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European consumers have been navigating a prolonged period of economic strain. Inflation and
fear of a potential recession raised consumer pessimism about the economy in 2025 to 54%, up 5
points from the prior year. That trend continued in 2026, increasing to 56%, as consumers say that
rising energy prices and geopolitical tensions are impacting them. Consumers also show growing
pessimism about politics and their personal finances. (See Exhibit 1.)
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Personal health is an exception to this negative sentiment. Nearly two thirds, or 65%, of
consumers rate their mental health and 56% rate their physical health as good. These findings
emerge from our third annual survey of European consumers. We surveyed more than 20,000
consumers in 11 European countries. (See “Methodology.”)

From April 2 to 22, we partnered with NativeResearch to survey approximately
1,800 consumers in each of 11 European countries: Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Italy, Norway, Poland, Romania, Spain, Sweden, and the UK.
Respondents answered questions about their current concerns, personal
financial situations, and shopping behaviors across 12 consumer categories.

Year-on-year comparisons draw on two prior surveys: an April 2025 survey of nine
countries (Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, Norway, Romania, Spain, Sweden, and
the UK, totaling 16,412 respondents) and a July 2024 survey of five countries
(Denmark, France, Germany, Sweden, and the UK, totaling 7,000 consumers).
Comparisons with 2025 and 2024 include only the countries surveyed in that
year.

The survey captures consumer sentiment by looking at net spending—the
percentage difference between the share of consumers reporting they have or
will spend more and those reporting they have or will spend less. As with all
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Financial Stress Is the Default
This pessimism is causing financial distress. More than half, or 53%, of European consumers are
worried about their daily personal finances, up from 40% in 2024. Six in ten are concerned about
having enough money in retirement. (See Exhibit 2.)

Given a hypothetical windfall of 10% to 15% extra income, nearly half of consumers said their top
priority would be to save more, signaling that they are focused on building a financial buffer and
may not spend more right away when the economy improves. Their second priority would be to
spend on experiences like travel and dining out, followed by other discretionary categories.

A Big Leap Toward Essentials

sentiment measures, actual purchasing behavior tends to be more moderate
than stated intent, particularly in downturns.
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The shift to essentials has continued and deepened. The survey captures consumer sentiment by
looking at net spending—the percentage difference between the share of consumers who
reported increased spending and those who reported decreased spending.

Over the past six months, groceries and pet care are the only categories posting positive net
spending. This reported growth is primarily fueled by increasing prices rather than greater volume.
Every other category is flat or negative. As in 2025, consumers report the largest negative net
spending on fashion, alcohol, and packaged snacks. (See Exhibit 3.)

Even within categories, consumers are making sharp distinctions between essential and
indulgent items. For example, within fashion, footwear (–12 points net spending), casual wear (–13
points), and sportswear (–14 points) have held up better than formal and evening wear (–20
points), handbags (–23 points), and accessories (–22 points). Within pet care, the category with
the highest overall positive net spending sentiment (12 points), consumers report spending more
on everyday pet food (19 points) than on pet accessories (–10 points).

Consumers of all incomes and ages are pulling back from categories misaligned with their health
goals. They report sharply decreasing their spending on alcohol, sugary snacks, ice cream, and
beverages.
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The Great Generational Divide
There are age-related nuances to this overall picture. Younger consumers report cutting less
relative to older cohorts. Over the next six months, reported net spending among Gen X and Baby
Boomers is –13 points, and for Gen Z and Millennials it is –2 points. This 11-point delta increased
by 2 points over 2025, driven by older cohorts cutting even further this year.

The gap widens measurably in individual categories. In furniture, younger consumers report net
spending of +3 points, compared with –22 points for older consumers, a 25-point gap. In fashion,
the net spending is 23 points higher for young consumers; in home appliances, 16 points. (See
Exhibit 4.)

Life stage more than income likely explains the difference. Younger consumers are spending to
create a home and raise a family, even under financial pressure. When asked about their reasons
for spending less, younger generations said they were trading down to less-expensive brands or
stores or buying lower-quality items; older consumers said they were reducing overall
consumption.
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The younger generation are less loyal to brands, with only 28% reporting they usually buy the
same brand, compared with 44% of older consumers. They are also more than twice as likely to
buy second-hand goods.

Health Is the New Wealth
Against a backdrop of broad spending cuts, health and well-being are becoming essentials in
consumers’ minds. Two-thirds of European consumers say health and wellness are extremely
important to their lifestyle. Their actions reflect this conviction. Nearly half, or 46%, report
drinking less alcohol or are considering it. Many consumers are choosing abstinence, with only
28% choosing low- or no-alcohol alternatives. (See Exhibit 5.)

In snacks, the shift toward functional and clean-label formats signifying simple, natural
ingredients with minimal processing and no artificial additives shows up both in attitudes and
reported spending. Indulgent sub-categories like chocolates, ice creams, and cookies are among
the weakest in the survey, while healthier formats like protein-fortified snacks are performing
better. Supplements are growing, with 29% of consumers reporting increased spending in the past
year.

GLP-1 appetite-suppressing medications, such as Ozempic, Wegovy, and Mounjaro, have achieved
remarkable consumer awareness. Nearly three-quarters of Europeans, or 74%, know what they
are. One in four European consumers report either using them or are seriously considering doing
so. Gen Z and Millennials are more likely to consider these medications (19%) than GenX and
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Baby Boomers (8%). If this awareness converts to consumption, the implications for food,
personal care, and health categories will be meaningful.

The health and wellness mindset also applies to pet care. Six in ten consumers report they are
willing to spend more on high-quality pet food, and 68% want clearly listed, recognizable
ingredients in pet food. In this respect, they have higher standards for labeling of pet food than
human food. Pet care is where health and wellness concerns meet emotional spending, making it
a bright spot in an otherwise subdued consumer landscape.

The Price Is the Message
After two years of uncertainty and cut-backs, value-seeking is now deeply embedded in consumer
behavior. Nearly two-thirds, or 63%, of consumers will only buy at a discount or actively seek deals
—the same as last year. In fashion, that share reaches 73%. Even in over-the-counter medicines
and supplements, the category with the highest brand loyalty, half of consumers are hunting for a
better price.

Brand loyalty is on a decline, with 62% of consumers reporting that they are willing to switch
brands for better offers. The willingness exceeds 70% in categories such as furniture and fashion.
This translates into reported purchasing behavior. A significant share of consumers (44%) say
that, in their most recent purchase, they have either switched to a brand they don’t normally buy
or one they have never bought before. This shift is reinforced by the steady rise of private labels,
particularly in groceries (39% of consumers always or often buy private label brands), home care
(30%), and fashion (29%).

Discounts and in-store visibility are the strongest influences converting consumers into
purchasers and the top reason for brand switching. Brand reputation ranks fifth. For brands that
focus on broad, mass-reach marketing, these findings call into question the belief that awareness
leads to conversion. (See Exhibit 6.)
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Sustainability Is Losing
Momentum
As value rises in importance, sustainability has become less influential in purchase decisions.
The share of consumers who report taking sustainability into account declined by an average of 3
percentage points across categories in 2026 from a year earlier. However, this pullback is not
uniform. In categories such as home care, groceries, fashion, and personal care, consumers say
they are slightly more likely to consider sustainability in their purchasing decision. (See Exhibit 7.)
Willingness to pay a premium though remains stable with 17% of consumers, or one in six, willing
to pay a green premium for sustainable products.
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The second-hand market, on the other hand, continues to expand. Nearly half of consumers, or
47%, report that they sometimes, often, or almost always buy second-hand products, rising 4
points since last year. However, the underlying motivation is primarily economic rather than
environmental. Among second-hand buyers, 46% cite saving money, 21% cite access to premium
brands at lower prices, and just 17% point to sustainability as the primary reason. This shift
positions second-hand as a value and “smart consumption” channel, especially among Gen Z and
Millennials who are nearly twice more likely to buy second-hand items than older cohorts.

Digital Channels Are Reshaping
Discovery
The use of GenAI tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Copilot in product discovery has quadrupled
since 2024, with 8% of consumers reporting they regularly use them. Usage is highest in research-
led categories like home appliances (13%) and OTC medicines (11%) and lowest in impulse
categories like packaged snacks and beverages (5%).

The fastest-growing discovery channel overall is social media, particularly among younger
consumers. Nearly one-third of Gen Z and Millennials, or 32%, use Instagram, and 27% use TikTok
to find and research fashion, compared with 11% and 6%, respectively, for older consumers.
Influencer and celebrity recommendations matter to 15% of younger consumers in fashion and
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personal care versus 3% for older generations. Both GenAI and social media are growing at the
direct expense of general internet search, which is flat to declining across every category.

Stores remain significant for closing the sale, with 40% of consumers ranking them first in
influencing their final purchase decision. So while discovery increasingly happens online, stores
remain vital for conversion.

Focus on Growth and Execution
The findings of this survey show that consumer brands do not need a fundamental strategic reset.
The trends identified in 2025 have persisted in 2026, confirming that the shifts in consumer
beliefs and behaviors are more structural than temporary. The agenda sharpens around four
priorities. (See Exhibit 8.)

Creating structural value is essential as value remains the primary purchase driver and
consumers continue seeking deals. Brands should cut costs aggressively to deliver better value to
consumers who are trading down or switching for a better price. Brands should maintain
promotional investment but use AI to optimize how that spend is deployed to maximize ROI. In
the medium term, brands should direct innovation investments toward functional innovation as
consumers report prioritizing functionality over aesthetics or branding.
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Aligning new demand generation with Gen Z and Millennials is critical as they will drive a
disproportionate share of future growth. Brands should redirect their marketing spending and
rebuild go-to-market capabilities to win younger consumers, who have significantly less brand
commitment. Brands should integrate flexible ownership models—including rental, subscription,
resale, and financing options—given younger consumers’ willingness to buy second-hand goods.
Companies can also promote loyalty and rewards programs to build relationships early with
younger consumers.

Capturing share in the growing health segment , because it is one of the few areas where
spending remains resilient. Brands should rebalance their portfolio toward health-aligned SKUs
and prepare for the structural demand shifts that GLP-1 adoption will accelerate. Brands should
assess M&A opportunities to move into health-adjacent categories and align marketing with
targeted health-oriented messaging. Consumers respond to specific functional benefits over
generic positioning.

Winning the digital discovery journey requires investing in the channels that are leading product
discovery. Social media is the primary discovery channel for younger consumers. Brands should
optimize content and invest in discovery-to-purchase pathways to convert at the moment of
highest intent, including in-app checkout and affiliate links. Brands should be relevant in GenAI
queries, as consumer usage in product discovery has quadrupled in two years while traditional
search has declined. E-commerce continues to be a high-growth purchase channel and warrants
sustained investment.

Explore how these consumer trends are
playing out at the country level.
Denmark Finland France
Germany Italy Norway
Poland Romania Spain
Sweden UK

The authors thank Abi Sonnenberg and Martina Scrocco for their contributions. They also acknowledge BCG’s
Center for Customer Insights, especially Tim Schulz van Endert and Gaby Barrios, for their support and
NativeResearch for conducting the survey.
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About BCG’s Center for Customer
Insight
Boston Consulting Group’s Center for Customer Insight (CCI) applies a
unique, integrated approach that combines quantitative and qualitative
consumer and citizen research with a deep understanding of business
strategy, competitive dynamics as well as public policy context. The
center works closely with BCG’s various practices to translate its insights
into actionable strategies that lead to tangible economic impact and
improved public outcomes for our clients across both the private and
public sector. In the course of its work, the center has amassed a rich set
of proprietary data on consumers and citizens from around the world, in
both emerging and developed markets. The CCI is sponsored by BCG’s
Marketing, Sales & Pricing practice and Global Advantage practice. For
more information, please visit the Center for Customer Insight.
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ABOUT BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP

Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business and society to tackle their most
important challenges and capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the pioneer in business
strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today, we work closely with clients to embrace a
transformational approach aimed at benefiting all stakeholders—empowering organizations to
grow, build sustainable competitive advantage, and drive positive societal impact.

Our diverse, global teams bring deep industry and functional expertise and a range of
perspectives that question the status quo and spark change. BCG delivers solutions through
leading-edge management consulting, technology and design, and corporate and digital ventures.
We work in a uniquely collaborative model across the firm and throughout all levels of the client
organization, fueled by the goal of helping our clients thrive and enabling them to make the world
a better place.
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