
U.S. Normality 
Index

September 2020 

6 months on

FORETHOUGHT



Contents

The Forethought U.S. Normality Index 03

06 Anxiety: The Silent Threat of COVID-19

12 The Rise of Digital

08 America Divided: It Is Undeniably Political 

14 Brand Toolbox:  Five Essential Insights to Elevate Brand Efforts 

During the Pandemic

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 



3

The Forethought U.S. 
Normality Index 

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 



The current Normality Index demonstrates an increasing sense of normalcy amongst 
Americans.  With a current Normality Index score of 72%, Americans have reached 
their highest sense of normality since tracking commenced early on in the pandemic 
(23 March).

4
NORMALITY INDEX REACHES ITS HIGHEST POINT SINCE 
THE BEGINNING OF THE PANDEMIC EXPERIENCE

Note: The Normality Index was measured weekly until 8 Jun, then on 6 Jul and 21 Sep.
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Figure 1: The U.S. Normality Index

As we look to the most recent model of a return to normality, the imminent 
Presidential election is seen to have the greatest influence, with Feeling confident in 
the U.S. government emerging as the top driver.  This reflects Americans’ concern 
about existing cultural dissonance and the ability of their country to rebound from 
this. Now familiar issues, which have plagued the nation (both COVID-19 
management related, and beyond), make up the remaining drivers of normality, with 
Feeling confident in the economy rebounding as a top driver (17%, +70% change) in 
September, after being superseded by Americans’ Ability to live in social order and 
harmony in June 2020 during the height of the Black Lives Matter movement.  

AMERICANS ARE SEEKING CONFIDENCE IN THEIR GOVERNMENT

Figure 2: Trend in the Drivers of Returning to Normality

March 2020 June 2020 September 2020

24% Feeling confident in the economy 33% Ability to live in social order and harmony 20% Feeling confident in the U.S. government

22% Feeling comfortable to be out in 
public 16% Ability to make future plans 17% Feeling confident in the economy

17% Ability of everyone to attend 
school/college/work 13% Ability to go about your routine outside 

the home 14%

12% Ability to socialize with 
friends or family 11% Ability to fly domestically 14% Ability to make future plans

9% Ability to make future plans 10% Feeling confident in the economy 13% Ability to live in social order
and harmony

8% Ability to access healthcare as usual 9% Ability to manage my personal financial 
situation 13% Ability to go about your routine outside the 

home

8% 8% Ability to access healthcare as usual 8% Ability to fly internationally

Note: Exact dates: March - 23 March 2020, May – 11 May 2020, June – 8 June 2020, September - 21 September 2020.
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Increasingly, Americans are expecting the impact of the pandemic on their lives to 
continue for at least another six months - into April 2021 and beyond (65% as at 21 
September, up from 60% on 6 July 2020). 

There is a need to embrace this uncertainty as the nation edges toward the election 
with no clear time horizon yet available on a vaccine.  Brands should accept the 
‘COVID-19 normal’, as the new normal, and correspondingly shift focus to meet 
existing consumer needs instead of waiting for the ‘old normal’ to return.
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With a ‘new’-normal reality expected to frame Americans’ day to day lives 
for at least six months yet, this is no time for brands to sit idly by whilst 
awaiting the return to normal.

Understanding the ongoing changes in minds, moods, needs and 
behaviors of consumers in the current term will provide insight into how 
brands can re-frame, re-think and re-orient in order not only to survive, but 
succeed in this complex, new market-place.

Opportunities abound to not only deliver using innovative approaches but 
also to create new products or solutions that serve new, unmet needs.

BRANDS SHOULD TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE OPPORTUNITY TO 
SERVICE A NEW ‘COVID-19 NORMAL’  CONSUMER

‘SO WHAT?’ FOR BRANDS

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 

Figure 3: Return to Normality

When do you think life (including wider society) will return to normal?
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Anxiety: The Silent 
Threat of COVID-19
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Americans’ level of anxiety remains high, showing no signs of waning from the levels 
seen in July during the peak of the Black Lives Matter movement and resultant civil 
unrest.  

7
APPLY A DUAL EMOTIONAL STRATEGY TO RESONATE 
WITH ANXIOUS CONSUMERS

6 Months On
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Figure 4: Resting Emotional State Pre. vs. During COVID-19
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Figure 5: Anxiety levels by age group – September 2020

Until the pandemic is behind us, brands need to temporarily consider a 
dual emotional strategy to first alleviate Anxiety, before attempting to 
elicit their targeted brand emotion. 

Opportunities to demonstrate genuine understanding and effort to help 
consumers are highly recommended.  If authenticity is achieved, this can 
alleviate consumers’ negative emotional state and serve as a platform to 
then communicate the brand’s emotional objectives.

‘SO WHAT?’ FOR BRANDS

THE YOUNG AND THE BRAVE ANXIOUS: THE CASE FOR 
NUANCED COMMS BY AGE
Interestingly, it is the youngest age group (18-44 years) who are the most anxious of 
all. Whilst neither plagued by a higher risk of health consequences, nor death by 
COVID-19, perhaps the fear of the impact of the pandemic on their future could be 
what is driving their anxiety more so than older Americans?

Note: Significance testing was conducted between 18-44 and other age groups at the 5% level of significance. Red
indicates the other age group result was significantly lower than the 18-44 result.
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America Divided: 
It Is Undeniably Political 
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After six months, political affiliation continues to shape differences in Americans’ 
experience of COVID-19. At 21 September, Republicans continue to lead the way in a 
return to normality.  Their Normality Index has peaked at 73%, 13% higher than 
Democrats (60%).

9 AMERICA STILL DIVIDED:  REPUBLICANS CONTINUE TO 
LEAD THE WAY IN A RETURN TO NORMALITY

Figure 6: Normality Index by Political Affiliation
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Republicans and Democrats 
also had contrasting 
perceptions on the timeline for 
returning to normal. Whilst 
both parties had extended their 
estimates of an expected return 
to normal, more Republicans 
(50%) were optimistic for a 
return within six months, 
compared to Democrats (27%).

Republican

Figure 7: Timeline to Normality by Political Affiliation

Despite the upcoming election, Republicans and Democrats remain on separate 
recovery pathways. For Democrats, Confidence in the U.S. government and Ability to go 
about your routine outside the home were most important in returning to a normal, 
everyday life.  In contrast, Confidence in the U.S. government was not significant for 
Republicans.  Instead, the Ability to make future plans remained the most important 
factor. On each of these drivers of normality, Democrats were significantly further away 
from normal than their Republican compatriots.

This difference in the drivers of returning to normality raises the question – will the 
resolution of the 2020 Presidential election inspire confidence and unite Americans in 
the recovery pathway forward, or further divide the return to normality?

CAN NOVEMBER 3RD UNITE AMERICANS ON THE PATHWAY 
OF RETURN TO NORMALITY?

Figure 8: The Drivers of Returning to Normality – Republican vs Democrat

When do you think life will return to normal?

50%
34%

16%
27%

52%

21%

1 to 6 months >6 months Never

Republican Democrat

39% Ability to make future plans 29% Feeling confident in the U.S. government

27% Ability to live in social order and harmony 26% Ability to go about your routine outside the home

21% Ability to fly internationally 20% Feeling confident in the economy

13% Ability for myself, family, friends and colleagues 
to maintain mental wellbeing
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Figure 9: Resting Emotional State – Republican vs Democrat

Americans’ Resting Emotional State Pre-COVID-19 (2019)
Republican Resting Emotional State (8 July)

Republican Resting Emotional State (21 September)

Democrat Resting Emotional State (8 July)

Democrat Resting Emotional State (21 September)

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 

Note: Significance testing was conducted between 8 July and 21 September at the 5% level of significance. A blue 
arrow indicates the 21September result was significantly higher than the 8 July result, a red arrow indicates it was 
significantly lower.

Throughout the pandemic, both Republicans and Democrats have remained in a 
troublingly heightened state of anxiety compared to Pre-COVID-19 levels, but 
compared to each other, Democrats have clearly been more anxious.  However, since 
July, Republicans’ resting emotional state has significantly increased on both Anxiety 
and Shame – so much so, that they now match the anxiety levels of the Democrats.

Of the factors impacting feelings of Anxiety, 60% of Democrats reported being highly 
anxious about the health consequences of COVID-19 and the state of U.S. politics, 
versus just 38% and 44% of Republicans respectively. 

REPUBLICANS' INCREASING LEVELS OF ANXIETY AND SHAME

Note: Significance testing was conducted between Republican and Democrat results at the 5% level of significance. 
Blue indicates that the Democrat result was significantly higher than the Republican result.

How anxious do you currently feel about the following?

Figure 10: Sources of Anxiety by Political Affiliation
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Despite their differences, Republicans and Democrats now share an 
equally heightened state of negative emotions.  

Whilst this research has previously recommended nuanced emotional 
strategies for Republicans versus Democrats, brands seeking to 
emotionally engage consumers, (which should be every brand) must now 
first address alleviating anxiety amongst all consumers, irrespective of 
political affiliation. 

As more and more political advertising floods our airways, websites and 
social media, brands that are committed to effective advertising must re-
think their media strategy.  Past Forethought research has shown the 
detrimental impact of political advertising to brand performance due to 
the negative residual emotion (termed the ‘hang-over effect’). The residue  
of negative emotion elicited by political ads, significantly damages the 
performance of brand ads, thereby rendering the advertising investment 
ineffective.

The simple solution is to protect your brand by only advertising where the 
brand’s safety can be protected; that is, not in proximity to political 
advertising. 

‘SO WHAT?’ FOR BRANDS

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 
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The Rise of Digital
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As brands race to execute a digital strategy and adapt to changing consumer 
shopping behaviors, the need to continue to learn and optimize the digital offering 
remains high.

In the last week, 70% of Americans made an online purchase. However, the online 
experience is not meeting customer expectations.  Overall, just 41% of online 
purchase experiences left customers satisfied.  

Fitness, office and hardware supplies delivered the most satisfying online purchase 
experiences, with homewares and groceries the least satisfying.  Customers who 
were not satisfied cited slow delivery and product unavailability.
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e-COMMERCE RISING: THE NEED TO OPTIMIZE DIGITAL 
EXPERIENCE

Figure 11: Online Purchases in the Last Week

6 Months On
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Note: Multiple responses were allowed for this question, so results will not sum to 100%.

Have you purchased any of the following online in the last week? 

70%
of Americans made 
online purchases in 

the last week

How would you rate your experience with purchasing items online in the last 
week?

Were not satisfied with the 
online purchasing experience

Category Satisfied
8-10

Dissatisfied
0-5

Fitness items 65% 26%
Office supplies 59% 33%
Hardware supplies 57% 29%
Pharmaceuticals 51% 40%
Electronics 50% 39%
Fast food 48% 40%
Homewares 45% 44%
Groceries 44% 44%
Clothing/footwear 42% 41%

What can organizations learn from categories excelling in digital experience 
(fitness, office and hardware suppliers) to optimize customer satisfaction?

‘So What?’ for Brands

Figure 12: Satisfaction with online shopping experience
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BRAND 
TOOLBOX

1

2

3

4

5

EMBRACE THE NEW NORMAL

Stop waiting for the ‘old normal’ to 
return and adapt to the new normal 
by understanding the changes in 
minds, moods, needs and behaviors of 
consumers.

ALLEVIATE ANXIETY

Until the pandemic is behind us, 
brands need to temporarily consider a 
dual emotional strategy to first 
alleviate anxiety, before attempting to 
elicit their targeted brand emotion. 

ALL POLITICS AREN’T GOOD FOR 
BRANDS

The residue of negative emotion 
elicited by political ads, significantly 
damages the performance of brand 
ads, thereby rendering the advertising 
investment ineffective.  

PROTECT YOUR BRAND

The simple solution is to protect your 
brand by only advertising where the 
brand’s safety can be protected; that 
is, not in proximity to political 
advertising. 

OPTIMIZE DIGITAL

What can organizations learn from 
categories excelling in digital 
experience (fitness, office and 
hardware suppliers) to optimize 
customer satisfaction?

FIVE ESSENTIAL INSIGHTS TO 
ELEVATE BRAND EFFORTS 
DURING THE PANDEMIC

6 Months On
Forethought U.S. Normality Index 
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