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Restricted - External

Consumer spending declined by 7.2% in March compared to 
the same period in 2019, but there are signs of recovery from 
the previous two months of lockdown

Key insights:

• Starting this month, all growth calculations have moved to a two-year comparison, as we look to 
get a view of the UK’s long-term recovery from the impact of coronavirus and of whether spending 
has returned to pre-pandemic levels.*

• Overall consumer spend fell by 7.2% in March, but this is an improvement on previous months 
(January -13.2%, February -10.4%), despite the continued lockdown.

• Essential spending rose 7.7% driven by a 25.6% uplift in spend on grocery items.

• Non-essential spending fell 14.5%, however this demonstrates a slight improvement compared to 
January and February.

• Non-essential online retail continued to perform well, up 80.4%, while face-to-face non-essential 
retail spend declined by 50.5%.

“It’s encouraging to see new signs of hope as consumers start to plan for life after 
lockdown, with less severe declines in consumer spending on entertainment and hotels, 
resorts and accommodation in March.”

Raj Pattni, Head of Insights Platform, Barclays
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*Please see Methodology page – ‘Spending Growth calculation’ for more details 



Restricted - External

1. Big picture spend update

Overall consumer spending in March declined 7.2% compared to the 
same period in 2019, as lockdown measures continued across the UK. 
Essential spend rose 7.7% in March, an improvement supported by 
less severe declines in fuel spend at -20.1% compared to -26.9% in 
February. Essential spend growth was driven by a 21.9% uplift in 
supermarket spending, with a 116.5% surge in online grocery 
spending. Spend at specialist food and drink retailers rose 71.4%, as 
consumers continued their support for local independent food and 
drink stores – an ongoing behaviour trend, seen throughout the 
pandemic.

-7.2% Yo2Y

Spend Transactions

Total -8.4% Yo2Y

Essential

Non Essential

Transactions Growth

-4.6%

-11.4%
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Non-essential spending declined by 14.5% compared to the same period in 
2019, an improvement on the previous two months of lockdown this year. 
Although it continued to be another challenging month for hospitality and 
leisure, spend in the sector showed encouraging signs of improvement in 
March, declining by 58.5% compared to -67.4% the previous month. The 
eating & drinking category (with the exception of takeaways) saw 
continued heavy declines, but consumer spend on travel and 
entertainment, including leisure activities such as family days out, theme 
parks and gym memberships, improved as consumers made plans for life 
after lockdown.

Spend Growth

7.7%

-14.5%



Restricted - External
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“March is the second month in a row where we’ve seen improvements in 

both essential and non-essential spend growth, despite continued closures. 

This signals positivity and suggests we may see a release of pent-up demand 

when the economy re-opens”

Raj Pattni

Head of Insights Platform, Barclays
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2. Category snapshot: what are UK consumers spending on?
Unsurprisingly, hospitality and leisure spend remained in decline at -58.5%. 
Restaurant spend declined 83.1%. As some restrictions are easing in April in 
several parts of the country, 26.0% of consumers have said they have made 
bookings for post-lockdown activities, with 41.0% of these consumers making 
restaurant reservations for outdoor dining.* There were also some signs of 
hope for the travel industry as spend on hotels, resorts and accommodation 
decreased by 54.3% compared to the -70.3% reported in February. In another 
sign that consumers are making plans to look forward to after lockdown, 
spend on entertainment declined 57.9% compared to -83.2% last month. 

Retail spend increased by 17.9% in March compared to the same 
period in 2019. Spend on household purchases increased by 19.6%, 
driven by a sharp increase in home improvement and DIY spend 
which rose 34.4%, the highest uplift since July 2020. General 
retailers and catalogues, which includes marketplaces and retailers 
selling a range of products, continued to perform exceptionally well, 
with spend up 87.5%. Spend at sports and outdoor retailers 
showed signs of improvement as we move into Spring, down 5.9% 
in March, compared to -11.7% in February. 

Clothing Grocery Household General Retailers Specialist Retailers

-28.6% 25.6% 19.6% 48.1% -11.5%
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Retail
17.9% 

Eating & Drinking Entertainment Hotels & Resorts Travel

-39.9% -57.9% -54.3% -73.7%

Hospitality
& Leisure
-58.5% 

Digital Content

& Subscriptions

Fuel Motoring Other Services

-20.1% -28.6% -1.6%

62.7%

Other
-8.5% 

*Barclaycard consumer confidence survey, March 2021



3. Channel snapshot: how are UK consumers spending?

The demand for online eating and drinking continued to soar, up 
128.5% compared to the same period in 2019. Digital content and 
subscriptions online spend increased by 65.5% as consumers kept 
themselves entertained watching films and box sets from home. 
Online specialist retailers which includes florists and jewellers also 
enjoyed a boost in spend in March, spend increased by 95.7% as 
consumers purchased gifts for Mother’s day.

-29.4% 24.9%

SpendTransactions
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Online Share of Spend

With lockdown measures still in place the definitive shift to spending 
online has continued in March. Online spend rose 24.9% to take 55.0% 
of overall spend. Online non-essential retail spending increased 80.4% 
compared to the same period in 2019. Whereas, unsurprisingly due to 
continued restrictions in place face-to-face non-essential retail spend 
declined by 50.5%. Online general retailers continued to do well, as 
consumer spend increased by 110.0% in March.
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Growth
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Growth
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Pure Spend 
Growth

Pure 
Transaction 

Growth

OVERALL -7.2% -8.4%

Retail 17.9% 4.6%

Clothing -28.6% -45.3%

Grocery 25.6% 5.4%

Supermarkets 21.9% 1.0%

Food & Drink Specialist 71.4% 41.7%

Household 19.6% 10.9%

Home Improvements & DIY 34.4% 31.9%

Electronics 8.5% 3.7%

Furniture Stores 1.5% -34.1%

General Retailers 48.1% 38.2%

General Retailers & Catalogues 87.5% 75.4%

Department Stores -35.8% -42.3%

Discount Stores 55.1% 18.4%

Specialist Retailers -11.5% -26.9%

Pharmacy, Health & Beauty -28.8% -33.6%

Sports & Outdoor -5.9% -39.3%

Other Specialist Retailers -0.8% -18.0%

Pure Spend 
Growth

Pure 
Transaction 

Growth

Hospitality & Leisure -58.5% -45.6%

Eating & Drinking -39.9% -37.8%

Restaurants -83.1% -79.4%

Bars, Pubs & Clubs -94.8% -96.2%

Takeaways and Fast Food 48.6% 8.0%

Other Food & Drink -55.2% -41.2%

Entertainment -57.9% -78.4%

Hotels, Resorts & Accomodation -54.3% -77.5%

Travel -73.7% -53.8%

Travel Agents -78.0% -68.1%

Airlines -75.7% -80.0%

Other Travel -66.3% -51.9%

Other -8.5% 7.9%

Digital Content & Subscription 62.7% 59.1%

Fuel -20.1% -12.1%

Motoring -28.6% -35.1%

Other Services -1.6% -2.3%



Data methodology
Data source: 
Barclays debit card and Barclaycard credit card transactions in the UK.

Data range: 
The spending data in this report relates to the period 20 February 2021 to 26 March 2021. 

Inclusion criteria:

i. Customers aged at least 16 in the relevant period.

ii. Active customers using card payments in the relevant period (excluding spending on banking products, i.e. mortgages, loans, savings, 
utilities, tax and gambling).

Spending growth calculation: 
Percentage difference between total spend in the period 20 February 2021 to 26 March 2021 and total spend in the period 23 February 
2019 to 29 March 2019.

Starting this month, all calculations have moved to a two-year comparison i.e. comparing March 2021 against March 2019, instead of a 
year-on-year comparison. This includes any prior period comparisons included in the release (e.g. comparing May 2020 to May 2018), to 
ensure that all comparisons are like-for-like. This provides a more realistic view of the UK’s long-term recovery from the impact of 
coronavirus, and of whether spending has returned to pre-pandemic levels

Spending categorisation:

Essential: essential travel (i.e. public transport), fuel, insurance, grocery spend. From January 2021, ‘essential items’ now include the 
‘Specialist Food & Drink’ category (such as local butchers, bakeries, greengrocers and recipe box companies). From March 2021 Childcare, 
Healthcare &  Rail Travel have also been added to the ‘essential’ category.

Other food and drink: cafes, bakeries and other any food and drink establishments that cannot be classified.

Entertainment: gym memberships and leisure activities such as cinema, family days out, sports and theatre.

General retailers: selling a wide range of different products, e.g. department stores, catalogue shops, online marketplaces.

Specialist retailers: selling a particular category of goods, e.g. toy shops, jewellers, sports shops.

Other services: education, legal, insurance, childcare, post office / delivery, charities and personal services, e.g. hairdressers.
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Barclays Market and Customer Insights

Barclays Market and Customer Insights unlocks a wealth of customer transaction data 

and brings it to life so you can take action and shape your strategy.

We can help you keep up-to-date with spending trends, monitor your market position

and enhance your understanding of customer behaviour, based on actual customer spending.

Leveraging anonymised data from our 250 million monthly customer transactions in the UK

can help you understand who your customers are and how, when, and where they spend.

For further information on how Barclays Market and Customer Insights can help you,

visit insights.uk.barclays/MCI or email contact-MCI@barclays.com

insights.uk.barclays
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