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Life in a time of COVID 
• Google mobility data show the pandemic has considerably reduced the use of public transport. 

• Time spent at workplaces has also seen major shifts and considerable fluctuation. Post-pandemic working styles 
are likely to see long-lasting change.  

• The mobility data suggest milder activity impacts vs. 2020 & 2022 if future COVID waves follow.  

Summary  

The pandemic has had a huge impact on people’s day-to-day lives. Through Google mobility data we can see the shifts 

in how people spent their time. The data reflect that, overall, the Omicron wave in recent months has had a milder 

impact on what people are doing than during the Alpha (2020) and Delta (2021) waves. We have generally seen time 

spent at various locations return nearer to the pre-pandemic baseline and at a faster rate.  

Transit station (train, bus stops) mobility has seen the greatest impact, with a sustained decrease and muted signs of 

recovery throughout the pandemic. Workplace visits have witnessed a marked change in habits, particularly after the 

Alpha and Delta waves. The COVID situation shone a light on businesses’ capabilities to work from home. Grocery & 

pharmacy visits have tended to be above the pre-pandemic baseline over the pandemic since recovery from the initial 

(March 2020) Alpha lockdown, reflecting their necessity nature. Retail & recreation visits made recoveries to their 

baseline after the huge falls they had during each major lockdown. 

The Omicron mobility data suggest that future COVID waves or lockdowns will likely create milder disruption and that 

activity will return to normal at a faster rate compared to the 2020 and 2021 outbreaks. Hybrid working could likely 

remain entrenched post- COVID as the past two years has shed light on the many benefits it offers. A fresh challenge 

arises for transport investment decisions, as transport preferences are being heavily influenced by changed work 

preferences and an added safety dimension at present. The data also show a silver lining for the retail and recreation 

sectors, as the mobility data show patronage tends to bounce back at a faster pace from any lockdowns or periods of 

caution. 

What is the data? 

Google has produced a dataset that reflects how people’s movements have changed throughout the pandemic. The 

dataset from Google measures visitor numbers to specific locations such as workplaces, residences, shops, and public 

transit. The data show how many and how long visitors attended certain places compared to baseline days. A baseline 

day attempts to represent a normal value for that day of the week. The baseline day was generated by the median 

value of a 5-week period from January 3rd to February 6th, 2020. The short period of the year means it does not 

perfectly pick a normal baseline day and further seasonal factors impact the data. In the case of New Zealand, the 

period contains the summer holiday period and subsequent return to work and school which would impact the 

different categories accordingly. So, the data provide useful illustrations with some limitations. 
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The Global Experience 

Residential mobility data across the UK, Australia, NZ, Sweden 

and the US (which between them had a range of COVID 

responses) show similar trends but to varying extents. The 

nations all saw largely increased residential stay time during 

periods when new COVID waves swept around the globe. The 

extent to which this stay time increased was influenced heavily 

by government restrictions. NZ’s lockdowns were generally 

stricter, though outside of them NZ had relatively lower 

proportions of time spent at home.  Both the UK and Australia 

had prolonged periods during which people stayed at home.  

The US and Sweden, with their generally lighter restrictions, had 

periods when increased numbers of people chose to stay at 

home. During the Omicron outbreak, all these nations are now 

seeing similar and lower impacts of COVID on staying at home. 

Nevertheless, that amount of time is still slightly above pre-

COVID levels.   
 

NZ Movement Overview 

There have been major trend changes in where Kiwis are 

travelling to and spending time throughout the pandemic.  

Grocery & pharmacy mobility fluctuates the least throughout 

the period as they remained open due to their essential nature. 

Transit stations appear to have taken the biggest hit from the 

pandemic with total visitors remaining substantially lower since 

the pandemic started. The impact of lockdowns is very distinct 

with the Alpha and Delta waves. The recent Omicron wave has 

had a smaller impact on the measures of mobility, and in turn 

on the economy. This reflects that the Government 

substantially relaxed its COVID restrictions relative to earlier 

outbreaks, given high vaccination rates and the sad reality that 

even heavy restrictions would fail to contain Omicron while still 

causing huge disruption. Future government responses are 

likely to be some variation of the current response. The 

Omicron mobility data suggest that future waves or lockdowns will likely cause milder disruption and that activity will 

return to normal at a faster rate compared to 2020 and 2021 outbreaks. 
 

Retail and Recreation: the greatest normality 
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Grocery & pharmacy visitors have seen an upward trend from the low during the initial lockdown in 2020. There was a 

steady recovery with visitor numbers heading above the baseline up until the Delta wave. The Delta wave caused 

another sharp reduction in visitor numbers.  In contrast, the Omicron wave reflects a much lesser impact as the 

mobility data remained above the baseline over the whole period though experienced a slight dip. This overall trend 

may indicate that future waves will have a milder impact on grocery & pharmacy visitors as people have become more 

accustomed to the pandemic. As both locations are necessities, we see a lot more stability in visits than for other 

locations. 

 

Retail & Recreation mobility had major retractions during the Alpha and Delta waves. Subsequently, both recovered to 

the pre-pandemic baseline and beyond. Omicron has seen a much smaller retraction, but mobility does remain slightly 

below its pre-pandemic rate. Potentially, there will be more recovery once the initial Omicron wave fully passes across 

the country. The Omicron wave impact suggests future waves will have a mild impact on retail & recreation mobility.  

As much as online shopping has become a thing, in-person shopping seems high on people’s priorities – even in the 

midst of a life-threatening pandemic. 
 

Workplaces: working from home the new norm 

Workplace visitors have witnessed a marked change in 

habits, particularly after the Alpha and Delta waves. The 

COVID situation brought light onto businesses’ capabilities 

to enable work from home and employees have embraced 

the flexibility and freedom. For the Omicron wave, 

workplace attendance is determined by individual 

organisations’ guidance and individuals’ decisions instead 

of government restrictions on what workplace activities 

are permitted.  Auckland workplace attendance has been 

hit harder than elsewhere, understandable given the city 

has spent the most time in lockdown and has usually been 

the epicentre of COVID outbreaks. NZ’s experience has 

differed from Australia’s.  Workplace mobility in Australia 

was far less disrupted during the peaks of COVID waves 

but has remained considerably below its pre-pandemic 

level. NZ, however, experienced significant dips during 

2020 and 20201 outbreaks but also bounced back considerably, and has averaged a lot higher over the pandemic to 

date.  

 

The impact of hybrid working has been consistently with us since the pandemic started. With a large increase in 

workers being exposed to this working style, it prompts the question of where to from here in terms of appetite of 

workers to go into the office. It is likely a degree of WFH will remain prevalent for some time, even once the pandemic 

ends. WFH provides work flexibility, reduced commute times and allows people to spend more time with family. This 

taste for flexibility may have developed for a lot of workers and employers will need to adapt to this.  Organisations 

will need to consider how they maintain strong cultures, work cohesion and idea sharing – while continuing to allow 

flexibility. The route to achieve organisational goals from here may take the form of finding ways to encourage 

workers to spend some time the workplace on a more regular basis, and adopting a hybrid working model that can 

target the benefits usually achieved through people being in the workplace. Organisations may be able to make cost 

savings through reduced need for office floor space. Maintaining productivity will be important, however.  
 

Public Transport: not faring half as well   

One of the biggest behavioural changes has been the use of public transport. Time spent at transit stations has 

dropped significantly since the pandemic started.  While other metrics have returned to or near their baselines at 

times during the pandemic, time spent at transit stations has remained circa 30% lower for most of the time for the 

whole of NZ. Auckland has taken a further fall in transit station visitors since the Delta outbreak, with movements now 

even further below the baseline. Council figures of public transport patronage show a similar picture to the mobility 

data.   
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There will be several reasons for this shift.  One will be 

the greater incidence of WFH, which means fewer trips 

to workplaces (particularly to the CBD for office work 

that can be readily done at home).  Another driver will 

be a degree of risk aversion around the risk of catching 

COVID while using public transport (car and e-bike 

purchases have jumped since the pandemic began). Both 

factors present challenges for transport planners, 

particularly with major cities looking to commit to large 

public transport investments and aiming to reduce car 

travel and vehicle emissions.  In a post-Covid world, 

what is the long-term demand for various forms of 

public and private transport? What is the appropriate 

mix of transport options that would meet that demand?   

Getting the answers right does matter for spending 

money effectively on long-term transport plans, for 

impacts on climate change, and for the future of CBDs.   

For example, Auckland Council is relying heavily on reducing private transport emissions to meet its own emissions 

target.  Yet people’s commuting choices are now broader than simply getting out of their fossil-fuelled car and onto a 

bus or bike – a number can stay at home for a greater time. If transport changes result in fewer people coming into 

the CBD, then one side effect may be a shift away from CBDs in favour of remaining in suburbia.  Policymakers have a 

lot of potential impacts to balance and consider – amidst added uncertainty.  

The halving of public transport fares for 5 months from 1 April is going to be an interesting real-life experiment in 

people’s willingness to use the current public transport network in a time when COVID still presents a health risk to 

people.  There is a lot to keep learning in general about our habits and preferences as NZ adjusts to the new norm of 

living with the ongoing presence of COVID-19.  
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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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