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Retail rebounds post-Delta, but Omicron hit awaits  

• Post-lockdown bounce in Q4 retail volumes, which ended the year just shy of record highs  

• Volatility expected to continue, with the Omicron outbreak set to batter part of the retail sector in the first half of 

2022, as many consumers hunker down 

• Headwinds facing the retail sector should remain after Omicron fades   

 

Summary and implications  

Q4 saw the expected post-Delta rebound in retail volumes that ended 2021 just 0.3% below record highs. Rises were 

most pronounced for Auckland retail, with hardware and vehicle sales particularly strong, and hospitality/tourism-

related retail mixed, supermarket retail volumes down and accommodation retail weak. The sizeable Q4 retail bounce 

suggests that the NZ economy ended 2021 on an improving note, although pockets of weakness were clearly 

apparent. Volatility in the retail figures is expected to continue with the rapidly spreading Omicron outbreak expected 

to weigh on hospo and wider discretionary retail activity in the first half of 2022. A post Omicron bounce beckons, but 

headwinds look set to remain intense this year. Consumers helped to keep the economy afloat over 2021, but it’s time 

for the business sector to take over. 

Details 

Retail trade spending volumes rose 8.6% qoq (4.4% yoy) in Q4, stronger than ASB and market expectations. It 

followed the outsized Q3 lockdown hit, with retail volumes ending 2021 just 0.3% below 2021 Q2 record highs (core 

just 0.4% below Q2 2021 levels).  Quarterly growth in core spending volumes was closer to our expectations (6.8% 

qoq), and annual growth in core retail volumes was much larger (24.9% yoy) with consumers cutting back on fuel 

spending compared to a year ago (-14.7% yoy) and recycling the proceeds to other expenditures. 

Retail values rose 10% qoq in Q4 (8.8% yoy). This was a touch stronger than the circa 6.5% to 7.5% quarterly increase 

in core, retail and total transaction values from the Q4 Electronic Card Transaction spending data, with much of the 

discrepancy due to higher vehicle sales that are not typically funded by card spending. 

 

Retail Sales: 2021 Q4 Market ASB

Total volumes (qoq) 8.6% 6.1% 6.0%

yoy 4.4%

Core volumes (qoq) 6.8% 6.5%

yoy 24.9%

Total values (qoq) 10.0%

Total values (yoy) 8.8%

Total retail deflator (qoq) 1.4%

Total retail deflator (yoy) 4.4%
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The Q4 rise in retail values was geographically widespread (only one of 16 regions experienced a fall in sales values). 

However, the easing of restrictions saw Auckland spending notch the highest regional lift over Q4 (+16.4% qoq), 

with our estimates suggesting spending in the rest of the country was up 6.7% in Q4.    

Retail prices continued to ratchet higher, with prices from the 

retail trade deflator up 1.3% in Q4 (4.0% yoy), slightly below the 

1.4% Q4 jump in overall consumer prices (5.9% yoy). Increasingly 

widespread price increases are providing fewer places for 

consumers to hide.  Soaring costs (freight, shipping, fuel and 

food) and reduced resistance to paying higher prices are likely to 

see retail prices expand strongly over 2022 further eroding the 

purchasing power of consumers.   

The sector splits showed a generalised rebound, with 13 of the 15 

total retail store-types showing higher volumes: 

• A post-lockdown rebound in hardware (32.5% qoq), furniture 

(19.4% qoq), recreation (10.7% qoq) and department store 

sales (18.5% qoq) helped by the November Black Friday sales 

• Apparel (9.5% qoq) also benefited from the easing of the 

restrictions 

• The introduction of the traffic light system and relaxation of 

restrictions in Auckland boosted some hospitality and other 

tourism-related spending, with rises for food & beverage 

service volumes (11.9% qoq) and specialised food sales (+4.4% 

qoq). Retail for these sectors remains well below mid-2021 

levels and will likely to bear the brunt of the Omicron hit in 

early 2022 

• Accommodation retail (-19.5% qoq) fell further, with this 

sector set to struggle over much of 2022 

• Supermarket volumes fell 5.3% qoq but this followed the 6.9% 

Q3 lockdown surge. Precautionary Omicron-related stock-

building by consumers should boost volumes in the first half of 

2022  

• Auto sales volumes jumped 21.6% in Q4, stronger than the 

circa 13% Q4 fall in car registrations over the quarter. Timing 

differences could explain the discrepancy 

• The easing of restrictions saw a modest 2.5% Q4 rise in fuel 

volumes (-14.7% yoy). However, record high retail fuel prices are expected to handbrake consumer spending 

going into 2022 
 

Retail to remain volatilie over 2022 but with a soft underbelly 

More recent data has suggested that this solid momentum has continued into 2022, although part of the increase 

evident in January card spend is due to higher consumer prices.  We don’t expect this to last, with the rapidly 

spreading Omicron outbreak looking to have encouraged many kiwis to retreat into their burrows over the next 

month or two. Retail activity is likely to remain soft in the first half of this year. The recently announced government 

support package will provide a temporary lifeline to many impacted businesses, while the announced signalling of an 

easing in COVID-19 restrictions offers some hope for impacted businesses. 

 

While a post-Omicron bounce is on the cards, headwinds facing the retail sector look set to remain intense over 

2022.  Freight and shipping disruptions are expected to continue to hamper the availability of imported retail goods. 

Soaring consumer prices should significantly erode consumers’ purchasing power (we expect annual CPI inflation to 
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peak above 6½% in early 2022 and to remain above 4% until 2023). Moreover, credit conditions have tightened, 

tailwinds from the housing market have turned into headwinds and with the RBNZ intent on combatting high inflation, 

interest rates (and household debt servicing costs) look set to steadily climb.   

 

The consumer has played a key role in keeping the economy afloat over 2021, with the government using its balance 

sheet to cushion the economy. It is time for the business sector to take over and for productive investment to help 

soothe capacity bottlenecks and lay the foundations for sustainable growth. 
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Disclaimer 

This document is published solely for informational purposes. It has been prepared without taking account of your objectives, financial situation, or 
needs. Before acting on the information in this document, you should consider the appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard 
to your objectives, financial situation and needs, and, if necessary seek appropriate professional or financial advice.   

We believe that the information in this document is correct and any opinions, conclusions or recommendations are reasonably held or made, based 
on the information available at the time of its compilation, but no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, is made or provided as 
to accuracy, reliability or completeness of any statement made in this document. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth in this 
document are subject to change without notice and may differ or be contrary to the opinions, conclusions or recommendations expressed 
elsewhere by ASB Bank Limited. We are under no obligation to, and do not, update or keep current the information contained in this document. 
Neither ASB nor any person involved in the preparation of this document accepts any liability for any loss or damage arising out of the use of all or 
any part of this document.   

Any valuations, projections and forecasts contained in this document are based on a number of assumptions and estimates and are subject to 
contingencies and uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. ASB does not represent or warrant 
that any of these valuations, projections or forecasts, or any of the underlying assumptions or estimates, will be met.   
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