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National Outlook 

Retail spending has been one of the bright spots in an otherwise difficult year for the 

Australian economy. Despite the deep recession brought on by COVID restrictions, retail 

spending actually managed to grow over the calendar year. Much of that was due to the 

fact that there wasn’t much else that households could spend on, especially with both 

international and interstate travel off the cards. And while 2021 is shaping up as an 

economic recovery year, for those retailers that were ahead of the pack in 2020, a 

transition back to more normal spending behaviour could mean that 2020’s windfalls were 

temporary.  

The retail sector has tackled the COVID-19 crisis and come out on top. Retail spending recovered 

strongly in the second half of 2020, more than offsetting the slump in June, to end 6.4% higher in 

the year to December 2020. And this strong recovery was experienced across much of the sector, 

with all broad segments of spend (barring café and restaurant spending) posting year-to 

gains in the December quarter. Though it was non-food spending that led the way, sitting 

11.8% higher in the year to December 2020 compared to a 1.7% rise in food spending. Easing 

restrictions (particularly in Victoria) and booming confidence were key ingredients for this rapid 

recovery through the December quarter.  

Chart 1: Nominal and real Australian retail turnover 

Source: ABS Cat 8501.0, Deloitte Access Economics 

There are some challenges ahead. The fiscal stimulus tap has been turned down to a drip 

meaning less money for households to spend. Luckily, they are more likely to feel like spending it 

given the good news on vaccines and limited restrictions across activities. The economic recovery 

and re-opening of industries is more likely a headwind than a boon for many retailers in 2021. 

Those big winners in 2020 are likely to face higher risks in 2021 as the share of wallet 

starts to normalise back to pre-COVID levels. Where household goods retailing has been a 

star performer, the sector faces slower growth ahead.  

Because of these challenges, retail spending is expected to track steady over the course of 2021. 

Consumers’ war chest of savings will provide plenty of ammunition even in the face of declining 

fiscal support, but retailers will struggle to hang on to the market share gains they enjoyed in 

2020.  
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Economic and retail trends  

The Australian economy entered a record economic downturn in 2020 (though modest by 

global comparisons) but has also engineered a rapid economic recovery. GDP fell 1.1% in 

the year to December 2020, driven by a 2.7% decline in consumer spending over the same period. 

But there is good news heading into 2021, with solid expansion through the December quarter as 

easing restrictions and good news on the vaccine front bolstered consumer and business confidence. 

There will likely be hiccups along the way, but growth in 2021 is looking positive.  

The Australian Government has taken a front seat in supporting the economic recovery through 

2021, but this is rolling back as economic activity improves.. In total, more than $167bn will have 

been paid out, including $36bn in early super withdrawals, $21bn from the Coronavirus supplement 

and $88bn in JobKeeper payments. The removal of these programs will result in a reduction of more 

than $5bn less in government support flowing through the economy each month (a touch over 3.0% 

of GDP).  

A powerful recovery is underway in the labour market, but there is still a fair way to go. Nine out 

of ten jobs lost through the pandemic had returned by the end of 2020 as restrictions eased 

and economic momentum picked up. And while jobs growth continued into 2021, the number of 

hours worked has slowed. December 2020 was only about 1.5% or 25 million hours lower that pre-

pandemic. But as some jobs dropped off following the holiday shopping period, monthly hours 

worked in January plummeted to 6.2% or 110 million hours lower than pre-pandemic. 

Although the labour market has begun to recover, there is no sign of wages following suit any time 

soon. Pre-COVID, wages were growing at a little bit over 2.0% annually. And, by no means, is this 

an impressive figure, as wage growth was almost double this leading into the 2008 financial crisis. 

By the end of 2020, wages were up just 1.4% over the year. December did experience a strong 

quarterly rebound from the weakness experienced through June and September. But wage growth 

is not expected to return to pre-COVID levels until the end of 2025. 

Consumer confidence has been bolstered by good news on the vaccine front and a stronger 

labour market recovery than expected. The ANZ Roy Morgan Consumer Confidence Index has 

increased from an April 2020 low of 79.8 to 109.6 in January 2021 – above the pre-COVID peak in 

February 2020.  

Improved confidence has led to a drop in household savings. The household savings rate 

peaked at 22.0% in the June quarter as consumer spending slumped and incomes rose. The drop in 

spending was mostly driven by a reduced ability to consume during COVID-19 lockdowns as well as 

precautionary savings amid the uncertain economic outlook. With restrictions easing and confidence 

improving, the savings rate has fallen to 12.0% in the December quarter. 

Retailers have experienced a surge in spending over 2020. Overall, retail trade volumes are up 6.4% 

and the value of spend was up 10.0% in the year to December 2020. This is the strongest rate of 

growth of sales values since 2007. Fiscal stimulus and lower interest rates supported household 

disposable incomes, and with limited ability to spend elsewhere, consumers splurged on retail goods.  

Not all retailers benefited from the surge in sales. Even after softening in the final quarter of the 

year, home related spending remains well above pre-COVID levels as people spend more time at 

home. And while spending on eating out has picked up, it is the only category of spend still below 

pre-COVID figures.  

Looking forward, retail spending is expected to moderate through 2021. Reduced income 

support measures and a shift back towards pre-COVID spending behaviour is expected to 

detract from growth in 2021. But with consumers feeling more comfortable about opening the 

purse strings and some segments of travel still facing restrictions, there is unlikely to be a sharp 

decline in spending. Overall, retail spending is expected to contract 0.4% in the year to December 

2021 before growing to 0.6% in the year to December 2022. 
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The winners and losers of 

COVID-19 
Household spending behaviour has been thrown into disarray through 2020 as consumers’ inability 

and unwillingness to spend resulted in substantial declines in total spending. But retailers have 

managed to be spared from most of the pain as they continue to receive a relatively 

stable share of income. With consumers shifting away from travel and hospitality services, sales 

of home-focused goods surged ahead. Some retailers have benefitted more than others when it 

comes to shifts in spending behaviour, but this is all up for grabs in 2021 as restrictions ease and 

consumers face weaker income growth. Indeed, a return to normal poses a bigger risk to some 

retailers who have picked up their share of wallet over the past year.  

Chart 2:  Share of 2020 retail spend at risk, by category 

Source: Deloitte Retailers’ Christmas Survey 2020 

Some retailers are expected to face more difficult conditions than others over the next year. This is 

especially the case for those that have benefited from the lockdowns through 2020.  Household 

goods and specialty food retailing increased both their share of consumption and share of income. 

This means households were willing to spend extra money in these areas as they limited spend 

elsewhere. Around 8.2% of household goods retailing in 2020 was due to increased spending as a 

share of income, which may be at risk going forward as households reassess their spending 

behaviour. Household goods is likely at higher risk than specialty food retailing as this sector relates 

to large periodic purchases that potentially were pulled forward over 2020, and don’t need to be 

purchased regularly. The booming housing market will provide further support through 2021, but 

there is a risk that this segment of spending faces something of a pull-back in spending. 
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What is Retail Forecasts?  

Retail Forecasts, produced 

quarterly, provides detailed 

analysis of current retail 

sales and consumer 

spending, and the important 

economic drivers which 

influence them.  

Included are National retail 

forecasts, retail category 

forecasts and State retail 

forecasts, as well as the 

broader income and non-

income influences of retail 

spending.   

An annual subscription 

includes four quarterly 

reports plus Excel 

spreadsheets including 10 

year forecasts and charts.  

The accompanying Detailed 

Consumer Spending provides 

ten year forecasts of detailed 

Household Final Consumption 

Expenditure categories and 

detailed Retail Sales 

categories. 
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Contact us 

We are happy to respond to any inquiries in relation to the publication or our forecasts.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Retail Forecasts purchase options 
 
Retail forecasts is available for purchase via our website:  

daesubscriptions@deloitte.com.au  
 

Report with retail forecasts data:  

$2,799 for an annual subscription or $1,399 for a single issue. 

Report with retail forecasts data and detailed consumer spending forecasts:  $9,899 for an annual 

subscription or $4,949 for a single issue. 

 

David Rumbens 

Partner 

Macroeconomic Policy and 

Forecasting 

drumbens@deloitte.com.au 

+61 3 9671 7992  

  

Emily Dabbs 

Associate Director 

Macroeconomic Policy and 

Forecasting 

emdabbs@deloitte.com.au 

+61 2 9322 3268 

mailto:daesubscriptions@deloitte.com.au
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Our retail forecasting and 

analysis capabilities 

Retail forecasts and analysis are a key focus of our 

macroeconomics practice. 

Deloitte Access Economics specialises in research of the movements 

of key drivers in the Australian economy. By combining this wealth 

of knowledge with research on consumer behaviour and the retail 

market, we can analyse current retail supply and demand 

characteristics, forecast future movements and make informed 

recommendations for retail development, investment and strategy. 

At Deloitte Access Economics, we draw on our highly reputable 

research into key drivers of retail demand to provide insights to 

clients. These drivers include the following: 

• Consumer behaviour: Consumers’ changing preferences and needs 

• Consumer sentiment: How consumers react to economic changes 

• Household income and debt: Current and future insights on disposable income 

• Population and socio-demographics: How the population is likely to change over time 

• Technological influences: The effect of technology and the internet on retail 

• Macroeconomic influences: How the economy at the state, national and world level affects 

the retail market. 

Our project experience 

Deloitte Access Economics has delivered a range of insights for the retail sector, 

including: 

• Economic contribution work for a number of major retail stakeholders 

• Competition policy analysis for major retailers 

• Price and productivity analysis at a category level for major retailers 

• Analysis of Australian online retailing for major stakeholders in the retail sector 

• Mobile Nation: opportunities and strategies for retail for Australian Mobile Telecommunications 

Association 

• Monthly economic briefs for a major retailer (ongoing work over several years) 

• Monthly retail trade briefs for a major retail stakeholder (ongoing work over 
several years) 

• Commentary on key drivers of retail sector performance, delivered to a number of clients as 
reports and/or presentations 

• Economic outlook commentary, as it relates to the retail sector. 

Our core capabilities 

We can forecast retail turnover 

• Retail turnover forecasting, at national, state or regional level if required, based on ABS, 

Household Final Consumption Expenditure and MarketInfo categories 

We can analyse a specific product or place 
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• Regional economic profiling and forecasting, with a focus on retail 

• Consumer product pricing, competition and performance analysis 

• Shopping centres and retail precinct competition and performance analysis 

• Economic impact analysis for major retail developments or decisions 

We can contextualise retail trends using our economic knowledge 

• Commentary on retail performance, growth and trends within an economic context 

• Consumer behaviour and consumption habits analysis 

• Digital influence analysis of retail and consumer products 

• Retail trends analysis and forecasts, in terms of both supply and demand trends 

Drawing on the above, we can help with forward planning 

• Network planning for retailers and centre owners 

• Strategic planning for retail sector decision-makers 

• Scenario planning for retail sector decision-makers 

Our publications 

Below are examples of Deloitte’s recent published retail research. Please click the icons to see 

more on each publication. 

 The Retail Rundown 

Exploring the latest trends and 

innovations in retail 

 Global State of the Consumer 

Tracker 

Establishing the road to a global 

consumer recovery in the era of COVID 

 CFO Sentiment Edition 10  

Confidence bounces back 

 

Retailers’ Christmas Survey 2020 

Stepping out of the bubble 

   

The Weekly Economic Briefing 

Personal views of two of Deloitte’s most highly 

respected economists on topical financial and 

economic issues 

 

 

 

 

https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retail-rundown.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html?id=us:2el:3pr:4di6751:5awa:6di:052620:&pkid=1007129
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retail-rundown.html
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https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retail-rundown.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html?id=us:2el:3pr:4di6751:5awa:6di:052620:&pkid=1007129
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html?id=us:2el:3pr:4di6751:5awa:6di:052620:&pkid=1007129
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retail-rundown.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html?id=us:2el:3pr:4di6751:5awa:6di:052620:&pkid=1007129
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retail-rundown.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/retail-distribution/consumer-behavior-trends-state-of-the-consumer-tracker.html?id=us:2el:3pr:4di6751:5awa:6di:052620:&pkid=1007129
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/cfo-sentiment-edition-10.html?id=au:2sm:3li:4dcom_share:5awa:6dcom:about_deloitte
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/finance/articles/weekly-economic-briefing.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/consumer-industrial-products/articles/retailers-christmas-survey.html
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