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What is a  
Cultural Snapshot?
Culture is notoriously difficult to define. 
You might know culture when you see it, but could you describe it? For us, culture 
means the behavioural norms shared by a group of people – the things that are 
learned socially rather than inherited genetically. So, culture doesn’t drive the 
desire to eat, but it plays a big part in determining what food you choose.

It’s also constantly on the move. 
And some aspects of it move faster than others. Anthropologist Grant McCracken 
divides it into ‘fast’ and ‘slow’. Slow culture shifts over centuries while fast culture 
can change in just a few years. Together, they create cultural landscapes too 
enormous and complex to capture in a short document. 

This snapshot offers exactly that – a snapshot.
It’s a slice of German culture in 2021. We’ve combined datasets from internationally 
recognised measures of culture – like Geert Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions – 
with local statistics and case studies that explore areas where culture is moving 
particularly fast and which we think will be the building blocks of the cultural 
landscape in the future. 

The 2021 Cultural Snapshot of Germany
looks at why people are quitting urban centres for the suburbs, why cash might finally 
be losing ground to digital payments, and why, in the post-Merkel era, Germans still 
love centrist politics. 
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It might not be obvious from Germany’s extraordinarily stable politics, but in the wake of the country’s 2021 federal 
election and the impending departure of longtime chancellor Angela Merkel, the country finds itself at a crossroads, 
with an array of subtle divisions and tensions lurking beneath the surface. Eric Langenbacher explains that “Germany 
is coming out of what some call the Silver Age of economic performance, with the economic miracle of the ‘50s and 
‘60s being the golden age of economic performance. I think that its recent prosperity has distracted people from more 
underlying issues.” 
 
Issue number one is, arguably, climate change, which a vast majority of German voters want to see addressed – and 
catastrophic flooding in 2021 only made this point more urgent. “The German ecological movement has deep roots in 
the country’s post-war history,” explains Langenbacher. “One could even say it goes even farther back than that, that 
the Germans have always almost fetishised forests, for instance, and nature and hiking and everything like that. So, one 
could say it’s kind of deeply embedded in the German consciousness.”
 
Yet this environmental drive clashes with Germany’s still relatively industrial economy. “Germany has been a leading 
industrial site for a century and a half at this point, and Germans also take great pride in their export prowess, in the 
great machines that they build, especially cars with internal combustion engines. So, there is a tension there, a dynamic 
between pride and support for Germany’s industrial location and environmental consciousness,” Langenbacher adds. 
“The German economy still has a pronounced share of manufacturing, unlike other countries in their category that have 
moved away from manufacturing and towards knowledge-based industries.”

And then there’s the enduring divide between the former East and West Germany. Langenbacher says that while 
infrastructural inequities between the two sides have been solved, there are lingering issues that are harder to iron out. 
“I think that a lot of Westerners are still confused and are having a hard time understanding the dynamics in eastern 
Germany that lead to disproportionate support for parties like the [far-right] AfD because, as with other right radical 
parties, they’re most popular in the areas with the fewest number of foreigners. I also think that, in the West, there’s 
almost a lack of patience, kind of like, ‘we’ve tried, mistakes were made, obviously, but come on, we can’t care about your 
grievances anymore’. I really don’t know what more could be done. One sees all of the statistics, like the fact that hardly 
any major companies have headquarters in eastern cities. Even in eastern universities, you still have a disproportionate 
number of Westerners. They still dominate a lot of these things. I guess you could make better efforts to ensure that 
Easterners get into some of these positions, but it’s gonna be very daunting to do more than that.”

First 
  thoughts

Eric Langenbacher is a professor in the 
Department of Government at Georgetown 
University in Washington DC, specialising in 
German politics and culture and the concepts of 
collective memory and identity in Germany and 
Europe. He is also the managing editor of the 
peer-reviewed journal German Politics and Society.

Eric 
Langenbacher
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Germany at a glance
EconomyDemographics Technology Pop culture

4

Religious make-up
 24.3% Protestant, 26.7% Catholic, 

6.7% Islam, 42.3% other/unaffiliated

Social media
87% of Germans use WhatsApp  

and 63% use Facebook

Most popular books in 2020
A Promised Land by Barack Obama 

(non-fiction) and psychological thriller 
Der Heimweg by Sebastian Fitzek 

Population
83.1 million

Digital services
56% of Germans are dissatisfied with the digital  

services offered by government departments

Average wage
€4,146 per month for men employed 

full-time in 2020, and €3,578 for women

Most Googled public 
figure in 2020

Joe Biden; the most Googled German 
public figure was ‘It girl’ Laura Müller

Economic trends
Germany’s GDP shrank by 3.4% in Q1 

2021, but grew by 9.6% in Q2 2021

Online shopping
Germans spent 19.4% more on online 

shopping in Q2 2021 compared to Q2 2020

Unemployment rate
5.4% in September 2021, down from  

the mid-pandemic high of 6.4% 

Most streamed on 
Spotify in 2020

German rapper Capital Bra – 
for the second year in a row

Age breakdown
18% aged under 20, 62% aged 20-66, 

20% aged 67-plus

£
?

?
?
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Eco warriors?
70% of Germans say that environmental 
protection is an important issue for them 
– yet only about one in five say they make 
an effort to conserve heat or water, and 
just one in ten try to save electricity. 

(YouGov)

Values at a glance

Pro-LGBTQ-ish 
Although three-quarters of Germans 
say they’d support an LGB friend or 
family member, and two-thirds would 
support a transgender or non-binary 
one, this level of acceptance is still 
behind other European countries like 
Spain, Italy, and the UK. 

(YouGov)

Private time
Three in ten Germans say they’ll use 
sharing economy services (e.g. Uber, 
Airbnb) less in the wake of COVID-19, 
hinting at how people are becoming more 
interested in having their own private 
spaces and possessions.

(Deloitte)

Valid authority
Despite international anti-police protests 
in 2020, Germans are quite deferential 
to authority – 85% say they trust the 
police – although their confidence has 
dropped slightly since the onset of 
COVID-19 restrictions.

(SVR)

Local > global
Germans show a strong preference for 
local goods. In 2020, nearly 21 million 
over-14s fully agreed with the statement 
‘if available, I prefer regional products’ and 
27.9 million agreed/mostly agreed, while 
just 7.5 million did not agree at all.

(Statista)

Hemmed in
COVID-19 restrictions may have 
Germans feeling a little trapped. One 
study suggests that just 36% feel free 
in their everyday life – the lowest level 
since 2005 – and only 45% feel they can 
express their political views freely.

(RTL/IfD Allensbach)
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https://yougov.de/news/2021/06/02/umweltschutz-fur-sieben-von-zehn-deutschen-ein-her/
https://yougov.de/news/2021/09/08/homo-bisexuell-transgender-oder-non-binar-die-span/
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/de/Documents/consumer-business/Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20crisis%20on%20consumer%20behavior.pdf
https://www.svr-migration.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Barrierefreies_Integrationsbarometer_SVR_2020.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/504178/consumer-preference-for-regional-products-germany/
https://www.rtl.de/cms/neue-studie-zeigt-viele-deutsche-fuehlen-sich-nicht-mehr-frei-woran-das-liegen-koennte-4816735.html
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/coronavirusrelateddeathsbyethnicgroupenglandandwales/2march2020to10april2020?hootPostID=b229db5cd884a4f73d5bd4fadcd8959b


Fanning out
Germans want to leave big cities for greener pastures

Residents of Germany’s big cities want out. In a survey of 18,000 people, the Munich-
based Ifo Institute for Economic Research found that about one in eight are hoping to 
move away from a major city within 12 months, favouring the suburbs or smaller towns and 
cities instead. The research classed ‘big cities’ as those with over 500,000 residents, which 
means 13 cities including Berlin, Hamburg, Munich, and Cologne. Another 18.5% indicated 
an interest in a similar move within two to five years – meaning that around one in three 
big city dwellers are considering a change in scenery relatively soon – and another 24.5% 
remain open to moving anytime. Germans from suburban and rural areas showed far less 
interest in relocating. But city residents don’t exactly want to go to the country – only 11% 
expressed interest in moving to rural areas, compared to 38% who are interested in moving 
to smaller cities (populations of 100,000 to 500,000) and 30% who want to move to the 
suburbs outside of large cities. 

What does it mean for brands? 

Brands targeting German audiences may want to 
cast their nets beyond major centres like Berlin, 
Munich, and the Rhine-Ruhr cities. People looking 
to move to smaller cities have a wide selection 
to choose from – around 70 German cities 
have between 100,000 and 500,000 residents. 
Companies willing to fan out across those smaller 
hubs may find consumers with more disposable 
income. The Ifo report suggests that families with 
school-aged children were particularly interested in 
moving to the suburbs or smaller cities due to lower 
property prices, which would, in turn, leave them with 
more spending money. Take food delivery service 
Lieferando as the kind of brand that can tap into this 
disposable income. Unlike its big-city competitors 
Wolt and Uber Eats, it has expanded into a huge 
number of suburbs and smaller cities across the 
country, garnering itself a foothold ahead of the rest. 

Why is this important? 

Although lockdowns prompted some Germans 
to reconsider their living situations, this relatively 
widespread desire for change seems to pre-date 
the pandemic (with COVID-19 acting as more of 
a catalyst). And while the country’s largest cities 
are growing, much of this is driven by immigration. 
In recent years, the country’s seven biggest cities 
have seen their German populations decline, and in 
2019, Germans over 30 were more likely to leave a 
big city than to move to it. Meanwhile, in the present, 
just under half of those wanting to move imminently 
cite COVID-19 as a factor, meaning a majority 
apparently want to move regardless of the pandemic, 
suggesting that this is a broader cultural trend. It’s 
particularly notable given OECD statistics that portray 
Germany as a less mobile country in relation to the 
higher mobility rates in other rich nations like the US, 
Australia, the UK, and most of Scandinavia. 

One in eight
Germans are hoping to move away from a big 

city within 12 months 
Ifo, 2021
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https://www.ifo.de/publikationen/2021/aufsatz-zeitschrift/wie-beeinflusst-die-corona-pandemie-die-wohnortpraeferenzen
https://www.iwkoeln.de/studien/ralph-henger-christian-oberst-immer-mehr-menschen-verlassen-die-grossstaedte-wegen-wohnungsknappheit-419693.html
https://www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft/soziales/deutschland-die-extreme-landflucht-der-jungen-und-ihre-gruende-a-1292981.html
https://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=ECO/WKP(2020)34&docLanguage=En
https://www.ifo.de/publikationen/2021/aufsatz-zeitschrift/wie-beeinflusst-die-corona-pandemie-die-wohnortpraeferenzen


Power shifts
With longtime chancellor Angela Merkel 
stepping down, her party, the Christian 
Democratic Union, saw its share of first 
votes in the 2021 election fall by nearly 
eight percentage points compared to its 
result in 2017. Meanwhile, the centre-left 
Social Democrats (SPD) gained nearly two 
points – enough to surpass the CDU. 

(Der Bundeswahlleiter)

Power at a glance

Caught on camera
Despite a reputation for suspicion 
towards surveillance, 61% of Germans 
say they would feel safer if the police 
used facial recognition technology in 
public places like train stations.

(DW/YouGov)

Green wave
The 2021 election also saw a much-
anticipated surge for Germany’s Green 
Party come to fruition, increasing 
its first vote share by just under 6%. 
However, not all progressive parties saw 
the same success – Die Linke lost almost 
half of its votes and barely scraped into 
the Bundestag.  

(Der Bundeswahlleiter)

Trust in a crisis
The pandemic increased trust in 
German politicians. Across various 
demographic groups, around 11-13% 
more people said they trusted German 
politics after the pandemic hit – though 
new immigrants reported slightly lower 
trust in the government.

(SVR)

Suspicious minds
Germans are wary of corruption and 
private interests seeping into politics. In 
one survey, 62% felt that a small number 
of private entities dominated German 
politics. A quarter believe corruption 
in the country has increased in recent 
years, and 55% think it has neither 
increased nor decreased. 

(Transparency International)

More welcoming?
Far fewer Germans see refugees 
as a political ‘problem’ to be solved 
compared to just a few years ago. 
In 2017 and 2018, around half the 
population said it was the country’s 
most important issue, but by 2021, just 
one in ten said the same.  

(The Economist)

x
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https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/bundestagswahlen/2021/ergebnisse/bund-99.html
https://www.dw.com/en/in-germany-controversy-still-surrounds-video-surveillance/a-50976630
https://yougov.de/opi/surveys/results/#/survey/f1a5819b-152d-11ec-b071-a5480bcc9064/question/6099704b-152e-11ec-a56c-87ce0b53df5d/toplines
https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/bundestagswahlen/2021/ergebnisse/bund-99.html
https://www.svr-migration.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Barrierefreies_Integrationsbarometer_SVR_2020.pdf
https://www.transparency.org/en/blog/gcb-eu-2021-corruption-survey-germany-business-dominating-politics-lobbying#
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2021/09/24/the-climate-has-overtaken-covid-19-as-german-voters-top-concern


While COVID-19 may have stoked a rise in extremist politics in some countries, that doesn’t 
appear to be the case in Germany. Despite a year of anti-establishment Querdenker (‘lateral 
thinker’) protests – an odd mix of left and right – German voters ditched the country’s more 
aggressively ideological parties in the 2021 election. The staunchly left-wing Die Linke 
saw its vote share almost cut in half, barely returning to the Bundestag, and the far-right 
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), known for its anti-migration views, also lost around 2% 
of its votes. (While not so drastic, the far-right was heavily propped up by its traditional 
heartland in parts of former East Germany.) With Angela Merkel now out of the picture, 
the country’s next government is likely to be in the dead centre with a coalition between 
the slightly left-wing SPD, pro-business FDP, and The Greens – who, despite the leftist 
connotations of their name, are also considered rather centrist.

Stability über alles
Germans still love centrist politics

What does it mean for brands? 

There are various interpretations of Germany’s pro-
centrist voting pattern – that it reflects the country’s 
(arguably stereotypical) love of order or that it’s a form 
of small-c conservatism. But no matter how pundits 
spin it, most of these takes hint at one particular 
cultural trait: that Germans are fairly risk-averse. This 
has been well-documented in approaches to financial 
matters given the country’s penchant for insurance 
and reluctance to invest in risky ways. Even in other 
realms – like technology – Germans are typically 
slower to take up new products, possibly wanting 
to be sure that they’re making the right purchase. 
That said, there’s an appetite for innovation and 
change when it comes to addressing historical gaps 
and divides. For example, with research finding that 
women earn an average of 21% less per hour than 
men, laws have been put in place to remedy this 
divide. So, for businesses, there’s an opportunity to 
advocate for progressive policies where change has 
clear benefits. 

Why is this important? 

Between 2016 and 2019 (give or take), several 
commentators warned that Germany was at risk of 
sliding into extremism. Yet the 2021 election, with 
its robust 76.6% voter turnout, suggests that the 
country has corrected course. These results suggest 
a deep-seated craving for stability and continuity 
among voters rather than any kind of radical change – 
and this desire for stability still holds even if Germans 
nominally voted for a different party, says Eric 
Langenbacher. “Germans also understand that to 
maintain stability in the future there has to be some 
change,” he explains. This is bolstered by the fact that 
excluding Die Linke and AfD, Germany’s other elected 
parties “are essentially interchangeable.”

65%
of Germans consider environmental and climate protection a 

very important issue, and over 80% want the country to take a 
pioneering role in global efforts to protect the climate

UBA, 2021
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https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/studie-zur-querdenker-bewegung-kommt-zum-teil-von-links.1148.de.html?dram:article_id=491178
https://www.brookings.edu/research/germanys-new-centrists-the-evolution-political-prospects-and-foreign-policy-of-germanys-green-party/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-56821462
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/nov/22/germanys-risk-averse-savers-grapple-with-negative-interest-rates#:~:text=Germany%20has%20long%20been%20a,figures%20released%20earlier%20this%20year.
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/nov/22/germanys-risk-averse-savers-grapple-with-negative-interest-rates#:~:text=Germany%20has%20long%20been%20a,figures%20released%20earlier%20this%20year.
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/germany-digital-gap/
https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/german-populist-afd-party-continues-slide-to-extremism-a-1286286.html
https://www.cleanenergywire.org/news/climate-remains-top-concern-germans-despite-pandemic-survey


Home-made
While Germans had been eating 
outside of their homes more often in 
pre-pandemic years, that trend may 
have reversed – 27% say they expect 
to cook more at home after COVID-19 
compared to their pre-pandemic habits. 
Only 14% say they’ll cook less at home.  

(Deloitte) 

Pleasure at a glance

Light on diversity
Despite Germany’s large immigrant 
population, film and TV shows still fall 
back on clichés. In one survey, 83% 
of people said the country’s media 
represented Muslims in stereotypical 
ways, and 75% said the same for 
representations of Asian people.

(DW)

Sport for all? 
Two in five people in Germany say 
they watch professional men’s sport, 
while just under one in five watch 
professional women’s sport – but 23% 
say they’d watch more of the latter if it 
was available, with a particular interest 
in football and tennis. 

(YouGov)

Plugged in
Germans aren’t exactly rushing to 
ditch pay TV. While streaming services 
are gaining steam, the country’s cable 
TV providers only lost 1.5% of their 
subscribers in 2020. Meanwhile, satellite 
TV subscriptions grew and are expected 
to continue that way through 2025.

(PwC)

Passports ready
Germans are more interested in going 
abroad than many other comparable 
countries, with 41% stating that they 
plan to travel internationally for 
leisure in the next year, although their 
preferred destinations are primarily 
within Europe.

(YouGov)

Butt out
23% of Germans smoke cigarettes, 
which is below the EU average of 
25%, but well ahead of the UK and 
Scandinavian countries, which hover 
around 10%. Germany still permits 
smoking in bars, and its tobacco taxes 
are considered fairly modest.

(Statista)
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https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/de/Documents/consumer-business/Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20crisis%20on%20consumer%20behavior.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/is-germany-nailing-diverse-and-inclusive-entertainment/a-58125696
https://www.dw.com/en/is-germany-nailing-diverse-and-inclusive-entertainment/a-58125696
https://commercial.yougov.com/rs/464-VHH-988/images/YouGov-Women-in-sport-wp.pdf?mkt_tok=NDY0LVZISC05ODgAAAF_16AcDzqhfbgVwaDujGYYrSKrjSuRIMEn8245ISOGph8KkSzGuU30zcA7YNlG4aXLY7beKZxAPwLMSu3qiOMxS1D9Is8sfncnPWPLav5BSLOp
https://www.pwc.de/de/technologie-medien-und-telekommunikation/german-entertainment-and-media-outlook-2020-2024.html
https://commercial.yougov.com/rs/464-VHH-988/images/YouGov-Global-Travel-Report-2021.pdf?mkt_tok=NDY0LVZISC05ODgAAAF_0pf5RpQqoP4PAeBWo4Bve66QrunEy4WpbdL4nv6Amf9y3qVN6zpXyLWMdC-Mb3-e5nCVopIRt01cM-_2tV3r-MZSGnWisjJvK_ZJ4fiLQ8kf
https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/1099197/umfrage/anteil-der-raucher-in-der-eu-nach-geschlecht/


Despite Germany’s reputation for meaty cuisine centred around the ubiquitous wurst, its 
population has made a marked shift away from meat-eating in recent years. Government 
research suggests that 10% of the population is vegetarian and 2% vegan, and broader 
surveys show it has the highest rate of non-meat-eaters in continental Europe. Once 
relegated mostly to Berlin, vegan or vegetarian restaurants are a staple across German cities. 
It seems to be a growing trend, too. Meat-eating Germans have flagged a clear interest in 
consuming less meat, meaning that vegan products aren’t just for vegans anymore. So-called 
‘flexitarians’ are also a key part of the market. 

Plant-based 
pleasure
Germans are looking to reduce their meat intake

What does it mean for brands? 

Germany has become a global hub for plant-based 
food launches. But there’s room for more. Many non-
vegan Germans remain curious about plant-based 
products, and this curiosity means that winning 
over such consumers will likely require products 
that appeal to consumers’ taste buds, not just their 
values or political sensibilities. Despite the broad 
variety of vegan fare available, some categories 
(like ice cream and baked goods) still offer relatively 
few vegan options. Brands don’t need to be selling 
food to capitalise on this trend either. Since German 
veganism stems from an interest in sustainability, 
brands can appeal to these values through 
complementary products and services, such as 
eco-friendly travel or sustainably sourced clothing 
and furniture. For example, the Avocadostore website 
serves as a marketplace of sorts for many sustainable 
clothing and home decor labels, and in the travel 
market, Holidayverde caters to similar impulses. 

Why is this important? 

Although the enthusiasm for veganism may stem 
from Germans’ well-documented concerns about 
the environment and climate change, it has moved 
far beyond a political statement, having been 
subsumed into everyday lifestyles and leisure 
activities. There’s more to this shift than vegan 
options on supermarket shelves and more vegan-
friendly restaurants. Retailers committed to higher-
quality, better-tasting meat-free products have 
cropped up – for example, vegan ‘butcher’ shops. 
This commitment to avoiding animal products is 
also spreading beyond the culinary realm and into 
other pleasurable pastimes. A vegan sex shop now 
ships across Germany, and there’s no shortage of 
sustainable vegan fashion labels in the country. 

10%
of the German population is vegetarian 

Federal Minister of Food, 2021
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https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Pressemitteilungen/DE/2021/089-ernaehrungsreport.html
https://www.statista.com/forecasts/1256592/share-of-non-meat-eaters-in-european-countries
https://veganz.de/blog/veganz-ernaehrungsstudie-2020/
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/newgainapi/api/Report/DownloadReportByFileName?fileName=Germany%20is%20Leading%20a%20Vegalution%20-%20Vegan%20Revolution%20-%20in%20Europe_Berlin_Germany_01-07-2020
https://www.mintel.com/press-centre/food-and-drink/germany-continues-to-dominate-global-vegan-new-product-development
https://www.canvas8.com/content/2021/01/07/german-veganism.html#p
https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/_Ernaehrung/forsa-ernaehrungsreport-2020-tabellen.pdf%3F__blob%3DpublicationFile%26v%3D3
https://prowly-uploads.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/uploads/landing_page_image/image/265983/7215af9e9e6ba9b1279d555f919bb57a.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/27/the-wurst-is-over-why-germany-land-of-schnitzels-now-loves-to-go-vegetarian
https://www.qiez.de/vegan-friedrichshain-fleischerei-berlin-l-herbivore/
https://other-nature.de/gb/info/about
https://ecolookbook.com/24-german-sustainable-stylish-fashion-labels-you-should-know/
https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Pressemitteilungen/DE/2021/089-ernaehrungsreport.html


Cash out
Despite their reputation for preferring to 
pay with cash, 50% of Germans believe 
they’ll use mobile payments more in the 
future, though 27% still say they expect to 
use mobile payments less in the future.  

(Deloitte)

Money at a glance

Hot house
Almost half (49.2%) of Germans who rent 
in cities are considered rent-burdened, 
meaning that they spend over 30% of 
their net income on housing.

(Hans Böckler Foundation)

Still divided 
There remains a sharp economic divide 
between former East Germany and its 
richer western counterpart. Former 
East German states are only 78% as 
productive as the West (83% if the 
formerly-divided Berlin is counted) – but 
the gap is slowly shrinking. 

(BMWI)

Choosy shoppers
Germans are finally warming up to 
online shopping but are still reluctant 
to buy some things digitally. Less than 
a third have shopped for food online, 
but a majority have bought clothes and 
electronics.

(Deloitte)

Trust deficit
A 2021 survey assessing Germans’ trust 
in business gave the country a score of 
54 out of 100, meaning the population 
neither trusts nor distrusts businesses 
– although they are more trusting of 
locally-headquartered companies.

(Edelman)

Nest eggs 
Germans saved more than ever during 
the COVID-19 lockdowns, putting away 
an average of just over €16 out of 
every €100 of their disposable income, 
although there is a tendency to leave it 
in savings accounts rather than invest it.

(Tagesschau)

?
?
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https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/de/Documents/consumer-business/Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20crisis%20on%20consumer%20behavior.pdf
https://www.boeckler.de/de/pressemitteilungen-2675-33590.htm
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Neue-Laender/2021-jahresbericht-der-bundesregierung-zum-stand-der-deutschen-einheit-jbde.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=16
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/de/Documents/consumer-business/Impact%20of%20the%20COVID-19%20crisis%20on%20consumer%20behavior.pdf
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2021-03/2021%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer.pdf
https://www.tagesschau.de/wirtschaft/verbraucher/geldvermoegen-sparquote-corona-rekord-bundesbank-101.html


German consumers are known for their fondness for cash over other payment methods 
like credit/debit cards and mobile devices. In 2019, cash made up 62.8% of retail 
payments in Germany, far more than in countries like the UK (15%), Turkey (49%), and 
France (23.5%). But the onset of COVID-19 led to some rapid changes. Due to fears 
of virus transmission from handling cash, many Germans pivoted to paying with card 
or other contactless methods. Just a month into the pandemic, 57% of respondents 
to one survey said they were paying with a card more often, and 47% said they had 
‘significantly’ reduced cash payments. That said, consumers still aren’t leaping towards 
other contactless options – just under one in five said they expect to be using mobile 
payments more in the future. 

A contactless high 
Cash may no longer be king in Germany

What does it mean for brands? 

It would probably be an exaggeration to suggest that 
the pandemic has revolutionised Germans’ attitudes 
towards digital payments and tech in general. One 
pre-pandemic survey suggested a deep-seated 
scepticism towards technology, with only 24.6% of 
respondents stating that technology solves more 
problems than it creates. However, the shifting 
attitudes towards digital payments indicate that when 
given a good reason, Germans can be prompted to 
take up unfamiliar digital tools. For example, online 
bank Revolut highlights the fact that its customers 
can avoid fees that might be charged by larger, 
traditional banks, and it bills itself as better at fraud 
protection than those bigger entities. But brands that 
hope to promote these changes should take note – it 
may require gentle nudging or even firm prodding. 
A key part of the shift to digital payments has been 
credited to retailers asking customers to pay by 
contactless methods if possible.  

Why is this important? 

Ironically enough, the shift to digital payments may 
not have been necessary for health reasons as it 
was eventually reported that COVID-19 is unlikely to 
be transmitted through cash. Nonetheless, there are 
strong indications that this change will be permanent 
and not just a temporary shift that will reverse once 
the pandemic passes. A Deloitte study found that 
only a small proportion of consumers expected to 
use digital methods like card payments and online 
banking less after the pandemic (15% and 13%, 
respectively). Around 40% said they expect to 
use these methods more in the future, and about 
45% said they’ll use them the same as at present. 
In short, it seems that once Germans adapt to a 
novel technology (even if card payments are hardly 
revolutionary), they’re unlikely to backtrack despite 
their general reluctance.

36.9%
of Germans said they’d used digital self service before in 
travel, versus 53.4% who had used this in e-commerce

 

Deloitte, 2020
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Face-time is key
More than half of Germans (53%) would 
mind if their date wore a facemask 
during a meet-up, and 59% say they 
think it would make a date impersonal. 

(Statista)

Relationships at a glance

Going backwards?
COVID-19 may have caused German 
men to become more conservative 
towards gender equality. A university 
study found that men (particularly those 
in former West Germany) became less 
approving of working mothers during 
the pandemic.

(DIW)

Me first
Germany is considered a relatively 
individualistic country, scoring 67 out of 
100 on a scale measuring this value. While 
this is lower than the US, it means Germans 
tend to focus more on individual fulfilment 
and reserve loyalty for fewer people (for 
example, their immediate family). 

(Hofstede Insights)

Baby bust  
Despite predictions, all that time at home 
during the pandemic did not lead to a baby 
boom in Germany. Birth rates hovered 
around the same level as previous years, 
with the exception of a small increase 
in March 2021, meaning these babies 
were likely conceived after the first 2020 
lockdown ended.

(Der Spiegel)

Tinder box
Germans are warming up to online 
dating. One survey suggests that more 
than a third of people in long-term 
relationships (over a year) found love 
online, and more than two-fifths of 
short-term couples (three months to a 
year) met on the internet.

(ElitePartner) 

Wait for it…
German teens are losing their virginity 
later than they did ten years ago. In the 
2000s, around 20% of 15-year-olds had 
had sex, but by 2019/20, that number 
was closer to 10%, with just over half 
saying it was because they had not 
found the right person.

(BZgA)
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When it comes to romantic relationships, Germans may be placing more of a premium 
on their partner sharing similar values to them. One study on shared values in romantic 
relationships found that German couples with divergent attitudes about gender roles 
(for example, whether women should be the primary caregivers for children) were a third 
more likely to separate. This separation occurs, on average, 2.4 years into a relationship. 
Another survey found that a third of German men and two-fifths of women would not enter 
a relationship if their partner had substantially different political views. The only bigger 
red flags in that study were if a love interest was already in a relationship or if they posted 
embarrassing content online. 

Opposites detract 
Germans are gravitating towards partners with similar views

What does it mean for brands? 

Although Germans may value similarity in partnerships, 
there is also evidence that even when romantic couples 
have disparate values, their attitudes tend to align more 
and more over time. This means that brands interested 
in marketing to couples and families could safely appeal 
to similar values. For example, a video ad for cleaning 
products could easily be tailored towards individuals who 
believe that parents should share unpaid labour in the 
home. In short, they could target two demographically 
different consumers with one ad. But on the flipside, 
Germany is not immune to gender-related culture 
wars, so brands willing to take that route will need to be 
comfortable taking a side and possibly driving away those 
who don’t share those values. In the above example, this 
might mean their product would become less desirable 
to those who adhere to so-called ‘traditional’ values. 

Why is this important? 

If homogamy – when individuals form relationships 
based on similar values and interests – occurs 
on a broad scale, it could lead to some degree of 
polarisation as groups with disparate values silo 
themselves off from each other. But this is a bit of 
a chicken-and-egg situation. For example, there is 
evidence that many Germans would refuse to date 
supporters of the far-right AfD political party. This 
could mean that AfD supporters end up relegated to 
a dating pool comprised more heavily of people with 
the same right-wing ideas, even if they were willing to 
date people with more progressive views. 

 German couples with divergent attitudes about gender roles 
(for example, whether women should be the primary caregivers 

for children) were one-third more likely to separate 
 

KZfSS Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 2020
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How Germany’s east-west 
divide impacts brand choices
Germany may have been reunified over 30 years ago, but 
several invisible divides remain between people on the 
opposing sides of the Berlin Wall. How are political and 
economic differences impacting consumption habits? And how 
can brands appeal to a wider market in light of the past?

Want to know more?

Caspar Health: leading 
digicare for Germans 
Since the passing of the Digital Healthcare Act in Germany 
in late 2019, telemedicine has seen a boost in reputation 
and popularity. Taking advantage of the tide change, the 
Caspar Health app offers patients digital connections to care, 
allowing them to access medical help remotely.
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Explore the Library
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Why legacy news resonates 
with German Gen-Zers
Youth culture is often linked with innovation and radical 
departures from past norms. But when it comes to the news, 
German Gen Zers are finding themselves drawn to ‘old’ media. 
So, how can broadcasters and newspapers build on their 
trusted status? And what do Zers expect from online news?
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