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In 2018, Walnut Unlimited started a syndicated tracking study, 
Understanding The Nation. 

With so many things going on with Brexit, government changes, and 
environmental concerns, we wanted to track how the nation feels on a 
more emotional level through these times. We started tracking many 
aspects of life as we know it, including our emotional health, financial 
health, and behaviour. 

However, March 23rd took us into lockdown – and big things started 
happening to our tracking data which took Understanding The Nation into 
a new realm – how do we really feel about the pandemic, what can 
brands do, and what does it mean to get out of lockdown ? 

Read on for 7 key learnings on what 
has driven our emotions and what 
this means for the future.
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Back in the first lockdown, negative emotions of uncertainty, 
worry, sadness and fear spiked. As time went on and the 
pandemic became more of a normality, we began to adapt to 
our new reality and so did our emotional response. 

This is known as the adaptation effect – even after life-
altering events, our emotions eventually re-calibrate and 
adjust.

We can see our emotions play out in the same way as the 
pandemic progresses – even as negativity peaks in response 
to new lockdowns and restrictions – it soon settles back 
down. 

Our latest research at the beginning of March showed that 
negative emotions are finally reducing, which is great news 
and hopefully a sign that more positive times are on their way.
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By using this measure of how positive people feel 
towards life in general, we can really see how 
people’s overall feelings have changed throughout 
the pandemic. In general, we have unfortunately 
seen positivity towards our lives suffer as cases and 
deaths increase. We have also seen lockdowns 
taking a particular toll on the nation as these have 
forced us to pause our rituals and daily routines that 
ordinarily help us cope with daily life.

Linked to the decline in negative emotions we saw 
previously - with cases falling again, the vaccine 
program proving to be a success and a clearer 
roadmap out of the latest lockdown, we are starting 
to see positivity rise again. But if this year has taught 
us anything, it’s that things can change very quickly! 

It will be important for brands to continue to keep 
an eye on the nation’s mood.
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T H E  S H A P E  O F  O U R  

We can see this when we look at the differences in how positivity towards life in general 
has changed for men and women. Men’s positivity towards life has dropped 
significantly, but so too has women’s and the gap has widened between the sexes 
during the pandemic. We know for example that women are more likely to have been 
furloughed and are more likely to have taken more of a role in home schooling and this 
has clearly taken its toll.

Whilst we’ve been tracking the nation’s mood as one 
whole nation, we know that the pandemic has had a very 
different impact on different groups within society. 
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T H E  S H A P E  O F  O U R  

Looking at Jan 21 data alone it looks as if the 75+ age group were 
feeling more positive due to their imminent vaccines . However, 
when we compare back to 2019, you can see that we used to see 
more variability in this measure between age groups, with the 
younger and older groups more positive than the middle-aged 
groups – meaning it’s these older and younger groups who 
have seen the biggest impact on their positivity. 

And that makes sense when we think of what these age groups 
have been through, with young people missing out on University, 
struggling to get first jobs, lack of nights out etc. whilst the older 
groups have been more likely to have to shield.

We can also see different levels of impact 
for the different age groups. 
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A f f e c t s  n o t  
o n l y  o u r  

b e h a v i o u r s  
b u t  t h e  w a y  
w e  p e r c e i v e  

e v e r y t h i n g  M a t c h  t h e  
t o n e  a n d  
m e s s a g e  w i t h  
t h e  m o o d ,  
a d d r e s s  i t  o r  
u p l i f t  i t !   
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Use the mood of the nation to 
determine when to shift the tone of 

your communication

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G
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H E A L T H
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MISSING 
ROUTINES

MISSING 
PATTERNS

Our brains are looking for patterns and routines to 
help guide them. But since this outbreak, our 
brains have been missing these patterns and 
rituals they previously had relied on. To fill the 
void, we are looking to institutions, brands and 
services to inform us and provide clear guidelines 
in how we should be adjusting to the new normal. 
If anything, the large amount of uncertainty we’ve 
experienced this year means that now people 
require more clarity than ever before. 

After lockdown 1 in particular, we saw that 
absence of patterns provoked a massive use of 
our energy, we felt drained and exhausted and 
the regularly changing guidance from the 
government unfortunately caused further 
dissonance and failed to provide the clear 
direction we craved. 
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Throughout the pandemic, the government has needed to 
react to changing situations, meaning that guidance and 
restrictions have changed frequently. 

In fact, back in January, the Guardian reported that there had 
been a total of 64 changes in restrictions since the beginning 
of the pandemic.
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The high levels of energy we’ve 
been expending to try and process 
all the changes to our lives and the 
general worry we’ve been 
experiencing by living through a 
pandemic have all unfortunately 
taken their toll on our mental health.
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R E M A I N S  L O W E R  T H A N  P R E - P A N D E M I C .

Our data has shown that mental health has been quite 
turbulent since lockdown 1, taking dips with each 
lockdown. Unfortunately, we can also see that even 
when we’ve seen small signs of recovery, the nation’s 
mental health has remained consistently lower than 
before the pandemic.

Whilst the factors contributing to these low levels of 
positivity towards personal mental health are wide 
ranging, there is an element of uncertainty weaved 
throughout many of them.

For example, stress around job security and personal 
finances are driven by the uncertainty of what will 
happen with the economy and how restrictions will 
impact different sectors. 

And the lack of human interaction that we crave as 
social animals is impacted by the uncertainty of when 
we will be able to see our friends and loved ones 
again. 
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Explore how your brand can give 
the nation a mental health boost

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G
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Using the measure ‘general economic well-being of this country’ 
we can see that pre-pandemic there was not much of a gap 
between how people felt about our economy with positive and 
negative tracking at similar levels. 

The divide became slightly wider through Brexit negotiations in 
2019 and as Boris became prime minister in the summer. 

1 year into the pandemic, the gap between positivity and negativity 
is very wide, showing us that there are two sides to every crisis -
those who are well and with secure jobs, and have become the 
‘accidental savers’ of the pandemic and those who have less 
security and certainty in their economic outlook and are having to 
budget or face the collapse of a business. 

In February, negativity towards the economy reduced for the first 
time since the pandemic. Even in the midst of an economic 
recession, small glimmers of hope on the horizon (through 
the vaccine and the government roadmap), can have a large shift 
on mindset.
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Tailor messages to be sensitive to 
your audience’s economic outlook

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G
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When we are thinking about our route out of feeling uncertain about the world around us, implicit measurement 
can be a useful tool. The vaccine is obviously in the news A LOT right now and concerns about supply, 
protectionism, and batch delays is dominating the news. We’ve seen that news of the vaccine had a big impact on 
how we felt, and our uncertainty about life.

So let’s think back a year – to a time when the vaccine was just a distant hope.

We conducted a global study using implicit reaction time testing to see if we could determine how people really 
felt in different countries about a possible vaccine. For an emotive topic such as our own health, we needed to go 
beyond what people say.
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Explicit
agreement 
tells us one 

thing…

COVID-19 scares me

65%

Total yes
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…but speed 
tells us the 

certainty of 
response

COVID-19 scares me

65%25%

Fast yes Other yes

By overlaying how quickly people respond to 
questions, we can gauge how certain they 

feel of their answer. 

It is not that people are lying to us when they 
say ‘yes’, more that they do not have the 

introspection into the underlying associations 
that truly drive their behaviour.
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Last year, before a vaccine was even a reality, 
people were already really mixed in their attitudes 
as to whether they would even like to be 
vaccinated. 

For example, in June 2020, we saw that there were 
differences – looking at different countries, Spain 
and Italy were the most likely to want to be 
vaccinated, but implicit scores showed there was a 
huge difference between those two countries in 
terms of how certain they were.

Today we see that those who have received the 
vaccine in the UK show much stronger positivity in 
general – as this rolls out, we should expect to 
continue to see this shift in mindset.
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A t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d s  
v a c c i n e s  w e r e  

w e a k  a s  t h e  
r e a c t i o n  t i m e  d a t a  

s h o w e d

B e h a v i o u r a l  s h o r t c u t s  c a n  
h e l p  t o  n u d g e  p e o p l e  a n d  
r e d u c e  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  
m a k i n g  m e s s a g e s  m o r e  
e f f e c t i v e
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Be careful in trying to reinvigorate 
confidence

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G
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Brands need to tread carefully as the vaccine is 
rolled out. Brands need to need to reinvigorate 
confidence in a sensible way.

This is an extreme example from a RyanAir
campaign in December that got blocked by the 
ASA, but it is easy for brands to mis-step as we 
come out of lockdown and enter recovery.

Using clear, consistent insight such as those 
contained in Understanding the Nation, can help to 
prevent misjudgments in tone and emphasis along 
the way..



28

O
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So really at the heart of all of this is 
human behaviour…

Brands have had to react quickly during the pandemic in 
response to consumers’ shifting mindsets, causing many to 
reassess how they make decisions and on what basis they 
create content. 

This has led to a bigger interest in behavioural science, 
because the universal principles can be applied quickly and 
consistently. 

Whenever we want to change behaviour these universal 
learnings can help brands to nudge consumers towards the 
change. 

This isn’t an easy challenge. 

Status Quo and Defaults Bias show that people are inclined to 
keep things as they are. We stay with what we know, what we 
have done before, or what seems like the easiest or default 
option. I’m sure we can all relate to this – particularly when it 
comes to our weekly grocery shopping list or meal plan for 
example. If we’re trying to get someone to change their 
behaviour, they will need a compelling reason and actionable 
steps to achieve this.

At Walnut we have our own behavioural science framework – Shortcuts. This simple,
go-to framework brings together key thinking from behavioural economics, psychology
and the wider social sciences. Each pillar includes universally agreed principles of
human behaviour. We use this to identify cognitive biases which we can influence, and
so can formulate motivational territories that really resonate with consumers.

We apply our framework to help brands optimise interventions and nudge behaviour
change… This is particularly topical given the changes that society and consumers are
going through as we experience a cycle of lockdowns and easing restrictions. And so
we wanted to share a quick example of how this can be relevant.
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As we emerged from lockdown 1.0, we closely worked with 
McArthurGlen to optimise their comms. As a group that operate 
shopping centres, they are a great example of a brand who had to 
make quick decisions on how to communicate key messages of 
safety and reassurance in a way that was in-keeping with their 
brand, so they turned to behavioural science to explore how to 
elevate their communications.

In this example, we focus on the Flow pillar – making it easy for 
consumers. We firstly unpicked how the use of logos and themed 
colours created a consistent campaign, that make it easy to follow 
throughout the shopping centre, but also is familiar in terms of 
their brand assets. 

An example of how we recommended they further optimise
comms was to use a single-minded message across touchpoints, 
reinforced with visual icons to deliver instant meaning even when 
shoppers might not read the detail. This taps into fluency bias, 
Which shows that the faster we are able to process new 
information, the more open we are to it. Small tweaks like a clearer 
font, stronger contrast or even lowercase letters have been 
proved to impact how easy to read a certain text is.

This is just one example of how brands are using behavioural
science to not only reassure consumers in the retail space and 
create a sensation of safety, but also to retain a familiar brand 
image that taps into all the things their visitors love about the 
retail environment
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Behavioural Science is a powerful 
tool to nudge future behaviour 

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G



32



33



34

41%

34%

39%

Going into a high 
street shop

Going into a 
shopping centre

I would feel comfortable…

49%

May ‘20 Jan ‘21 May ‘20 Jan ‘21

Significantly higher

In May 2020 last year, within work that we did on behalf of Retail Week at that time, we 
monitored how comfortable people felt about returning to the high street and to 
shopping centres.. 

As we approach the end of lockdown 3, we can see that shoppers have become 
significantly more comfortable with returning to high street shops  and shopping centres
after this 3rd lockdown.

And whilst there is still some apprehension about returning to stores, shoppers now 
know what to expect from shopping. 

This is great news for retailers and a great sign of what our new beginning could hold, 
but given some are still apprehensive about returning, what can retailers do to drive 
traffic back to their stores?
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Remind us of the joy of shopping!
F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G



36



37

A C T I V E  I N T E R E S T  
D I P P E D  W H E N  C O V I D  
H I T  - S I G N S  O F  
R E C O V E R Y  T H I S  Y E A R . . .

Our human experiences of vulnerability, both emotional 
and physical, can make messages around a greater good 
more resonant than ever before 

So, is it now a good moment for brands to take the 
sustainability flag as a cause ? We’ve seen many brands 
push this topic in the last few months in particular...

When the pandemic hit, sustainability was immediately 
de-prioritised. Our world became one of disposable masks, 
gloves, PPE, hand sanitiser, rather than focusing on reduce, 
reuse, recycle and avoiding single use plastic.

After gaining momentum, traction stalled as priorities 
shifted. We saw coffee shops do a 180 and turn to 
disposable cups rather than reusable ones. As consumers 
became more hygiene-focused, packaging became a very 
tangible way to reduce risk and visibly show safety was a 
consideration.

This timeline shows active Google searches for 
sustainability over this period. Even at this superficial level 
growth throughout 2019 was immediately flattened as 
lockdown hit the UK. As the world rushed to reduce the 
impact of COVID, Greta Thunberg highlighted the need to 
treat climate change with the same urgency. Reassuringly, 
interest has picked back up. However, the question 
remains how much do consumers want to be actively 
involved in the sustainability conversation versus simply 
having the reassurance that brands are doing the right 
thing – making it easy for them to feel good about their 
decisions.
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IS STILL IMPORTANT, 
BUT RISKS BEING 
DE-PRIORITISED

19%

12%

23%
AB

18%
C1

15%
C2

19%
DE

M O R E  L I K E L Y

L E S S  L I K E L Y

Shop at retailers with sustainable products/ 
services when restrictions ease
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Make it easier to make 
sustainable choices

F U T U R E  L E A R N I N G
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Improve 
mood and bring 

celebration/
rebirth tone 

Be where 
people are

Show care for our 
mental health
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Reinvigorate 
confidence in 
spend again

We need
reminders

Fulfil the need of 
escapism & 
socialising 

Make human 
experiences easy, 
reduce frictions, 

reduce pain
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Tell a consistent 
story across 
touchpoints

Find ways to talk 
about ‘the greater 

good’ e.g. 
sustainability 
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