
COVID-19: 
The Mind & Mood of Our Nation.  

The story so far…

As at 27 March 2020
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180 people
General population

Mix of news & social media 

consumption

Who
Big Qual. An AI-enabled online 
discussion using crowd-intelligence 
to generate support statistics

+

Online social media and news 
analysis from the past 2-weeks from 
w/c 9th March

+

Applied behavioral economics
*noted with a yellow logo

What 

15—minutes
10 open-ended questions

Survey was in field on:

Fri 20th - Sat 21st March

When 

A snapshot of this study – who we spoke 

to and how we went about it.
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What this teaches 

us about how 

brands can help.
People expect brands to step up. To 

lead by example, to be part of the 

collective good in such uncertain time. 

We’ll tell you how you can help. 

Silver linings it 

seems are our best 

defence.
Times are most definitely tough. 

Tougher than they’ve been in decades, 

generations even. To get through 

people are focusing on the positives.

The three big learnings and lessons of 

COVID-19, and what it means for brands. 

How we’re 

responding right 

now.
A look at how people are feeling, what 

they’re thinking, doing, not doing and in 

general, approaching the effects and 

impacts of this global pandemic. 



The situation as it’s 

currently unfolding. 

4



SURVIVAL OF 

THE FITTEST

Competition fueled 
by rampant 

individualism, envy 
desire for 
recognition & 

FOMO.

PACE

STATUS

Pressure & status 
associated with  

personal productivity 
in an always on 
world. 

CONNECTION

DEFICIT

Loneliness and lack 
of substance felt in 

human connections.

LOSS

OF FAITH

Desire for leadership 
and guidance with a 

loss of religiosity & 

trust in leadership

IDENTITY

QUESTIONS

Questioning what it means to 
be Australian & protecting our 

own.

DYSTOPIA

OF TODAY

Unbelievable events 
occurring in the 

present day, leading 
to sense of 

heightened fear & 

disillusionment.

FLUID 

FUTURES

Letting go of 
preconceived ideas 

of the future & 
embracing the 
unknown.

Australia before 

COVID-19 

The 7-Big Social 

Tensions impacting all 

of us.
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The key events that have transpired – the 

context of the study. 

Jan 7
First cases 
announced 

in Wuhan

Jan 11
First 
worldwide 

death
recorded

Jan 13
First case 
outside of 

China found 
in Thailand

Jan 23
China placed 
under 

quarantine

Jan 30
WHO declares 
a global 

emergency

Feb 9
Deaths in 
China 

surpasses 
SARS record

Feb 27
82,000 cases 
worldwide 

across 10+ 
countries

Aus activates 
emergency 

response 
plan

Jan 25
First case 
reported in 

Australia

Mar 1
First 
death in 

Aus

Mar 4
Second 
death 

recorded 
in Aus

Mar 8
Third 
death 

recorded 
in Aus

Mar 11
Major 
events 

begin to 
get 

cancelled

Mar 12
$17.6B 
stimulus 

package 
announced

Mar 15
Gatherings of 
500+ banned

All international 

travellers to 
isolate for 14 
days

Mar 20
Aus closes 
borders

4m2 social 

distance 
updated

Mar 22
Closure of places of 
social gatherings

2nd stimulus 

package announced

Mar 24
Gov 
announces 

stage 2 
lockdown

This 

study



The social 

narrative speaks 

to the magnitude 

and historical 

significance of the 

crisis we face.
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Key words in reporting of the event:

UNPRECEDENTED
WORLD WAR

P
A

N
IC ONCE IN 100 

YEAR EVENT

F
E

A
RSILENT 

KILLER

CRISIS
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Despite the crisis 

occurring in the 

world around them, 

over half of 

the people we 

surveyed felt they 

were experiencing 

no major change to 

their lives.

As at 21st March. 

Q. What are the biggest changes you’ve been forced to make in your daily life?

SOCIAL PROOF

In ambiguous situations we look for social 

cues from others. “If others are doing it I 

can too”



With some 

dismissing and 

denying reality.

There’s scepticism and disbelief of 

the exact impact of Covid-19, with 

news and containment efforts 

regarded by some as “a massive 

over-reaction” and “fear-

mongering”.
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“I am living life as normal, apart 

from empty shelves and 
government lies about the 

situation”

“...everyone is over-

reacting”

OSTRICH EFFECT

We tend to ignore negative 

information by ‘burying our head 

in the sand’
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This

sentiment of 

‘denial’

starting at 

the top.
Fueling our disillusionment 

and distrust in the advice 

of our political leaders.

“"[Coronavirus 

is] going to 
disappear. 
One day—it's 

like a 
miracle—it will 

disappear."
- Donald Trump

“It is important 

that people 
just go about 

their business 
and their 

normal 
processes in a 
calm manner.”

- Scott Morrison
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People are fiercely protecting their own. 

SOCIAL PROOF is driving the current panic 
buying behaviour even though home grown toilet 

paper manufacturers have reassured us that they 

can more than meet demand. 

When we feel uncertain of what to do we look to 
others to guide our behaviour, so when we see 

toilet paper flying off the supermarket shelves we 

stock up ourselves.

SCARCITY BIAS is also at play. We place greater 
value on items that are scare, so when a product is 

in short supply we feel an urge to buy it now!

Like the virus itself spreading through social 

networks our behaviour spreads through scarcity 
bias and social norms perpetuating even more 

panic buying.
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The panic buying fall out.”

After social distancing, panic buying has had 

the greatest impact on people’s lives, making 
the everyday and taken-for-granted necessities 
scarce.

Fuelling insecurities & disease, particularly 

among those aged 60+, or those living in 
regional areas. 

Making the vulnerable feel more vulnerable 
and raising questions about our social 
responsibility to each other.

“The frenzied displays of selfishness and 

brutal survival-of-the-fittest competition”
- The Guardian Australia
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Panic buying 

calls into 

question some 

of our most 

enduring 

Australian 

values - of

Fairness &

Mateship. 

What Aussie values 

will prevail as we face 

our toughest test yet?

"On bulk purchasing of supplies: Stop hoarding. I can't 

be more blunt about it. Stop it.

It is not sensible; it is not helpful, and it has been one 

of the most disappointing things I have seen in 
Australian behaviour in response to this crisis.

That is not who we are as a people. It is not 
necessary. It is not something that people should be 

doing.”
- Scott Morrison



In good times, our 

optimistic, ‘she’ll be right’ 

attitude is endearing and 

encouraged, but when 

tough times hit, it fuels a 

complacency that is 

counter-productive, if not 

dangerous.

And at this time, at the height of a global 

epidemic, reflects poorly on all 

Australians.
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OPTIMISM BIAS

Our tendency to believe we are less 

likely to experience a negative event. 

“It won’t happen to me”

"So the supposed lucky country, will 

escape the corona virus, "she'll be 
right" attitude. It’s going to be 

interesting to see how we manage 

this"
-Tweet
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People are 

more afraid 

of the 

collateral 

damage of 

the virus 

than the 

virus itself.
Very few expressed concerns 

about contracting COVID-19, 

except for those more risk-

adverse or vulnerable.

“I've been stressed about my finances and 

thinking about how I’m going to last in the future”

“I am afraid of the social and economic outcomes”

“I feel more stressed and concerned about the 

economic outlook of Australia”
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However, it’s 

generally made 

people value 

their health & 

wellbeing more 

and renew their 

commitment to 

proactively 

looking after 

themselves.

“I value my good health more. I won’t take 
it for granted anymore”.
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Increased self-

discipline around 
budgeting and waste - trying to 
make what they’ve 

got go further.

Doing more cooking at home. 

Sharing meals as a family. 

Eating out less.

The additional time at home has led to 

new forms of productivity and focus.

Ticking off to-do-lists 

around the home. 

Getting things done, you’ve 

been putting off for later. 

Q. What new things, behaviors, practices, habits etc.are you doing now  that you w eren’t doing before the outbreak?

More than half of 

those surveyed 

see the

down-time 

as an opportunity

to save money.



On the surface we’re 

coping okay, but the 

real battle lies within.  

The greatest toll of COVID-19 is emotional, creating anxiety, due to 

isolation, loneliness, loss of control, job insecurity and fear about what this 

all means for the future.

This anxiety was most prevalent among younger people and those with 

dependents (<39 years).



“I feel a lot more concerned about the economic outlook of Australia”

“I’m having a hard time without the support I need from my friends that I 

can no longer see”

“I feel emotionally isolated, hard to socialise. I worry my friends and 

family will lose their jobs”.

“I’ve had to cancel all of my 21st birthday plans, I’m feeling depressed, 

empty and devastated”

“The uncertainty and ambiguity of the whole situation is stressful”



The danger of the 

news - an 

inescapable echo 

chamber.
While people want to stay informed, the barrage of 

news combined with social isolation is leading to over-
thinking and increasing stress and emotional 
overwhelm.

“Being isolated and listening to the news increases my 
emotional stress and worry”

“...I tend to watch the news less as I find this causes me to over 

think a bit”



COVID-19 has flung people into a wave of emotion –

of disbelief, anger and depression. 

THIS ISN’T 

HAPPENING.

(Denial)

Confusion

Ambivalence 

Shock 

Fear 

Panic 

THIS CAN’T BE 

HAPPENING.

(Anger)

Frustration 

Anxiety 

Worry

Irritation

WHY IS THIS 

HAPPENING?!

(Bargaining)

Struggling to find 

meaning

Reaching out to 

others 

Telling one’s story

HOW DO WE COPE 

WITH THIS?

(Depression)

Overwhelmed 

Vulnerable

Lonely

Helpless

Hostility 

Sad

WE’LL GET 

THROUGH THIS

(Acceptance)

Exploring options 

New plans in place 

Moving on 

Ingenuity 

Innovation

Growth

We’re not quite here yet. 

“The uncertainty and ambiguity of the whole situation is stressful.”

“More stressed and worried, and finding it harder to switch off.”



So how are we 

getting through?



Australians are trying to focus not on what we’re 

sacrificing to contain COVID-19, but what we’re gaining. 

This is seeing people:

1. Re-centering themselves

2. Re-connecting with each other

3. Renewing interests and passions

4. Re-imagining a different idea of the future
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Amongst the chaos, silver-

linings are our primary 

defense.



SURVIVAL OF 

THE FITTEST

Competition fueled 
by rampant 

individualism, envy 
desire for 
recognition & 

FOMO.

RENEWING. 

PACE

STATUS

Pressure & status 
associated with  

personal productivity 
in an always on 
world. 

RECENTERING

CONNECTION

DEFICIT

Loneliness and lack 
of substance felt in 

human connections.

RECONNECTING

LOSS

OF FAITH

Desire for leadership 
and guidance with a 

loss of religiosity & 

trust in leadership

IDENTITY

QUESTIONS

Questioning what it means to 
be Australian & protecting our 

own.

DYSTOPIA

OF TODAY

Unbelievable events 
occurring in the 

present day, leading 
to sense of 

heightened fear & 

disillusionment.

FLUID 

FUTURES

Letting go of 
preconceived ideas 

of the future & 
embracing the 
unknown.

REIMAGINING

Encouragingly 

alleviating pre-

COVID-19 

tensions. 
Some a little more pronounced 

than others.



RE-CENTERING.

A renewed focus and appreciation for who and 

what’s important and the simple things in life. 

With over half-agreeing that a positive arising out 

of this event, is the opportunity to slow-down and 

put life in perspective.

Bringing a greater sense of awareness to the 

importance of quality time and orientation to the 

needs of others.
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“I value what I have right now and will take each day 

as it comes”

“I think that it will give everyone a renewed sense of 
perspective that materialism is not important”

“Family and one’s good health which was taken for 

granted”

“Appreciate having a job more, freedom of businesses 
and how horrible/lovely people are”

How it’s coming to life:

shared introspection.



RECONNECTING.

A large majority are heartened by the way in 

which people are coming together and trying to 

make a difference.

Creating a sense of solidarity, which is being felt 

at many levels - within relationships, to 

communities and across the world.
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How it’s 

coming to life:

Outpourings of 

compassion, 

love and 

appreciation.



RENEWING. 

People are using the extra time by starting or 

returning to hobbies such as cooking, playing an 

instrument, crafting, exercising & gardening etc.

These different activities are taking on a new 

significance- beyond just boredom-busting, 

they’re giving us a sense of purpose and 

accomplishment, at a time when work & other 

pursuits have needed to be put on hold.
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How it’s 

coming to life:

How-to’s, 

online tutorials, 

sharing life’s little 

accomplishments.



RE-IMAGINING.

Reflecting back on the state of the environment, 

economy etc, some are thinking of the event as 

the intervention we needed. 

Reduced pollution was a notable positive most 

keenly appreciated among younger metro-

Australians.

Seeing the speed of change & adaption to "the 

new normal", is creating a vision of our future, 

that could possibly be brighter and better than 

before.
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How it’s 

coming to life:

Before and 

after & future 

forecasting.
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Family, 

connection, 

friendship. 

Wellbeing 

(physically, 

mentally). 

Our freedom 

as individuals 

& as a nation. 

Employment 

certainty and 

security.

The character 

of others 

(good & bad).

Our personal 

and national 

security.

In summary, the things that have become 

increasingly more important to people. 



How brands can 

make a difference 

during this incredibly 

difficult time.



A large majority of people were unable to 

single out brands doing anything helpful. 

BUT, will expect to see positive brand action 

and leadership in time.

Q: Which people, brands, services have been most helpful/useful/supportive to you at this time? 



1/
Turning 
inwards

Protecting your 
people & your 

supply chain.

2/
Stay 

listening 

Understanding how 
the context you 

play in has 
changed. 

3/
Human-centered

action

Making a 

meaningful 
difference where 

you can. 

A brand action plan (for now).



What brands being ‘helpful’ looks like at 

this time:

Keeping 

people 

informed.

Leading by 

example. 

Standing up 

for the 

vulnerable.

Helping 

keep our 

spirits high.

Adapting to 

the new 

normal.

Being part 

of the 

solution.
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What it’s about:

• Open lines of communication

• Timely & relevant messages

• Bite size, digestible pieces

• Affiliative, neutral tone

Keeping 

people 

informed.

WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• News sources/journalists

• Government & essential services

• Financial services

• Influential public figures

Simplifying & summarizing in plain 

language

ABC News

Poorly timed, talking 

rich list when in 

crisis

Leigh Sales on Twitter

Bringing it together, 

answering key questions

The Australian
Weekend Mag

Q&A segment Fake news

Dodging questions, 

politicized & guarded 

responses

Q&A segment

Factual, 

assertive

Running rife in media & online
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What it’s about:

• Using your voice or resources for the 

greater good

• Acting without agenda or self-interest

• Avoiding “me-too” & band-wagons

Leading by 

example. 
WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• Multi-nationals & global corporates

• Particularly those with big media 

dollars & higher corporate 

responsibility

Using Times Square 

billboard to encourage 

social distancing

Appearing gimmicky and 

trivial

Coca-Cola

McDonald’s Trump Harvey Norman

Capitalizing on the 

pandemic, lacking 

perspective

Increasing data allowances

Coles, Woolworths & Aldi

Banding together to 

discourage panic buying

Telcos

Blatant disregard for 

social distancing 

practices
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What it’s about:

• Pivoting their business

• Intuitively responding to future 

customer needs

• Acting without agenda or self-interest

Being part of 

the solution.
WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• Brands producing non-essentials, 

making themselves essential

• Multi-nationals & global corporates

• Particularly those with big media 

dollars & higher corporate 

responsibility

Producing masks & 

gowns for doctors/nurses

Price-gouging for re-sale 

of toilet paper, hand 

sanitizers on e-bay & 

gumtree

Zara

Price gouging of essentials GrandPrix Petrol Prices

Slow to act, 

cancelling the day of 

the event

Petrol stations accused 

of not passing on 

cheaper prices

Ford

Ford joins GE & 3M to 

speed up ventilator, 

respirator production

LVMH

Using perfume factories 

to make hand sanitizer
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What it’s about:

• Helping maintain a sense of 

continuity in everyday life

• Giving emotional support

• Opting–out/purposeful silence

• Showing flexibility 

• Reserving judgement

Adapting to 

the new 

normal.

WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• Those with strong levels of social 

engagement 

• Or those that can leverage their 

own customer base or network to 

support each other e.g. member-

led organisations

Managing anxiety with 

the anxiety course

Adding to pressure & creating 

unrealistic standards for 

working parents who will soon 

need to juggle home-schooling

Mammamia

Sharing becoming 
over-bearing

Bondi beach Andrew Probyn

Flouting the rules & 

rebelling

Combative and argumentative 

behaviors during PM press-

conference, adding anxiety

Joe Wicks

Creating home PE 

programs for parents 

seeking activities for kids

Uber Eats

Reducing their fees, 

contactless delivery
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What it’s about:

• Exercising moral integrity

• Keeping people communal

• Reminding people of their 

responsibilities

• Getting things to those who really 

need it

Standing up 

for the 

vulnerable.

WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• Brands in position of high-power 

during the crisis or they have 

responsibility for vulnerable 

customers

Giving grandparents free 

shipping

Frenzied & selfish 

behaviors

Toys R US

Panic buying Trump racism 
“China Virus”

Stigmatizing,

blaming those who contract 

it/part of spreading COVID-19

Coles

Donating food to food 

relief organizations 

Heinz

Heinz donates $12m towards 

helping feed people in need 

around the world
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What it’s about:

• Helping us look on the bright side

• New ways of coming together

• Sharing good news

• Switching off from the bad 

occasionally

• Acts of kindness

Helping keep 

our spirits 

high.

WHAT IT IS:

WHAT IT ISN’T:

Brands it most applicable to:

• Those with strong levels of social 

engagement or who have an 

existing content platform they can 

leverage

Simultaneously sync & 

watch Netflix together

Netflix Party

Always-on Socials/What’s app

24-hour news cycle Myths & conspiracy theories 

around virus spread & 

protection e.g. holding your 

breath, drinking cow urine?

Bear Hunt

Socially distant bear hunts 

to distract children from 

coronavirus

Online music festivals

Music festivals online; using 

creative talents & music to 

bring people together
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