other workplaces, cafes, restaurants, bars and 
theatres.  There can be no simple return to 
normality.  For a large minority, there will be 
no return to handshakes, kissing, hugging or 
touching other people for the foreseeable 
future. 

In addition, a minority expect European 
societies to move into  line with Asian societies 
like Japan and China, through the use of face 
masks to help contain the spread of viruses.

% believing behaviour change will persist...

Those in the UK are by far 
the least likely to envisage 
wearing face masks 
regularly - both over the 
coming 12 months (54%) 
and more permanently 
in the future (7%). Social 
distancing, too, is not 
expected to last beyond 
2020.

One in five (19%) of people 
in France believe that 
wearing face masks will 
become a permanent 
feature of everyday life. 
Furthermore, 19% expect 
the shift towards social 
distancing to become a 
permanent behavioural 
change.

31% of people in Germany 
believe that shaking hands 
or making bodily contact 
will become a thing of 
the past. This makes the 
Germans the most likely 
to forsake bodily contact 
among our European 
survey countries. 

Italians are most likely to 
expect that the wearing 
of face masks will become 
routine over the coming 
year (88%) - though are 
least likely to expect 
avoiding bodily contact 
with others to become a 
permanent fixture.

UK

FRA

GER

ITA

87%

7%

75%

19%

54%

7%

83%

19%

77%

27%

84%

19%

80%

19%

78%

31%

77%

13%

85%

14%

73%

16%

88%

14%

SOCIAL 
DISTANCING

STOP SHAKING 
HANDS

WEARING 
FACEMASKS

Up to 12 months Permanently
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“Working from home” to 
become a permanent feature 

The return to the work will not be a return to the 
old practices. 

There is an expectation that the changes 
witnessed in working practices will be, at 
least partially, sustained. Over the coming 12 
months, over two-thirds of British people (71%) 
expect those who can work from home to do 
so for some or all their working week to do so.  
The Brits are the most likely to embrace home 
working as a response to Covid-19.  

This number will drop once the vaccine has been 
found but we still see almost one-in-three (30%) 
in the UK who think that working from home 
will become a permanent behaviour change.  
Again, Britons are ahead of other Europeans 
in anticipating this change.  The figures drop 
elsewhere: 21% in France and Germany and 16% 
in Italy.  

This will have implications across Europe  
on improving corporate and household 
sustainability and social impacts. There 
are likely to be fewer car journeys and less 
demands placed by commuters on over-
crowded public transport systems, less air 
pollution and congestion. It will also mean, 
of course, less demand for office space and 
other commercial properties, which will force 
policymakers and municipal governments 
to rethink the land use of our major urban 
centres. 

Cumulatively, this is all likely to mean that 
the carbon footprint of households and 
companies will fall as people lead simpler, 
more self-contained lifestyles.  Given the 
widespread public appreciation for cleaner 
less polluted air during the European 
lockdown, this is clearly one silver lining 
that the general public – and quite possibly 
employers (who will be able to reduce rental 
costs on expensive commercial premises) – 
are already willing to embrace. 

% believing that working from home for all / part of the week will continue...

71% 30% 62% 21% 63% 21% 55% 16%

UK FRA GER ITA

Up to 12 months

Permanently
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A shift from the Gig Economy 
labour market?

A significant change in behaviour could 
see workers retrench from the working 
practices which have seen a rapid 
expansion in the gig economy.  The term 
‘gig economy’ has become synonymous 
with flexible labour markets and a 
rapid growth in people becoming self-
employed or working as freelancers, 
fixed-term contract workers, or those on 
zero-hours contracts. These people, with 
less employment protection, have been 
hit particularly hard as a result of the 
economic shutdown.  

In all four countries two-fifths of people 
would be less inclined to work as 
freelancers or in a self-employed capacity 
over the course of the next 12 months.  A 
sizeable number of people see this as part 
of a permanent shift.  One in six people 
in Italy and Germany (17%) would be 
less inclined to ever work in a freelance 
or self-employed capacity. Again, this 
compares with 16% in France and 15% in 
the UK.  This represents a similar degree 
of consensus across the whole of Europe.  
The UK – noted for its more flexible labour 
market – is no more wedded to preserving 
flexible working patterns than continental 
European countries more noted for 
their social contract offering greater 
employment protections.  

% stating they are less likely to consider 
freelancing or self-employment...

UK

FRA

GER

ITA

41%

15%

Up to 12 months Permanently

41%

16%

42%

17%

43%

17%
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A new era in digital 
transformation 

The Covid-19 lockdown has resulted 
in a wholesale, overnight shift towards 
people working from home, with office 
workers now depending largely on 
technology-assisted remote working 
patterns. During the lockdown millions 
of workers have become acclimatised 
to video conferencing with a daily diet 
of meetings hosted in services like 
Zoom, Teams and Skype. The ease of 
the transition has surprised many as IT 
systems have proven to be amazingly 
resilient.  The realisation that we can 
organise more of our lives online 
has perhaps conditioned people to 
expect a more rapid adoption of digital 
technology in their everyday lives.  

As social distancing becomes a semi-
permanent reality, people will look 

towards technology as a means of 
bringing colleagues, family members 
and friends closer together. Technology 
has also assisted people in shifting their 
behaviours in other aspects of everyday 
life. The closure of most shops on the 
high street has pushed more of our retail 
spending online. There has also been 
a rapid adoption of telehealth systems 
which allow people to access medical 
services, such as GP consultations, via 
video conferencing. 

Not surprisingly, people believe that their 
lives will become more digital as a result 
of the current outbreak with people 
spending more of their time and their 
money online. This sense is highest in 
Germany at over two-thirds (71%). 

Of all the Covid-19 related behaviour 
changes, the switch towards a more 
digital lifestyle is deemed most likely to 
endure on a permanent basis. 
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Over half (54%) of Britons think becoming 
more digital is a permanent trend. This 
compares with 50% in Germany, 31% in 
France and 41% in Italy.  This more open-
minded approach to adopting digital 
technology reflects the already more 
pervasive nature of digital technology, such 
as electronic payments, in the UK. It may 
also explain why Britons are more likely to 
anticipate working remotely from their own 
homes in future given that home working and 
digital adoption often go hand-in-hand. 

This shift to digital will see a quicker rate of 
digital transformation among companies 
and gives retailers a limited window of 
opportunity to transform their business 
models towards online propositions. Of 
course, this does also create new challenges 
in reconfiguring and redesigning our 
urban centres and shopping districts.  If 
there is a shift in consumption patterns 
with more people buying online, and more 
people eating take out rather than dining 
in restaurants, then the shape of our high 
streets may come to look very different.  This 
would be one more unintended long-term 
consequence of Government’s attempts to 
contain the public health crisis.  

70%

54%

55%

31%

71%

50%

67%

41%

% stating that their lives will become 
increasingly digital

Up to 12 months Permanently

UK

FRA

GER

ITA
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New values and 
priorities
The findings reveal a reappraisal of our commonly held 
social values. This suggests that a different Europe will 
emerge with different priorities.

GREATER FOCUS ON PHYSICAL & 

MENTAL HEALTH & WELL-BEING

BEING MORE FAMILY 

ORIENTATED

LESS INCLINED TO WORK LONG 

HOURS OR PRIORITISE CAREERS

BEING MORE ENVIRONMENTALLY 

CONSCIOUS
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There is likely to a greater focus on 
looking after our physical and mental 
health and well-being. Two-thirds of 
Germans (66%) expect this health-
conscious mindset to be sustained 
throughout the next 12 months, but 
over two-fifths (42%) think that this 
will become a permanent mindset.

41 percent of French people 
also expect to see a permanent 
shift towards being more family 
orientated.  This is closely 
followed by 39 percent in the 
UK.

In line with the envisaged permanent 
shift towards a more family-orientated 
culture, 27% in the UK think that they 
will be less inclined to work long 
hours and place less priority on their 
careers.  Given that the UK has a long 
hours working culture it is perhaps not 
surprising that there is a greater public 
backlash in this country. 

63 percent of people in France 
expect us to become more 
environmentally conscious.  This 
compares with 56% in Germany, 
58% in Italy and 59% in the 
UK.  Again, the respect for the 
environment will persist with a 
sizeable minority.

35%

58%

UK FRA GER ITA

35%

56%

39%

63%

37%

59%

34%

58%

UK FRA GER ITA

36%

64%

41%

64%

39%

66%

33%

62%

UK FRA GER ITA

42%

66%

38%

60%

42%

69%

19%

43%

UK FRA GER ITA

17%

47%

17%

45%

27%

55%

% stating behaviour changes will persist... Up to 12 months Permanently

GREATER FOCUS ON PHYSICAL & MENTAL HEALTH & WELL-BEING

BEING MORE FAMILY ORIENTATED

LESS INCLINED TO WORK LONG HOURS OR PRIORITISE CAREERS

BEING MORE ENVIRONMENTALLY CONSCIOUS
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Cicero/AMO is a full-service 
communications and market research 
agency. We design and deliver award-
winning corporate, brand, political and 
regulatory campaigns across all major 
business sectors from our offices in London, 
Brussels and Dublin.

Working in a rapidly changing, fiercely 
competitive world we know that you don’t 
simply find opportunities – you must create 
them. It’s the creed we live by and practice 
for our clients every day.

Whatever the audience, consumer, business 
or government, Cicero/AMO is trusted to 
deliver.

We are Norstat. In everything we do, we 
have the respondents’ experience in mind. 
This is the reason why we are so effective in 
engaging with them.

No matter which method of data collection, 
we know the wishes and expectations of 
research participants. This allows us to 
approach respondents in an optimal
way and achieve a superior data quality.
As an intermediary between you and the 
research participants, we aim to make this 
connection beneficial for both sides.

We maintain a fair and trustful relationship 
with our respondents, because we expect 
nothing less than getting authentic and 
relevant feedback. This is the reason why 
you can demand the best from us. 

Fieldwork powered by

About Cicero/amo About Norstat

Research design 
and creative by
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