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Foreword 2

For most people most of the time, life is experienced in a context of 

normality. As C.S.Lewis observed, we only notice what has changed when 

we look back.

The extraordinary period running up and into the national lockdown plunged 

all of us into a new context. We were required to stay at home to protect 

lives. Schools and businesses closed – and it seemed that all of ‘normal’ life 

came to a halt. And stay at home is what we did, and continued to do, as 

the dual impact on the nation’s health and economy unfolded.

But if we invert C.S.Lewis’ statement we are left with a question:  if everything 

changes suddenly, what will we see when we look back? 

While it is too early to answer this question with any certainty, this research 

provides a window into the lives of 15 households who we followed over 

perhaps the most ‘abnormal’ 6 weeks of our collective lifetimes. The week-

by-week longitudinal method meant we got to know the sample very well, 

and the analysis tells a story of our very instinctive, human response when life 

turns upside down.

@Teambluemarble
June 2020
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We wanted to understand lived experiences of the lockdown around the UK. We recruited 15 

households, reflecting a range of backgrounds, and conducted longitudinal qualitative 

research with them over a 6-week period.

3Objectives and methodology

Omnibus online survey
We also conducted a short survey of GB adults 
aged 18+ (n=2,025). Fieldwork conducted 
online between 1st May and 3rd May 2020 

Weekly depth interviews, via 

telephone and video call
Lasting 45-60 minutes, following up themes 
from the online diary tasks and exploring 
others – e.g. mental health, social 
relationships

15 households 
Reflecting a broad demographic spread of the 
UK public by factors including age, gender, SEG, 
working status, life stage and living arrangements.

Our sample included:
• 2 “community organisers” – people organising 

local-level response by coordinating 
volunteering efforts, setting up WhatsApp 
groups, etc.

• 2 freelancer / gig workers
• 3 people living on their own
• 2 small business owners
• 2 students
• 2 parents of young children
• 1 key worker
• 1 vulnerable person (on health grounds)

Sample Approach
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Weekly online diary tasks
Some questions the same every week, but also 

weekly topics to explore specific themes (e.g. 
shopping, finances, travel)



Research context: timeline of Covid-19 in the UK 4

Jan/ Feb

Mar

Apr

May

• First UK case reported  
• Media reports Italy as epicentre of pandemic: national lockdown 

quickly follows in March  

• Prime Minister admitted into intensive care 
• UK daily death toll rises

• Crisis severely hits care homes 
• Good weather / Easter sees lockdown rules flouted  
• Prime Minster discharged from hospital  
• Sir Captain Tom raises £30m for NHS charities

• Prime Minister addresses the nation, introducing ‘Stay Alert’ campaign which receives 
backlash

• UK’s PPE provision criticised 
• VE Day: media reports community gatherings, street parties, costumes and decorations 
• Lockdown rules relaxed  
• Daily death toll begins to decline 

• Early March: pubs and restaurants across the UK close; working 
from home encouraged; non essential travel discouraged, 
vulnerable asked to shield 

• Nationwide lockdown, 23rd March 2020
• Furlough scheme announced 
• Prime Minister tests positive for Covid-19 
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Fieldwork started on 30th March 2020, 1 week after a 

lockdown was announced by Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson on 23rd March. 

Fieldwork ended on 15th May, five days after new 
guidance to ‘Stay Alert’ was announced



The five stages of lockdown 5

While different people had 
different experiences of 
lockdown, we observed patterns 
in mood and behaviours as the 
weeks went by. 

Five different ‘states’ emerge: 
some in our sample felt particular 
states more keenly than others; 
while some moved from one 
state to the next more quickly.

We discuss these states in the 
following slides.

Adapt Readjust
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The five stages of lockdown 6

Many felt the crisis had engulfed their lives 
very quickly – a news story relating to other 
countries was suddenly very close to home.  
Several mentioned PM Johnson’s recent 
speech warning the British public to prepare 
to “lose loved ones before their time.”

AdaptShock Readjust

“It's scary and getting 

scarier by the day. I 

don’t see the 

end…[it] feels like I'm 

in a dystopian novel.”

“Seeing the numbers of deaths 

it's difficult to escape from. 

Difficult to talk about anything 

else…Can't believe how quickly it 

has happened - feels like we're in 

it now but no light at the end of 

the tunnel - lots of uncertainty, 

we don't know what will 

happen.”

The residue of this initial shock was a 
backdrop of deep-seated anxiety that we 
observed (to varying degrees) throughout 
the lockdown period:
• Concern for friends and family was 

paramount.
• Worries about employment and finances 

were also relatively widespread.

• And the media backdrop – esp. daily 
death tolls and coverage of NHS worries 
– reinforced concern.

“Holy s**t, 

what's 

happening to 

us!?”

Some in our sample were especially close to 
the sharp end of the crisis e.g. key workers 
and community ‘mavens’ mobilising local 
support initiatives.
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The five stages of lockdown 7

Most people adjusted very quickly. 
Students moved home; couples 
otherwise living separately moved in 
together; local WhatsApp groups were 
formed; and everyone discovered 

Zoom…

Adapt Readjust

“'It is amazing how 

the community is 

responding to 

need.”
Many were finding reasons for positivity:
• Enjoying feeling more connected 

with families and friends.
• Seeing communities rallying.
• Sensing broader feeling of solidarity, 

driven by sense of everyone “being 
in it together”.

• Finding time for hobbies, new and 
old – e.g. baking, gardening, Netflix, 
exercise and reading more. 

“I feel very close to 

my family at the 

moment.”

“[Highlight of the week was] clapping for NHS 

staff on Thursday. A unique moment of truly 

community spirited joy! All my neighbours were 

out clapping and cheering enthusiastically in 

support of the key workers.”

“I’m enjoying 

cooking more than 

I normally do – turns 

out I’m a pretty 

good cook!”

In the early weeks there was a strong 
sense of acceptance and even 
conformity: many objected to any 
criticism of the Government and there 
was (almost) total adherence to the rules.

“We have to pull 

together…party 

politics has to go…we 

have to deal with this 

together.”
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“They are not a 

government that I 

voted for, but I think 

some of the measures 

that [they] have put 

in place have been 

good.”



The five stages of lockdown 8

“It’s the new normal” was the phrase we began to 
hear repeatedly. But most had a bit – and some a 
lot – more time to think. 

Easter weekend fell 3 weeks into lockdown – this 

was the moment that plans to travel and socialise 
had to be abandoned.

The UK was having the sunniest Spring on record 
which was having a noticeable impact on morale.

Adapt Reflect Readjust

Our interviewees were more reflective at about 
this time, reviewing many personal aspects of life:
• Work-life balance
• Shopping and spending habits
• Direction of business or career
• Accelerating retirement plans
• Those bereaved were thinking about loved 

ones they had lost – and all were thinking 

about family & friends
• Their own mental well-being
• Travelling less, and environmental benefits
• Those worse off than them
• The value of key workers e.g. nurses, teachers

“We are a free liberal country and 

yet people are adapting to these 

very strict measures... [London] is a 

much friendlier place  and it has 

slowed down - everyone is more 

considerate now.” 

“I wonder if 

everyone could 

learn to slow 

down,  be less 

stressed...”

“Easter is a really 

happy time and 

not to have the 

usual physical 

contact was a 

low point.”
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“We as citizens are re-evaluating life's 

priorities and what we value. We are 

seeing that we are better when we 

help each other and when we 

collaborate - and hope comes from 

this. Amazing to see scientists working 

together and companies putting aside 

competition.”



The five stages of lockdown 9

Adapt ReadjustQuestion

Blue Marble | Exploring life under lockdown| June 2020 | Confidential

“I cannot see that 

they can do 

anything more than 

they have already 

done.”

“The refusal to take 

equipment from the 

EU for political 

reasons was 

shocking.”

In the early weeks we observed widespread support for the 
Government’s handling of the crisis – a spirit of national solidarity in the 
face of adversity prevailed. A month on, in line with other reports of 
growing public frustration, our households were in questioning mood.

What we found, perhaps unsurprisingly, was that views were as partisan 
and polarised as on other issues in recent years – where confirmation bias 
appears to be at work on both sides of the divide.

• Those positively inclined towards the current Government anyway saw 
signs that confirmed their views: decisive action being taken quickly to 
protect the population, pointing to the initial decision to lock down 
and provision of financial support for businesses & workers.

• Those unfavourable towards the Government saw all the evidence 
they needed of its incompetence, basing their views on e.g. shortages 
of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), missed Cobra meetings or 
comparative global statistics on coronavirus deaths.

Our sample of households also began to question: the role of the media 
(some finding it too depressing, even manipulative); the social inequalities 
of the impact of the virus; and whether people were adhering to the rules 
as closely as they should be.

“I think people are 

just beginning to be a 

bit too relaxed.”



The five stages of lockdown 10

AdaptShock Readjust
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The final week of this project coincided with the 
announcement of new guidance to ‘stay alert’, and 
the beginning of the relaxation of the lockdown. As 
was true across the country, there were mixed views 
about this new announcement.

Our households had created new routines and habits, 
and the thought of getting back to normal wasn’t 
without concerns. Those who had participated in 
(distanced) VE Day celebrations, and those thinking 
about meeting up with a friend or family member, 
voiced some reticence about doing so. 

There was a strong sense that it will take a long time for 
normality to return – and the majority of our households 
were in little rush to do so, worried that a second peak 
will be triggered.

However, younger people were anticipating an end to 
lockdown with much more confidence and urgency.

“VE Day – it was 

lovely to be out 

and socialising but I 

felt we shouldn’t 

be doing it.”

" I want to be confident that they 

have isolated properly…one of 

my friends has been so reckless 

about the rules."

"I'm really excited 

to see [mum], 

but I think we're 

both really wary 

of it."

"I think I'm going to get back to 

reasonable normality quickly, 

whatever we're allowed to do I 

will do - if they say I can eat in a 

restaurant I will do it, if they say I 

can watch a sports game I will". 



We’ve observed that the impact of the lockdown is unevenly distributed across society 11
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Urban vs rural More vs less affluent

More affluent people are:

• More able to spend their way out 
of challenges imposed by the 
lockdown (e.g. pay for more 
expensive farm shop deliveries if 
supermarket delivery slots 
unavailable, buy extra activities 
to occupy kids).

• More likely to have a savings 
buffer to fall back on to cover 
lost income / lost expenditure 
associated with lockdown.

• More likely to be in jobs where 
they can work from home –
retaining income and reducing 
exposure to virus.

Isolation

People living on their own are:

• Likely to have drastically 
increased feelings of isolation, 
despite solutions offered by tech

• Feel the lack of physical contact, 
companionship and human 
touch

• Much more likely to feel a loss of 
independence if health condition 
means that someone else is 
shopping for them.

For urban dwellers:

• Everything (shops, transport, 
public spaces) is busier –
increasing risk of exposure to 
virus and heightening stress 
while out and about.

• Less likely to have a garden:
unable to enjoy nice weather 
to same extent, with associated 
mental health benefits.

• Less likely to own a car:
reducing ability to transport 

shopping back from 
supermarket, for example –
meaning more trips or changed 
purchasing habits.

“The other day I just felt I needed a 

hug…and that’s not possible at the 

moment.”

“I can’t imagine how I’d be 

doing if I didn’t have a garden.”

“We are lucky enough to have 

plenty of savings and so we'll 

manage.”



And the psychological impacts have been felt more acutely by some 12
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While many had ‘ups and downs’ 

during the 6-week period, some felt 

anxiety more acutely than others: 

Anxiety was most pronounced among:

• The youngest: those who’ve lost 
income, students and singles isolated 

from friends.

• People considered “high risk” in 

terms of Covid-19: esp. where living 
alone – feeling stuck indoors and 

resentful about seeing people (not 

social distancing) enjoying the sun.

• Those with pre-existing mental health 

problems: struggling to manage 
these in current circumstances.

The majority in our sample were fundamentally the same people 
as we left them after 6 weeks of lockdown. They have been 

navigating a worrying and for some difficult time – but remain 
optimistic about a new normality.

A minority find themselves in a different psychological state after 6 
weeks of lockdown. This can be for the better or worse: 
• For some who were in a troubled frame of mind at the outset, 

the crisis has bought new opportunities or connections.
• For others, the career/economic impacts are already evident, 

requiring fundamental life changes.



We’ve noticed (at least) 6 big attitudinal shifts since the lockdown: 13

1

A nervousness about public 

spaces.
2 Reassessing the pace of 

modern life.

3 A reappraisal of our travel 

habits.

4
A rethink of how we manage 

our money.

5

Reconnecting with the local 

community.

6A new appreciation for (and 

redefinition of) key workers.
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Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 14

1 Community.

We’ve heard about a “2012 spirit” in their local areas, with communities 

pulling together in the crisis and people thinking about themselves as 

citizens rather than individuals. 

Many of our participants have told us about concrete ways in which their 

communities are more closely knit than they were at the start of 

lockdown – with street WhatsApp groups, hyperlocal volunteering and 

supporting small businesses through efforts to buy locally. 

They’ve also told us about how they feel closer together, with a friendlier, 

more respectful and kindlier atmosphere pervading chance encounters 

and regular communication. For those in rural areas, this can feel like a 

more pronounced version of what existed before; for those in urban 

settings, this often feels entirely new. 

“I definitely get a sense that 

communities are coming together in 

a way they’ve never done before.”

“Our community has been brilliant.  I 

feel very connected to my 

immediate neighbours.”

27%
Of the public say that they have 

been feeling connected to their 

community more over the last 

month than before the coronavirus 

outbreak

Base: All GB adults aged 18+ (n=2,025). 

Are we learning how to manage modern community relations? Or will we 

revert to our old ways when circumstances change?
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Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 15

2 The pace of modern life.

Positives in the coronavirus crisis are few and far between. But it’s clear 

that the general slowdown – whether people are newly working from 

home or simply less able to leave the house as much as they normally 

would – has caused many to reappraise their attitudes to their own work-

life balance. 

We’ve heard how families are enjoying spending more time together, 

and how the lack of commuting has opened up time to learn new 

hobbies, get fit or simply feel more on top of household chores. It’s also 

generated more “headspace” for many – enabling them to reflect on 

life to a greater extent than in the habitual hurly-burly. 

“I’ve enjoyed having time 

to take stock and reflect 

on things.”

“I am loving having my family at home, eating lunch and 

dinner together and stopping all activities and not having 

to constantly think of where we need to be."
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Will this lead to a longer-term shift in priorities for sections of the 

population? Will it prompt a desire to work from home more in the future, 

especially now that this has been proven to be technically feasible for so 

many organisations? Will families re-evaluate the pressure for children to 

be busy with clubs & activities? 



Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 16

3 Key workers.

Many of us feel like we’re starting to realise who the country’s essential 

workers really are. Beyond the widely admired NHS, in this study we’ve 

heard of newfound respect for numerous groups of people putting their 

lives on the line to keep the country going – whether supermarket staff, 

bus drivers or binmen. For parents finding themselves home-schooling, 

this respect has extended to teachers too.

There’s a growing sentiment that these people are under-valued by 

society. 

“[I] hope that the UK as whole learn 

to value its key workers more, not 

bankers.”

“I'd much rather that they raised 

nurses' wages rather than just 

clapping."
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The Clap for Our Carers may be one way of expressing thanks – but in 

the longer-term, will this change attitudes towards the pay of these staff 

and, linked to this, taxation?



Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 17

93%

85%

56%

50% 50%
45% 43% 43%

36%
32%

The NHS Supermarkets The

Government

Restaurants

and fast food

chains

Telecomms

companies

Banks and

building

societies

Charities Your local

Council

Energy

companies

Water

companies

In your opinion, how well or badly have each of the following responded to the coronavirus 

outbreak in the UK?

Showing proportion of GB adults who say that each has responded either ‘very well’ or ‘fairly 

well’

Base: All GB adults aged 18+ (n=2,025). Fieldwork conducted online between 1st May and 3rd May 2020. Data weighted to be nationally representative by 

factors including age, gender, socio-economic grade, region and working status.
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The response of other sectors has been less visible to consumers –

but this may change as the restrictions (and government support) 

diminish and the economic impacts of Covid-19 begin to be felt.

3 Key workers.



Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 18

4 Money management.

The massive economic slowdown is hitting many of us hard. And many of 

us have realised that our lifestyles expose us to financial risks in a way that 

may be unsustainable – and we may not be well equipped to cope with 

the financial impacts as they unfold. Our participants told us:

• They are realising which elements of their spending are essential and 

non-essential – leading some to become consciously less materialistic.

• They are learning how to make the most of what they have – with a 

strong overlap with cooking and eating habits (e.g. batch cooking, 

using leftovers), driven by the desire to shop infrequently.

• They will now make greater efforts in the future to secure a savings 

buffer, providing them with the ability to ride out economic storms.

“[I’m] being more 

resourceful with 

ingredients, […] and only 

buying what I need.”

39%
Of the public say that they have 

been worrying about money more 

over the last month than before 

the coronavirus outbreak

Base: All GB adults aged 18+ (n=2,025). Blue Marble | Exploring life under lockdown| June 2020 | Confidential

The short and medium-term economic implications of this crisis are widely 

expected to be severe. The crisis could lead to long-term behaviour 

change too – potentially making us more conservative in our financial 

choices and behaviours. 

I do hope people are a bit 

less materialistic. [...] I think 

people have put a bit more 

time into their wellbeing, 

and I'd love for that to stick."

"I'm not a big understander of 

economics, I don't really have 

a clue about the terminology, 

but I worry about lots of places 

not opening up again."



19

5 Public spaces.

Unsurprisingly, the coronavirus outbreak and the widespread social 

distancing measures have made people more nervous in crowded 

public spaces, such as supermarkets.

Even when lockdown ends, our participants think that they are 

going to be hesitant to re-enter crowded spaces that used to be 

part of everyday life: such as pubs, restaurants, theatres and 

cinemas. 

“Anything involving a 

crowded space isn’t going 

to be possible for a while.”
“I dread going [to 

the supermarket].”
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“There’s only so many 

times you can roll the 

dice when you go out.”

This potentially has profound implications for a huge range of 

sectors – as even strong social distancing protocols appear unlikely 

to encourage a return to “normal” behaviours any time soon. These 

concerns are heightened among retired and older audiences –

often a key demographic for many of these sectors. How do these 

sectors retain or at least replicate income streams in this new world?

Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown
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5

If the lockdown is relaxed and it becomes possible to do them, how likely or unlikely do you think you are to do 

each of the following in the next 6 months?
Showing % of GB adults who say that they are either ‘very likely’ or ‘fairly likely’

20%
Go to a stadium to 

watch a sports 

match or concert

28%
Travel to somewhere 

outside the UK for a 

holiday

35%
Go to a large 

party, such as a 

birthday party or 

wedding

37%
Stay in a hotel

Public spaces.

Base: All GB adults aged 18+ (n=2,025). Fieldwork conducted online between 1st May and 3rd May 2020. Data weighted to be nationally representative by 

factors including age, gender, socio-economic grade, region and working status.
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Attitudinal shifts since the lockdown 21

6 Travel.

Travel – whether jetting to the Caribbean or simply driving up the motorway to 

see family – has not been possible during lockdown. But our participants have 

also told us that they’re reappraising their attitudes to travel as a result of the 

crisis:

• Some say that they will be very reluctant to travel once the initial lockdown 

has lifted – for fear of exposing themselves unnecessarily to the virus;

• Some say that they’ve realised they don’t need to travel as much as they do: 

there is more than enough entertainment on their doorstep, and they can 

save significant money by not travelling as frequently.

• But there are also indications that the youngest age cohort will have little 

hesitation about taking a trip abroad as soon as they can.

“I don’t think I’d want to go 

anywhere this year – I’ll be 

nervous until I get a vaccine.”
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The restrictions on meeting friends and family weighed heavily on some. 

Likewise, the inability to venture far from home felt limiting to many. These 

may lead to a short-term reaction when the lockdown is lifted, but will we 

see a longer-term reappraisal of our travel culture?

“After lockdown I want to go travelling … not 

worried about being on a flight… It’s a big part 

of student life – I want that life back.” 



What might be different when we look back? 22

It is impossible to say what will change, as the ramifications of Covid-19 and 

the lockdown will take months and even years to unfold. This project, however, 

has given us a glimpse of how people coped through the early weeks of what 

has been an extraordinary experience. We have listened as these households 

have reflected on their lives both on good and bad days throughout the 

lockdown. Like all of us, they couldn’t say what will change, however the 

social disruption and heightened uncertainty has led many of us to review our 

usual habits and priorities – and most intend to make some changes in their 

own lives. 
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“Things will change. Is 

this the time to try 

something new -

potentially an 

opportunity to start new 

career...” 

“I’ve spent more time with myself and in 

own thoughts - and it is good to feel 

comfortable with this. I’ve realised don't 

have to rely on others for distractions -

but have valued time with myself - yoga, 

reading, working... appreciating these for 

what they are and the positive effect 

they have.” 

"Our evenings, we've made a real point of having 

dinner together and watching all the Marvel films 

together. We've never really watched series 

together. That's probably the highlight for me.”

"If everything returns to 

normal I will make a 

much more conscious 

effort to socialise.”

"I do hope people are a bit less 

materialistic. [...] I think people 

have put a bit more time into 

their wellbeing, and I'd love for 

that to stick."

We will revisit our sample later in the year to see how lives and perspectives 

have changed (or not) since the crisis began.



What next..? 23

Blue Marble | Exploring life under lockdown| June 2020 | Confidential

In a separate study, Blue 

Marble is continuing to follow 

the lives of households right 

across the UK – and 

specifically understanding at 

close quarters the financial 

impact of the crisis over a six-

month period.

If you would be interested in 

hearing more about this 

syndicated study, described 

here, please get in touch.  
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www.bluemarbleresearch.co.uk
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