
UK Consumer Spending Report
December 2020



Restricted - External

Consumer spending fell 2.3% in December as tighter 
restrictions impacted the high street and hospitality

Key insights:

• As the tiered restrictions have tightened across the UK, December saw a 2.3% decline in 
year-on-year spending growth, the largest drop since July 2020.

• Non-essential spending fell 4.9%, the biggest drop since June 2020, while essential 
spending rose 4.5% as people shopped for Christmas, driving up grocery and supermarket 
purchasing.

• The hospitality sector was hit hard due to people cancelling festive social plans, although 
travel agents and airlines saw a slight uplift, perhaps suggesting greater optimism 
around the vaccine roll out.

• The tighter restrictions saw in-store retail fall by 8.3% but, in contrast, online retail 
spending rose by 52.2% as consumers increasingly shopped at home.

“While the overall fall in consumer spending reflected a relatively low-key festive 
season amid tighter restrictions, the swing to online purchasing continued strongly.”

Raj Pattni, Head of Insights Platform, Barclays
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1. Big picture spend update

The healthy 4.5% year-on-year increase in essential spending was 
strongly supported by a 14.7% growth in overall supermarket 
shopping. Notably there was a significant 88.0% boost in online 
grocery purchasing as consumers increasingly stayed at home, 
severely hampering the high street. Tellingly, fuel spend declined by 
20.7% year-on-year as tightened restrictions led many consumers to 
reassess and cancel their travel and plans to visit family over the 
festive season.

-2.3% YoY

Spend Transactions

Total -7.3% YoY

Essential

Non Essential

Transactions Growth

-7.6%

-7.1%
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Non-essential spending experienced its largest decline since June 
2020, falling by 4.9% year-on-year, as non-essential high street 
stores as well as pubs and restaurants were closed due to tighter 
restrictions in many parts of the country. Food and drink specialist 
stores have performed strongly and were somewhat of an 
exception as a category that grew strongly both online and in-store. 
Overall, consumers increasingly turned to online purchasing, which 
benefited from a 22.6% increase.

*Barclaycard Consumer Confidence Survey, December 2020

Spend Growth
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-4.9%
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“December’s growth in essential spending helped, in 
part, to offset a fall in non-essential purchases.”
Raj Pattni

Head of Insights Platform, Barclays
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2. Category snapshot: what are UK consumers spending on?
But there were bright spots too, with discount stores and furniture stores up 
by 21.5% and 11.6% year-on-year respectively and locally based specialist 
food and drink retailers enjoying a 43.7% boost. While, travel spend dropped 
63.8%, there were also signs of improvement. Airlines saw a lower decline of 
58.1% compared to 73.6% in November. Travel agents also experienced a 
smaller drop in year-on-year spend at 72.3%, with one in five people saying 
they’re making plans for a holiday in 2021*, perhaps reflecting optimism for a 
recovery. Affected by tighter restrictions and cancelled festive plans, 
hospitality and leisure spend fell 50.0%, with bars and clubs declining by 
71.4% and restaurants by 65.4%.

Retail spending enjoyed a buoyant month overall, with the 
emphasis strongly shifting to online purchasing. In addition to a 
major surge in online grocery spending, other highlights included a 
61.9% increase in internet shopping with specialist retailers, which 
includes gift shops, jewellers and toy shops, and a 34.0% rise in 
internet clothes shopping as consumers looked to online stores to 
buy last-minute presents and benefit from pre-Christmas sales. 
With tougher restrictions in place, the high street suffered, as 
department stores and clothing shops experienced falls of 15.2% 
and 7.3% respectively.

Clothing Grocery Household General Retailers Specialist Retailers

-7.3% 17.3% 18.2% 19.3% 2.2%
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Retail
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-20.7% -12.8% 2.8%

40.9%

Other
-3.4% 

*Barclaycard Consumer Confidence Survey, December 2020



3. Channel snapshot: how are UK consumers spending?
For most categories, the share of spend online remained broadly similar to 
those in November, when most of the non-essential shops were closed, 
which perhaps indicates that reopening stores came too late for retailers 
to see a surge of in-person sales. In marked contrast, in-store spending fell 
by 18.3%, a similar decline to the 18.4% in November, as shopping at 
physical stores endured yet another challenging month, reflecting the 
greater social restrictions impacting face-to-face shopping.

-18.3% 22.6%

SpendTransactions
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Online Share of Spend

Online spending in December, which benefited from a 22.6% 
year-on-year uplift, claimed almost half of total spending at 
49.0%. Eating and drinking and digital content and subscriptions 
significantly helped to boost online purchasing, with year-on-year 
growth of 81.0% and 41.4% respectively, as people made the 
most of staying in with new TV series, games consoles and 
takeaway meals.
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Pure Spend 
Growth

Pure 
Transaction 

Growth

OVERALL -2.3% -7.3%

Retail 12.7% 3.4%

Clothing -7.3% -16.4%

Grocery 17.3% 1.6%

Supermarkets 14.7% -1.8%

Food & Drink Specialist 43.7% 26.2%

Household 18.2% 9.4%

Home Improvements & DIY 20.0% 17.5%

Electronics 19.9% 8.0%

Furniture Stores 11.6% -7.2%

General Retailers 19.3% 20.2%

General Retailers & Catalogues 35.7% 41.1%

Department Stores -15.2% -24.1%

Discount Stores 21.5% 7.7%

Specialist Retailers 2.2% -9.0%

Pharmacy, Health & Beauty -3.3% -14.8%

Sports & Outdoor 13.2% -0.3%

Other Specialist Retailers 2.5% -5.6%

Pure Spend 
Growth

Pure 
Transaction 

Growth

Hospitality & Leisure -50.0% -40.2%

Eating & Drinking -32.8% -33.6%

Restaurants -65.4% -66.2%

Bars, Pubs & Clubs -71.4% -80.6%

Takeaways and Fast Food 25.4% 0.2%

Other Food & Drink -39.4% -33.1%

Entertainment -62.4% -63.4%

Hotels, Resorts & Accommodation -58.2% -71.8%

Travel -63.8% -47.9%

Travel Agents -72.3% -65.7%

Airlines -58.1% -65.5%

Other Travel -59.4% -47.0%

Other -3.4% 5.6%

Digital Content & Subscription 40.9% 32.9%

Fuel -20.7% -11.5%

Motoring -12.8% -21.4%

Other Services 2.8% 9.9%



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 21 November 2020 to 24 December 2020. 

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 21 November 2020 to 24 December 2020 and total spend in 
the period 21 November 2019 to 24 December 2019.

Spending categorisation:

Essential: essential travel (i.e. public transport), fuel, insurance and supermarket spend.

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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