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The cost-of-living crisis
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The cost-of-living crisis is a problem that has affected millions of people around 
the world. 

It is a phenomenon that has made it increasingly difficult for many to access basic 
necessities like food, housing, gas etc., and has resulted in many having to lower 
their standards of living of cope with the rising costs

In this report, we explore how the cost-of-living crisis affects consumers across 
different life-stages, and how the different factors that contribute to the cost-of-
living crisis manifests in their lives
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Everything is expensive
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The cost-of-living crisis has been a major cause for concern for consumers 
across the world

Over the past year, prices of goods have been rising sharply, and hurting 
consumers’ pockets; everything costs more, and the money you make is worth 
less

The pressure this puts on the consumer affects different facets of life – price of 
food, essentials, bills
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Overlapping crises
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It isn’t that the cost-of-living crisis exists in isolation, but that the crisis is one of 
many major life events and economic pressures that affect the consumer all at 
the same time

The COVID pandemic has affected the way of life of many. Aside from the health 
implications and toll that it has taken on the population, COVID-related 
shortages contributed to the cost-of-living

Similarly, the Russia-Ukraine war has disrupted the distribution of goods across 
Europe and the world

The climate change crisis continues to be a source of concern and uncertainty in 
our collective future

Cost of Living

Climate 
Change

COVID-19

Russia-
Ukraine 

War
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Quality-of-life crisis
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The cost-of-living crisis isn’t only about the pinch that consumers feel, but also 
the sacrifices it requires to sustain a ‘normal’ lifestyle

The solution posed by experts and the media is one of frugality in difficult times; 
cutting back, cutting down, making sacrifices etc. 

This advice comes across as being a bit rich as it’s not only the ‘luxuries’ that 
consumers are forced to give up on, but also that it normalizes a ’lower’ 
standard of life while putting the blame on consumers for being unwilling to 
cope

The quality-of-life crisis is a crisis of inequality – middle- and lower-income 
groups suffer more, and are expected to sacrifice more 
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Man-made crisis
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On a more philosophical level, the shifts in economy are a man-made 
construction that is a result of various contributing factors such as supply and 
demand, geo-politics etc. 

The interplay between the geopolitics of the government and various institutions 
affects the common public in ways that are beyond their control

Therefore, there is a call for these same governments and institutions to bring 
order and control and ease the cost-of-living crisis for the common public
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Responding to the crisis: Consumer behaviour
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Eye on the price Cutting back

Make it at home Going off-brand

Discount seeking
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Responding to the crisis: Price gouging
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Price gouging is the term that refers to the practice of increasing the price of 
goods, services and commodities in response to shortages or higher-than-usual 
demand

Companies respond to rising costs and supply chain issues by increasing the 
price of goods and services. 

Consumers feel that the rise in prices affect them as individuals 
disproportionately, as the companies still maintain their profit margins à
resulting in accusations of corporate greed and profiting from a crisis
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Responding to the crisis: Shrinkflation
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It isn’t just the consumers that have resorted to cutting back in response to the 
cost-of-living crisis. Brands too have taken certain measures to cope with the 
economic crisis

Shrinkflation is the practice of reducing the size of the product, while maintaining 
its label price. 

There have been numerous examples of this across the various industries:
• Burger King allegedly reducing the number of chicken nuggets in its meals 

from 10 to 8, and Domino’s doing the same with its chicken wings
• A box of Kleenex tissues going down from 65 to 60
• Consumers claiming the size of the Subway cookie has reduced significantly
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Responding to the crisis: Skimpflation
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It is not only quantity, but also quality has been reducing. This is Skimpflation. 

Skimpflation is when companies attempt to save money of production of goods 
or the delivery of services, and as a result reduce the quality of the goods and 
services provided

Examples of this:
Companies reformulating their products to use cheaper ingredients
Sheets of toilet paper becoming thinner
Services such as airlines and hotels reducing staff
Terry’s Chocolate Orange dropping the quantity of chocolate – no longer 
classified as chocolate àTerry’s Chocolate Orange
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Crisis happening across the world
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USA: 14,000+ mentions 
per million capita

UK: 21,000+ mentions 
per million capita

India: 380 mentions 
per million capita

Sri Lanka: 534 mentions 
per million capita

Singapore: 5539 mentions 
per million capita

Indonesia: 891 mentions 
per million capita 

Bangladesh: 80 mentions 
per million capita

NOTE:
The numbers are also a reflection of the internet penetration 
and the accessibility of certain sites and platforms

UAE: 8620 mentions 
per million capita
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The generational divide
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The cost-of-living crisis affects different people in different ways. 

We see that most clearly in the way that it affects consumers at 
different life-stages:
• Different priorities of the current and future lives à varying 

levels of income and financial security
• Different levels of responsibility à self + family + business etc.
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So, we explore the cost-of-living through the eyes of:

Gen Z à Born between 1997 and 2012
Millennials à Born between 1981 and 1996
Gen X à Born between 1965 and 1980
Baby Boomers à Born between 1946 and 1964

We also look at how the cost-of-living crisis affects the consumer 
across the most commonly mentioned topics of conversation, and 
how this differs across the different generational age bands

Topics of conversation – overall
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Gen Z (born 1997-2012)
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Among the Gen Z audience, we see that there is a high volume of conversation 
on topics that have greater impact on the short term such as living wages, food 
and groceries, rent and the ability to save money for the future1 etc.

There is also a relatively lower volume of conversations on recurring long-term 
expenses like taxes and bills, coming from a lower level of responsibility (among 
these expenses) at this life-stage. However, this also results in more 
condescending remarks from older generations2

Experiencing economic hardships as they enter the 
workforce1

‘Kids these days’ – saving on Starbucks doesn’t help2

17%

15%

13%
11%

10%

10%

10%

9%
5%

Living Wage Food and Groceries Savings

Rent & Housing Fuel prices Unemployment

Loans & Debts Taxes Utility Bills



QCS DIGITAL LISTENING   ● COST OF LIVING CRISIS

Millennials (born 1981-1996)
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Not my first rodeo – living through/shaped by multiple 
crises (i.e., from 2008 until now)2

Already saddled with the tag of the ‘Peter Pan 
generation’ – slow to ‘grow up’, slow to acquire the 
means1
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The cost-of-living crisis has been a burden on the day-to-day earnings and 
expenses (living wages, food and groceries, fuel prices), and the effect that this 
has on the long-term expenditure – both in the past (college loans, house 
payments etc.) and the future (home ownership, settling down, impact on 
savings). 

This is evident in conversations about the wages not reflecting their growth and 
increasing responsibilities1 (19% being the biggest slice of the pie across 
generations), while being affected by multiple economic crises in their early 
working years2
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Gen X (born 1965-1980)

Responsible for kids and the elders in the family1

Expenses is eating into their purchasing power2
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Increased responsibilities reflected in the topics that are most commonly 
discussed; recurring expenditure like fuel, groceries, taxes etc.1

These portions of the pie reflect the majority of the conversations for this life-
stage, with the remaining 5 topics falling under 10% of conversation

Measures taken to curb inflation or provide relief is seen to increase the burden 
on this cohort in the form on higher taxes and interest rates2
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Baby Boomers (born 1946-1964)

Many within this cohort are retired or planning retirement in the near 
future, and therefore the depletion of savings is a major concern (biggest 
piece of the pie)1

There are also many who are living on limited or fixed income –
therefore more concerned about rising costs of frequent/recurrent 
expenditure (groceries, fuel and taxes)2

‘Unretiring’: Rising cost-of-living driving people back to 
work1
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Limited or fixed income isn’t able to keep up with the 
rising prices and inflation2
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Topic-wise breakdown
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Food and Groceries
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Prices are rising at a rate that is beyond the ‘stated’ inflation of 7-9% à price 
difference for food and groceries seems to be around 20-30%1

Beyond the rising prices, there is also a food shortage in parts of the world; for 
e.g., Sri Lanka, or the baby formula shortage in the US results in extreme 
fluctuations and rise in prices2

10513

1952

5266

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 353.4K

Inflation in prices observed at the supermarket is much 
higher than the stated inflation1

Shortages have contributed to even higher prices –
including examples of price gouging2



QCS DIGITAL LISTENING   ● COST OF LIVING CRISIS

19

Food and groceries have been a major concern to all cohorts, and its 
relative position in the hierarchy remains fairly consistent

Its position is therefore determined by the prioritization of other 
expenditure, and its impact on the share of daily expenses incurred

Understandably, it’s a bigger concern to the younger generations as it 
forms a bigger chunk of the expenses, and also correlates to being on 
the lower income scale and living alone

Food and Groceries
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Rising food prices affecting the daily expenditure
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Fuel prices
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2022 saw a rapid rise of fuel prices that was brought on by shortages resulting 
from the war in Ukraine, and the boycott of Russian products1

Fuel prices went up dramatically in the following months and affected consumers 
across the world

Oil companies were accused of capitalizing on the shortages and artificially 
exaggerating the effects of the shortages to increase gas prices2

Jan ‘22 Mar ‘23

15077

1370 2486

Mentions per week

Total: mentions: 349.1K

Sharp rise in gas prices across the world1

Oil companies continued to make profits during a time 
of shortage2
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The rising fuel prices affects all generations, but the impact of the 
rising costs differs, as is seen by the comparative hierarchy of the 
issues through conversations:

Lower down for Gen Z – other important expenses take more 
priority (living wages, rent & housing, savings, food)

Higher among Gen X have more responsibilities (to family, to 
businesses etc.) – and so the added expenditure of rising fuel costs is 
an important issue. It was also seen as a global issue, not just an 
individual’s burden
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The rising fuel prices problem compounds with each individual 
member of the family
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Living Wage
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Salaries and wages have not kept pace with the rising cost-of-living

Particularly in the US, where the minimum wage hasn’t not increased in 
accordance with the rising costs

The conversation in the UK has been growing fast – with workers’ strikes 
(especially rail workers and hospital employees)

10128

2780 4542

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 334.6K
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The impact on the living wages being worth less than before is a 
problem that has affected every cohort

Among the Gen Z and Millennial audiences, in particular:
• Lower on the pay scale – starting salaries and minimum wage 

isn’t in keeping with the needs
• Recruitment and retention issue – the ‘Great Resignation’, 

moonlighting for multiple sources of income

This isn’t a question of being unwilling to work hard, but that working 
hard is not enough

Living Wage

Quiet quitting’ and ‘acting your wage’ i.e., doing no more than is 
expected of your pay grade, and not going ‘above and beyond’ 

without adequate remuneration for the time and effort



QCS DIGITAL LISTENING   ● COST OF LIVING CRISIS

Rent and Housing
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Cost of housing is rising, and rent is increasing drastically in many markets, 
particularly after the pandemic

The younger generations feel excluded from being an active participant in this 
category. While buying a house is generally considered a marker of ‘settling 
down’ i.e., more financially settled and secure, it is not a purchase that is viable in 
the same way it has been for previous generations1

9016

1666 3678

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 280.6K

Being priced out of the housing market1

Lurpak is premium brand of butter that became part of a meme 
that shows the burden on short and long term purchases
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This is observed as a bigger concern among the younger cohorts. 

Rent comprises a large part of the monthly income, and hence the 
rising rents are a big concern

Housing prices remain out of reach for many

Rent and Housing
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Worried about rising rent prices affecting the present situation

Worried about rising housing prices affecting the future
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Taxes
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Taxes are seen as a measure to curb inflation, but in doing so adds an additional 
burden on the consumer1

Consumers don’t want to bear more of the burden – whether directly or 
indirectly
- Taxes on companies affect the price of goods and services
- Taxes hitting income that’s already stretched

The rising prices during the crisis is also a hidden tax, in that it affects every 
consumer but affects them in unequal ways as it does so regardless of income 
levels2

12659

1503

3308

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 262.7K

Raising taxes to curb inflation1

Inflation is already a hidden tax on the poor and middle 
classes 2
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Taxes are impacting Gen X the most, as they are often the ones with 
a higher income and increased familial responsibility (given the life-
stage)

While it is an increased burden in a difficult time, it is also seen as 
one that is unavoidable in the society in which we live. 

Therefore, the question becomes one of who is taxed for what, and 
who is not. For example, corporate taxes, inheritance tax, wealth tax 
etc.
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Taxing an already overburdened public
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Savings
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Inflation is eating into savings1 and reducing the value of investments2

Raises the fears of those thinking about their own futures
• How much is needed to required to safe-guard my future?
• Does this reduce the value of the hard earning savings and investments that I 

have already made?
• Do I have to push my retirement? how long do I have to work?

9083

1911
3902

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 258.9K

Inflation and the cost-of-living affecting my retirement 
fund1

The money that I put aside isn’t able to keep up with 
the inflation2
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Savings
Savings and investments are a major concern across life-stages

Most impacted are the Baby Boomers – the savings set aside for their 
future is worth significantly less the longer the the cost-of-living crisis 
continues

The impact on savings among the Gen Z cohort is also significant; 
impacts their growth (ability to put aside money)  and their futures 
(pushing retirement and having to work longer)
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It’s getting harder for young people to save money

Inflation eats into the value of the savings, and also its ability to 
grow and earn interest
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Loans and Debt
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Interest rates are being raised in response to inflation1 – but interest rates still 
continue to hurt consumers and businesses

Despite measures from different governments, banks have still been vulnerable, 
adding yet more uncertainty to the financial markets

While interest rates rises, little relief is offered to consumers to fall deeper in 
debt with credit card, debt, auto loans, home loans and student loans etc.2

10441

1130

5264

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 217.6K

Rising interest rates in response to inflation1

Increasing debt among the general public2
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Personal debt continues to rise at an alarming rate with credit card 
debt, auto loans, student loans etc. 

Forgiving student loans/debt is a big issue in the US – easing the 
pressure on those still finding their feet. There is discontent among 
many who believe that it is easier for big corporations to find relief 
from Governments than it is for the common public

Loans and Debt
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Interest rates continue to rise despite everything else
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Unemployment
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Unemployment and creation of new jobs are a concern in this economy. The past 
few months have seen a number of companies engage in major layoffs

In the context of the cost-of-living, it is seen more as a collective problem than 
an individual one – problem of unemployment, not being unemployed cannot 
help push the economy forward

There is the fear that the redundancies and layoffs may continue2 and be 
indicative of a larger recession

9344

1084

2660

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 208.4K

Loss of jobs hurting the economy1

Massive layoffs in tech create fear2
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Unemployment affects most of the cohorts in equal measure – with 
the exception of the oldest set

But the threat that unemployment is poses is viewed differently –
moving towards more of a collective problem as we ascend life-stages

Getting a job vs. Keeping a job – and the burden of the unemployed
Massive layoffs in the tech industry over the past quarter further 
heighten the insecurity

Unemployment
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Overemployed organizations are looking to cut back with layoffs, 
but there is no fallback plan for the problems that this could 

create
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Utility Bills
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The energy crisis and the rise of utility bills was a big part if the conversation, 
particularly in the UK1

This was impacted by the Russia-Ukraine war that led to a shortage of resources 
around the world

Utility bills is an expense that is hard to avoid or cut down on, therefore a rise in 
these costs hurt the consumer more2

7189

1084

2660

Mentions per weekJan ‘22 Mar ‘23

Total: mentions: 196.3K

Sharp rise in the utility expenses1

Unavoidable expense2
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Utility bills have been a major part of the cost-of-living conversations, 
particularly in the UK

But it doesn’t seem to affect one cohort significantly more than 
others – it’s prioritization in the hierarchy seems largely low as this is 
largely considered a fixed and regular expenditure with little room 
for alternatives

Rising bill costs are still are still impacting consumer lives, but without 
the power to change/adapt the lifestyle to cope – therefore affects 
those who are more reliant on consistent expenditure like the Gen 
Xers and the Baby Boomers

Utility Bills
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Gen Z Millennials

Gen X Baby Boomers Increasing utility expenses makes people on lower or limited 
income choose between essentials



QCS DIGITAL LISTENING   ● COST OF LIVING CRISIS

Quantum Digital Listening's Approach
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At Quantum Digital Listening we source relevant consumer 
commentary and conversations from a wide variety of online 
sources.

We unpick, map and analyse this data to identify themes of 
conversation, sentiment, product or brand feedback, and other 
topics of interest hidden within to help you guide your business 
strategy and direction
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Methodology
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Data Collection

• We used a keyword search methodology to 
identify conversations online that refer to the 
cost of living crisis – such as, ”cost of living”, 
mentions of goods and services becoming more 
expensive, inflation etc. 

• We identified online mentions from a mixture of 
online sources around the world including 
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, reddit & a variety 
news sites

• Dates: 1st January 2022 – 31st March 2023

Analysis

• Using a mixture of analysis tools & brain power 
we identified volumes of conversation, sentiment 
& other metrics in order to unpack the complex 
and multifaceted problem; the contributing
factors, and the manifestations of the crisis in 
the lives of the people. 

• As we continued to analyse the data, we 
identified connections that helped us group 
similar issues together

• By identifying keywords in their responses, as 
well as information available on their profiles, we 
isolated voices on the basis of different life-
stages
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CONTACT

Abhimanyu Kumta | Lead – Digital Listening
abhimanyu.kumta@quantumcs.com

If you would like to know more about the 
trends highlighted, explore the topic through 
a different lens or deep dive any other topic, 
then please contact us with the details below

mailto:cianan.odowd@quantumcs.com

