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Abstract 
            Since the beginning of COVID-19 the UW-Madison community as well as communities 

around the world have been affected in numerous ways, particularly in ways pertaining to their 

local economy. Both students and businesses in the UW-Madison area have been greatly 

affected and this research article documents some of the economic effects. This is in an effort 

to better understand changes in spending habits of UW-Madison students as well as the 

businesses that will fare the best throughout COVID-19. Using an eleven-question survey, data 

was gathered from students, faculty and staff of the University of Wisconsin Madison about 

their background and consumption/spending habits during COVID-19. Through this data It was 

found that demand for certain goods have increased and some have decreased. Many times, 

the mode at which people chose to purchase goods has also changed depending on the good 

and circumstances. Through analyzing this data, it was also found which businesses are likely to 

fair best through the remainder of the pandemic.   
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Introduction 
With the event of COVID-19 the world has seen many ripple effects. According to WHO 

data, millions of people have gotten sick and nearly 1.5 million have died as a result (WHO, 

COVID-19). There are also global indicators of economics. Data has been collected around the 

world at the global, national, regional, and local level. However, while aggregated data is 

bountiful, fine-scale data such as at the community level isn’t as accessible or easy to come by. 

An individual’s understanding of the COVID-19 impact in their community only goes as far as 

the people they know closely enough to share their experiences and critical information. This is 

a disservice not only to communities at large but also to local government bodies which both 

benefit from documentation of impacts that a world event such as COVID-19 have in their own 

neighborhoods.  

With the above in mind, we (the authors, here and hereafter) had the goal of filling in 

the gaps within our own understanding of how our community has been affected by COVID-19. 

We are members of the UW-Madison student body and by extension, members of the UW-

Madison community at large. This UW-Madison community are the students, faculty, and staff 

of the university and the environment which they primarily interact, the physical campus and 

places these members have an impact off-campus. It is this UW-Madison community which we 

take interest in and the community which our research questions pertain to. While the City of 

Madison government has been vigilantly documenting cases of COVID-19 as has the County of 

Dane, there lacks documentation of economic impacts. It’s possible to see the physical signs of 

change: businesses closed, people wearing masks, signs informing people to call-in or shop 
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online, and overall decrease in foot-traffic. Yet a more intimate understanding of our 

community has been out of reach.  

To better understand our community, we have conducted a survey and advertised it 

over a three-week period. The survey asked questions about individuals’ regular shopping 

trends and how they’ve changed since the outset lockdowns and businesses changing how they 

do business. We also asked about their individual economic security, such as statuses of 

employment and food. Due to social constraints the survey was conducted only digitally 

through the survey service “Qualtrics” and distributed via emailed anonymous links. The goal of 

this research was to better understand how many people are making money and how they’re 

spending their money. This is in an effort to answer the research questions: How have the 

spending habits of UW-Madison community members changed since the COVID-19 lockdown 

began? Also, what kind of local businesses might fare the best through the rest of COVID-19?  

Since there hasn’t been another pandemic with such pervasive effects on society in 

recent history which could stand for a fitting proxy, we analyzed literature in relation to the 

mentioned research interests. The literature covered economic effects of universities on their 

surrounding area, what factors play into consumption preferences of individuals, how 

economies have been affected by COVID-19 so far, and what actions governments have taken 

to combat the negative economic effects of COVID-19. This background knowledge serves as a 

“normal” world of dynamics to expect. They can be juxtaposed with our research to analyze 

how COVID-19's impacts on demand, consumption and economic security follow expectations 

or break them.  
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Literature Review  
COVID-19 has affected many communities throughout the world, but no community is 

made the same. This also means that COVID-19 will affect every community differently 

depending who lives there, type of transportation and mobility of people, types of businesses 

within the communities and other factors. Our literature review is comprised of articles 

explaining the economies of communities and their populations before COVID-19, articles 

showing economic affects to certain types of businesses/industries due to COVID-19, and the 

affects COVID-19 has had on communities, specifically college towns/cities.    

Since COVID-19 began the United States government and many others across the world 

have been putting policies and orders in place to decrease people-movement in order to stop 

the spread of COVID-19. After a small lag of when the stay-at-home orders were put into place 

in the United States it was seen that people actually did listen to the Governments orders. 

(Song 2020, 4). This led to a decrease in movements from people and it was found that the 

higher the states transmission rate, the faster people listened to these orders (Song 2020, 4). 

This is likely due to fear and Businesses shutting down faster than the other states. With more 

businesses shut down, the less places people have to move to. The issue is with people moving 

around less, people are also likely to spend money at local businesses and more at online retail 

stores. people are less likely to spend money at restaurants or bars and more likely to just make 

a meal at home. It’s also more likely people will do other kinds of shopping online such as for 

clothes, decorations and more. There will also be a decrease in jobs for many people and a lot 

of profit for local business owners.  
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Economic effects of Colleges 

Colleges are a place of learning, partying, job searching and many more things but for 

the purpose of this article, Colleges are a place that brings many people to an area boosting the 

locations economy. This impact is notable in Steinacker’s (2005, 1162) work on the impact of 

colleges on their surrounding areas. In that case it was a college smaller than UW-Madison 

though the individual spending of students, faculty, and staff amounted to a few million dollars 

in just one year at the equivalent of one third the school’s annual budget (2005, 1169). If this 

were to be applied to UW-Madison it would be equivalent to tens of millions of dollars in 

regular consumer spending alone. With so many students not returning to the UW-Madison 

campus this semester and likely few additional students will return for spring that it will result 

in an economic shortfall of millions just in regular spending. Not even to mention the revenues 

local businesses make during game-days in an academic year. So while Steinacker’s article helps 

contextualize impact of consumer spending it’s unclear how exactly things would unfold for 

UW-Madison and the Madison area. Though the shear loss of potential customers wouldn’t be 

the only strain on businesses. As indicated by Nash & Mitra (2019, 201) the movement of 

university students to businesses is impacted by the built environment. More specifically, the 

built environment often incentivizes some modes of transportation over others (2019, 206). In 

general they found that university students prefer active modes of transportation such as 

walking or biking, in part due to built environment. Whereas different trends are apparent in 

Van Acker’s (2015, 74) article on how lifestyle impacts modal choice of transportation. Van 

Acker found that when students are given the choice between active transport and public 

transport they chose public transport(2015, 78). However, in the case of the current pandemic 
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we (the authors) have noticed a drastic decline in public transport both by others and 

ourselves. This may be due to one of two reasons, either first that since classes and businesses 

have changed how they operate there’s less incentive to travel, or second that the threat of the 

pandemic itself has, of perhaps both together. Nevertheless, these other unique pressures on 

mobility patterns of students weren’t present in neither Nash & Mitra’s (2019, 209) nor Van 

Acker’s (2015, 81) works on the pushes and pulls of transportation choice. Thus the UW-

Madison community has become more or less limited to active transportation or private 

vehicles, though the built environment of the area doesn’t lend itself to vehicle ownership. This 

seems to further limit how students can get around and thus their range of impact when 

frequenting businesses. This translates into a deeper shortfall of student business even though 

some students have returned to campus to contribute to the economy there are additional 

factors even limiting their impact on the economy and economic strength of local businesses. 

 It’s clear that Colleges bring money into cities but what happens when COVID-19 gets 

involved? In the spring of 2020 students from all different colleges in the United States began 

to leave earlier than expected in fear of the pandemic. Businesses were expecting these 

students to stick around for at least a few more weeks and were stocked for them in 

preparation. Food was wasted and money was lost for businesses that are near college 

campuses and communities (Sullivan 2020, 4). It’s also the case that many communities are 

dependent on the colleges higher education that is now being faltered. It was found that 57 

cities actually depended on higher education as at least 10 percent of their jobs come from 

local colleges (Sullivan 2020, 7). If some of these colleges were to fail or shrink because of 

Covid-19 financial implications, it would wreak havoc on the economy of these cities. People 
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would be out of jobs from the school and other businesses would be at a large loss of 

customers. This could ruin the area for many years to come and no longer becomes a short-

term issue. (Sullivan’s research is important for understanding the economic impacts Covid-19 

has had on the UW-Madison Community because it shows some of the possible economic 

issues it has caused New England’s many colleges. It is very reasonable to reflect on the New 

England area with the UW – Madison community as the college does have a large impact of the 

economy as well. UW – Madison has since gone partially online since this study and economic 

effects have also been seen around campus implying that students will not all be returning in 

the fall semester even after a terribly unpredictable spring. It’s been seen that businesses in the 

area have been struggling and that there is no clear end that these businesses need to survive 

till in order for finances to improve. 

COVID-19's effect on Businesses and Employment 

It’s been clear that since COVID-19 has started many individuals have lost their jobs due 

to the policies that the government has put in to slow the spread of COVID-19. This is an issue 

for many, and it appears that the people who need their jobs the most are the ones suffering 

the most. It was found that even though Covid-19 has the same probability of affecting anyone 

despite class, job and more, certain groups are at a larger risk (Dobusch 2020, 4). Many people 

of lower class and less education are forced to either be out of work or continue commuting to 

in person work. This is because lesser educated people have less of an ability to work from 

home as they are typically in industries that are more hands on (Dobusch 2020, 4). It’s also 

likely that lower income individuals have less of a means to be able to have the space and 

equipment to work at home, such as an office area or a computer. This shows that if the lower 
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class does still manage to keep their job, they will end up being at a greater risk compared to 

individuals of different classes. The research by Dobusch is important for the economic impacts 

of Covid-19 on the UW-Madison community because similarly to this article many jobs that 

UW-students are going to get will be in sectors where they need to be in person to work. Not 

everyone, especially underclassmen have skills or the means to work from home in their 

situations during Covid-19. It’s been seen that there a very few people moving around on the 

streets compared to normal years which appears to be similar to the finding in Austria that was 

presented in this article (Dobusch 2020).  

Similar to the article by Dobusch, Chetty’s article “How Did COVID-19 and Stabilization 

Policies Affect Spending and Employment?” also talks about the employment of individuals and 

how they have been affected since the beginning of COVID-19. The article argues that the most 

affected business are the ones “who serve customers in their local area” (Chetty 2020, 3). 

Another article “How Many Workers Are Employed in Sectors Directly Affected by COVID-19 

Shutdowns, Where Do They Work, and How Much Do They Earn?” also says that the service 

industry was the hardest hit which holds about 20 percent of all employees (Dey 2020, 2). This 

would mean restaurants and small grocery stores as they aren’t shipping food out but rely on 

local consumers. Then the next thing it looks at is where were these specific business’ hit the 

hardest? According to this article businesses hit the hardest were wealthy zip codes near the 

bigger cities in the United States, meaning that the bigger the city the worse businesses did 

during Covid-19 and the smaller the town the better businesses did (Chetty 2020, 4). This 

makes sense as larger cities allowed for faster outbreaks of Covid-19 meaning they had to take 

more drastic measures to counter act the outbreaks. After these businesses lose money, it had 
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a spiraling affect down onto the employees who work in these businesses. Many employees 

that work in the businesses that are most effected are low paid employees. It’s seen that only 

about 12 percent of all wages are going to the employees in this service sector (Dey 2020, 6). 

Many of them then lost their jobs as businesses didn’t have work for them and couldn’t afford 

to pay them.  

This research pertains to economic impacts of COVID-19 on the UW-Madison 

community for a variety of reasons. Madison is a larger wealthier city in Wisconsin. If Madison 

were to follow through similarly to the other cities mentioned in the article, then Covid-19 has 

also had a large impact on the economy here. With Madison being a college town many of the 

small businesses in Madison are in the service industry. Without people spending money at 

these locations because of the pandemic the same spiral is likely to happen as it did in the study 

by Chetty. People are going to lose their jobs especially college students that rely on them to 

pay for their school, food and housing. Therefore, it’s important to analyze what is happening in 

the pandemic for Universities like UW-Madison as they hold a huge student body that is being 

greatly affected by the economic effects of COVID-19. 

It's seen that COVID-19 clearly affects many important parts of people lives but it’s not 

just affecting people and employees. It’s affecting many types of Businesses and their owners. 

It’s already clear that the service industry was the hardest hit out of all the other industries but 

what other factors play a role and is it fair?  Fairlie’s article “The impact of COVID-19 on Small 

Business Owners: The First Three Months after Social-Distancing Restrictions” found that the 

number of active small businesses fell 22 percent or 3.3 million business closures in the United 

States from February to April. (Fairlie 2020, 6). It was also found that the fewer hours a business 
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reported working the larger the number of closures which is to be expected. Through the data 

it appears that this is not permanent, and that through May and June there was a partial 

rebound of reopened small businesses (Fairlie, 6, 2020). Arguably more important are the 

demographic patterns found inside of this data.  Active African American small business owners 

dropped 41 percent from February to April showing just how disproportionate the closures are. 

Latino business owners also dropped 32 percent from February to April and Asian Business 

owners down 21 percent (Fairlie 2020, 8). While Whites had only a 17 percent drop (Fairlie 

2020, 9). Similar to both Chetty and Mattew it was found that restaurants and the service 

industry was hit the hardest by the social distancing and stay at home mandates (Fairlie, 10, 

2020). 

 This research is important for understanding the economic impacts Covid-19 has had on 

the UW-Madison Community because it shows just how much small businesses owners were 

hit. It also reconfirms that the service industry was hit the hardest which is a big part of 

downtown Madison. Fairlie’s article also shows how demographic diversity among business 

owners has a large impact of how well they did during the first 3 months of Covid-19. From 

personal experience many business owners in Madison are from a wide range of ethnic groups 

causing Madison to be at risk to have gotten hit harder than other areas in Wisconsin. This 

shows that the City of Madison will be greatly hit for a number of factors including, being a 

college town, being a larger city, and having a largely diverse population. It would be nice to 

have more recent data showing how many of these businesses permanently closed and how 

many have recovered for the time being but it’s unreasonable to have this data until later in the 

year or even next year. It’s also possible there are many businesses that recovered and became 
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active once again to just close again as the pandemic has been so prolonged. It’s important to 

realize that this is article only covers the first three months of the pandemic and is missing a 

vast amount of information after these first months.  

Effects of factors on human well-being 

The effect of COVID-19 on human well-being have already been broad and difficult for 

society to handle. Though we don’t fully understand what all the potential impacts might be. 

Some particularly difficult issues which already affect college students are food insecurity, 

stress, and quality of life. Since these were already important issues it is even more critical to 

understand how these personal issues have been impacted by COVID-19. Unfortunately, the 

literature on COVID-19’s impacts is limited, though there already exists an abundance of 

literature on the general subjects of food insecurity, stress, and quality of life that pertains to 

students. As Gaines et al (2019, 375) point out, university students were already a high-risk 

group for things like food insecurity. They found that about 14% of students they surveyed had 

experienced food insecurity in the past 12 months from the time being surveyed (2019, 379). 

Furthermore, these stresses are also likely to have ripple-effects into their academic, economic 

well-being, and social interactions (2019, 381). This is particularly worrying considering there 

are no shortage of uncertainties and stressors during the current COVID-19 pandemic.  

With many businesses visibly closed as well as having no choice but to change how they 

do business has decreased the number of potential jobs which college students can apply for 

and use to support themselves. An additionally pertinent stressor is balancing academic 

demands with other needs. This is illustrated by Riggert et al (2006, 63) who looked at the 
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impact of work demands on academic performance. They found that it was largely 

unpredictable to determine how well a student would do academically based on either 

employment status (2006, 76). However, during this COVID-19 pandemic nearly every possible 

stressor has been amplified in addition to unique stressors of a pandemic. It’s uncertain from 

the literature at what point certain levels of stressors start to make it more probable that the 

ability to balance needs and activities causes enough stress impact nearly everyone negatively 

in some shape or fashion. It is also uncertain from the literature at what point of a proverbial 

“food insecurity curve”, much like an economic curve, that society is now at in the midst of a 

serious pandemic. For these reasons it would be important to conduct research on the current 

condition of human well-being. Another important aspect of all of this is what impact all these 

factors will have on the condition of the UW-Madison community further into the future, 

perhaps at the end of the pandemic or a year after the pandemic has subsided.  

It’s difficult to project what current factors will play into the formation of the geographic 

landscape into the future, though research has been done into some of the factors in other 

situations. In a piece by Bynner (2019, 335) she found that physical context and population 

composition were found to have the largest effect on the process of a neighborhood evolving. 

With deteriorating opportunities for community members, it resulted in loss in revenue which 

in turn incentivized landlords to not refurbish tenements (2019, 344). Homeowners also saw 

less of an incentive to invest more money into their homes because they saw the houses as 

more short term due to deteriorating neighborhood infrastructure. While it’s possible that 

some rented houses and buildings could repaired less often due to decrease in available funds, 

it is highly unlikely that the area surrounding the UW-Madison campus, where most students 
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live, will deteriorate all together as it’s immediately situated in the downtown area. The 

downtown area acts as an economic hub of the Madison area and has been for a very long 

time, for this reason even if desirability of the area for residents and/or students decreases its 

geographic positioning would prevent any real decay to remain permanent. Though it is still 

unclear how the business landscape will change due to the pandemic and if the kinds of 

businesses present will shift from changing viability of business models. More research is 

needed to assess the strength of current business models being employed. More research is 

also needed to assess how individuals across the UW-Madison community are faring to more 

accurately project how many people and businesses the current economic landscape will be 

able to support in the short to mid-term. 
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Methods 
To better understand the economic impact of COVID-19 on the UW-Madison community 

it was necessary to collect novel data. The area which we, the authors, were interested in 

gathering data about was any area that UW-Madison community members consumed goods 

and services within the Madison, WI city limits. We found no existing community-level data on 

current economic impacts of the pandemic, which required us to conduct our own research for 

novel data. To collect this data, it was most appropriate to conduct a survey of the UW-

Madison community. Rather than use aggregated data coming from the city-level, which would 

have involved considerable conjecture for analyzing, the collection of data at the individual-

level allowed for clear analyses of clearly documented consumer trends and preferences. The 

survey was 11 questions in length, with the intention on documenting the exact trends 

currently at work in the UW-Madison community’s economic landscape. The questions all 

multiple choice, except for where noted below. The questions were as follows. Question one: 

“Do you live in the Madison area currently?” Question two: “What is your race?” Question 

three: “Indicate by clicking on a location below, what area you reside in currently. If location is 

not on map, skip question three.” Question three took the form of a “heat map” where 

respondents could click on a map of Madison. Question four: “Have you been employed for 

wages in the past 12 months?” Question five: “Are you currently employed?” Question six: “Has 

COVID-19 negatively affected your job or internship outlook? (whether retaining your 

internship/job or finding a new one)” Question seven: “Has your access to adequate healthy 

food been involuntarily reduced because of COVID-19? (since March 1st, 2020)” Question 8: 

“List any businesses that you have purchased goods or services at in Madison over the last two 



17 
 

weeks. (any business such as a restaurant, bookstore, etc.)” Question 8 took the form of an 

open-ended text box where respondents could type their answers. Question 9: “How does your 

spending during the COVID-19 pandemic compare to your spending prior to the pandemic for 

the following categories?” For Question 9 as well as Question 10 the answers available were 

several categories of goods with multiple choice for each good. The choices are too many to list 

here but the formats can be seen in the Data section of this article. Question 10: “On average, 

how does your spending locally (any physical businesses in Madison) compare to shopping 

online across the following goods during COVID-19?” Question 11: “On a scale from 1 to 10, 

how dramatically do you feel COVID-19 has affected the UW-Madison community?” Question 

11 took the form of a slider bar. It was with these 11 questions that the UW-Madison 

community was surveyed. The questions were designed to indicate specific consumer 

preferences and how the preferences changed following the outset of COVID-19. These 

questions also allowed us to compare different groups of people that were likely to be affected 

by COVID-19 differently. It was assumed that the root cause of any changes were in some way 

related to the presence of COVID-19 and/or the subsequent lockdown. The survey was 

distributed via email and open over a three-week period in November. Upon closing the survey, 

statistics were taken of the resulting survey data. The method used for testing statistical 

significance between two variables was the Fisher Exact Probability Test, with the P-value set at 

5 percent for every test run. 
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Data 

Respondents’ Background 

As our survey was distributed, and we hoped to reach a diverse group of individuals 

from many different backgrounds, but the survey failed to do so. This can be seen in our second 

survey question that showed 96 percent of individuals who completed the survey were white.  

 

         Figure 1: Heat map of the location each respondent resides in currently.            

Similarly, to question 2, question 3 shows the people that completed the survey were 

from around the UW – Madison Campus.  There are a few other spots where people are from 

within Madison but it’s clear that the majority are around campus. Questions four and five 

found that 43 of the 46 survey takers have been employed in the past 12 months as well as 34 

out of 46 were currently employed while completing the survey, respectively. 
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Effects of Covid-19 

Q5 - Are you currently employed? 

 

Figure 6 (above): Shows the survey answers to question 5 of the survey 

  

 

Q6 - Has COVID-19 negatively affected your job or internship outlook? (whether 
retaining your internship/job or finding a new one) 

 

Figure 2 (above): Shows the answers to question 6 and shows that there is a very even response 
between yes and no.  
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For Question 6 we see that the response is close to equal for whether it has affected the 

person job outlook. However, the responses are slightly in favor of Covid not affecting their job 

outlook.  

Q7 - Has your access to adequate healthy food been involuntarily reduced because 
of Covid-19? (Since March 1st, 2020) 

 

Figure 7:  Shows the answers to survey question 7. 

Question 7 “Has your access to adequate healthy food been involuntarily reduced 

because of Covid-19? (Since March 1st, 2020)” was responded with 4 yes’s and the 42 no’s.  

 

 

Figure 3: Shows the different kinds of businesses that were represented in Question 8 
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Figure 4: Shows the number of small businesses people went to vs large Businesses or Corporations in 
question 8. 

 

Both figure 3 and 4 above show data from question 8. Question 8 was an open-ended question 

that allowed individuals to type any business they went to in the past 2 weeks from taking the 

survey. There were 138 individual Businesses, some being duplicates. Out of the 138 there were 

70 individual businesses and out of the 70, 39 were small businesses and 31 were large 

businesses or corporations.  
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How does your spending during the Covid-19 pandemic compare to your spending prior to the 
pandemic for the following categories? 

Table 4: Shows the data acquired from question 9. 
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On average, how does your spending locally (any physical businesses in Madison) compare to 
shopping online across the following goods during Covid-19? 

Table 5: Shows data acquired from question 10 

 

Question 9 looks at peoples spending before and after Covid-19 for certain areas of life. The 

three options people have included increased, about the same, and decreased. Many of the 

categories reflect that peoples spending has remained the same but there are a few that 

changed. The two categories that spending increased the most are food and beverages at a 

grocery store (increased for 40 percent of people) and books, music and/or videos (increased 

for 34 percent of people. The spending in areas that decreased the most includes food and 

beverages at a restaurant and bar (decreased for 88 percent of people), apparel and/or clothing 

accessories (decreased for 52 percent of people), and auto maintenance and/or auto repair 
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goods and/or services (decreased for 34 percent of people). Question 10 from our survey looks 

at similar categories as question 9 but asks if they spend locally or online for the different 

categories during Covid-19. The few that stand out during Covid-19 includes foods and 

beverages as 71 percent of people only shop locally for this category. Maintenance and auto 

repair are also one where people only shop locally with 67 percent. Furniture is another people 

mostly shop in person for with 49 percent of individuals only shopping in person.  It’s also 

worth noting that very few people only shop online for all categories even during Covid-19.  

 

 On a scale from 1 to 10, how dramatically do you feel COVID-19 has affected the UW-Madison 
community? 

 

Figure 5: Scale for question 11. (0 being not bad and 10 being terrible) 

The last question asks people living in Madison Wisconsin how bad the city has been affected by Covid-
19 and the average of 43 people was 6.76. 
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Analysis 
Question 1 from our survey had a total of 57 responses, 9 of them did not live in 

Madison even though the survey was only distributed through UW emails and friends that lived 

in the UW community. This shows that even though many people still came to Madison for 

school this year, many did not, potentially causing the economy in Madison Wisconsin to falter. 

This causes businesses, especially small ones to struggle during the school year when much of 

their income is cut off from students not coming and limits being put on gathering in large 

groups and to quarantine.  

It’s also important to realize that question two from our survey finds that 96 percent of 

people who took the survey are white. This means that the rest of our data must be interpreted 

for only white individuals and that we cannot make any analysis about other races groups.  

Question 3 shows where many of the respondents reside and as seen in Figure 1 most of 

the people reside near the capital and UW Madison community. This makes sense as the survey 

was distributed through School emails as well as through friends in the UW – Madison 

community. There are a few other spots where people are from within Madison but it’s clear 

that the majority are around campus.  

Question 4 indicated that approximately 7 percent haven’t been employed in the past 

12 months. Whereas question 5 shows that 12 people, or 26 percent, are currently 

unemployed. That’s an increase in unemployment of our sample by 19 percent. This could be 

due to a number of factors. The first being that Covid-19 reported cases have been increasing 

significantly as when the first wave hit the US as well as the UW-Madison community and 
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businesses temporarily closed. This renewed local concern with the surge in cases may 

encourage students to focus on schoolwork and not be exposed to as many people during their 

week. Secondly, the survey was only available to take in the fall semester. The timing coincides 

with the ending of summer when people are most likely to be employed, and also the time 

when UW-Madison began welcoming back employees to hire, after the building closures. 

During the school year a number of students don’t work, and it would be especially stressful to 

work during a pandemic while also adjusting to transitioning both social lives and academic 

lives online. The answers to question 6 should be able to help illuminate the discrepancy a bit. 

For question 6, approximately 48 percent of respondents said that COVID-19 negatively 

impacted their employment. Though nearly half felt the effects of COVID-19 on their 

employment, some of them were either able to retain their job or find a new one as indicated 

by the number of people currently employed. Some important additional information: there are 

approximately 130 job openings posted for students on the university of Wisconsin Madison 

website as of December 1st. The above information all suggests that while some people may not 

be able to find work, part of the unemployment rise is due to not wanting to work, for various 

reasons, due to there not being a shortage on the official website for student opportunities. 

Question 7 from our survey shows if healthy food has been involuntarily reduced since 

COVID-19 began. It is seen in Figure 7 that only 4 people had healthy food involuntarily reduced 

since COVID-19. All others haven’t had a problem. The interesting thing about this question is 

that when related to question 9 (Foods and/or beverages at a restaurant or bar) it was found to 

be statistically significant (Table 3). This means that if someone's food was involuntarily 

reduced then it’s likely they will spend more money at a bar or restaurant. Then the opposite of 
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this is also likely to be true. If the persons healthy food hasn’t been involuntarily reduced, then 

they are likely to decrease spending in restaurants and bars.  

Question 8 is a list of businesses the survey respondents have been to in the last two 

weeks before taking the survey. Once these were sorted out, it was seen that many of the 

places were both grocery stores and restaurants (Figure 3). This is interesting that so many 

people are still going to restaurants during a pandemic. It makes sense that grocery stores are 

the most visited as they are essential to many people's lives for obtaining food. Restaurants 

however are not necessary for survival but just convenience for people. It’s possible people 

were going to these restaurants to get takeout and not threaten their well-being, all at the 

same time supporting small businesses in the area. This is probable because many of the 

businesses that were visited were small businesses. 39 of the businesses visited in question 8 

were small businesses compared to 31 being large businesses or corporations like Walmart or 

Starbucks.  

Question 9 is a matrix table (Table 4) asking people how their spending has changed 

since COVID-19 began in several categories. The table shows that people have increased their 

spending or kept it the same during COVID-19. This makes sense as people don’t want to risk 

their health going out for food or drinks in fear of COVID-19. However, this is bad for bars and 

restaurants. As peoples spending at these places have decreased. 88 percent of people have 

decreased their spending at these places showing that COVID-19 is affecting business and the 

economy in this area. Apparel and/or clothing accessories has also decreased for 52 percent of 

people. This is likely because people are going out less making them think that they don’t need 

the brand-new clothes or accessories to look nice. This is also impacting the economy as people 
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aren’t going out to buy clothes but just dealing with what they have. Lastly 34 percent of 

people have increased spending on books, music and/or video. This is not surprising as people 

quarantining need to entertain themselves somehow and through these purchases, they can do 

that. There is one statistically significant relation between the spending on furniture and 

question 6, “Has COVID-19 negatively affected your job or internship outlook?” (Table 1). The 

significance shows that if people don’t believe COVID-19 has negatively affected their 

job/internship outlook that their spending on furniture has increased. It also goes the other 

way where if people do believe COVID-19 has affected their outlook, they have decreased 

spending money on furniture. This is likely because if people think they have job security in the 

future they will be less worried about spending their money compared to being worried about 

finding a job. Being worried about finding a job would likely cause someone to be more careful 

with spending money on unneeded items.  

Question 10 asked people how often they shop online compared to shopping in person 

over a variety of goods during COVID-19. For the leisure goods categories, respondents tend to 

primarily split their shopping between shopping in person and shopping online. This suggests 

that local businesses still experience a flow of business, and with people fully adjusted to the 

realities of COVID-19 it is likely that those businesses will continue to see business through the 

rest of the pandemic. Local businesses which specialize in leisure goods have a fighting chance 

of getting through the pandemic here if they’ve made it this far according to the sample data. 

People are largely open to shopping for leisure goods, some even shop exclusively local for 

leisure goods during the pandemic. Food and beverages, on the other hand, are largely a local-

only market with a few people shopping online but no one does exclusively. Though with many 
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options for buying food and drink in the community it spreads out consumer spending, leaving 

the market a toss-up, but chain food stores were the most frequently mentioned so it’s likely 

they will ride out the rest of the pandemic. Apart from food and drink, furniture and auto repair 

each have two of the strongest local markets, with a majority of people mostly shopping local, 

many shop exclusively local. Apparel and electronics are split between local and online 

consumption patterns. Both of these consumer good types have the potential to keep 

businesses open if they keep customers coming back, which they’ve been doing already to a 

certain extent. Fortunately, these businesses can easily do things like local delivery. 

Question 11 shows the overall feelings of individuals that live in Madison Wisconsin with 

relation to the effect COVID-19 has had on the city. On a scale of 0 – 10, with 0 being not 

affected and 10 being complete devastation the average was 6.76 (Figure 5).  I think this is a 

reasonable number as many of the businesses in Madison have survived and school is partially 

in person causing many students to come to Madison and help with the economy. However, 

the city has been affected by COVID-19 and it’s seen in the number of people in businesses and 

the amount that are even open. There has been a good number of suffering businesses that 

have closed or are threatened to close if things don’t change. 
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Discussion 

The data collected from our survey of the UW-Madison community members has both 

positive and negative aspects. The negative of these data is the level of demographic 

representation. The demographic representativeness at 96 percent white is unrepresentative of 

UW-Madison's racial makeup. While the positives of the data collection are that 61 people 

started the survey, of which, 46 completed the survey. These has left us with 46 collections of 

data, and a number of indicative trends as well as significant relationships which can at least 

indicate some things about current economic conditions in the community area.  

First of these trends is the kinds of places respondents reported they had been 

customers over the last two weeks. The most mentioned place was grocery stores, while one of 

the surprising but positive results is that liquor stores were mentioned relatively few times. This 

suggests that people are spending less time at social events, where at UW-Madison, alcohol 

and social gatherings were commonplace prior to COVID-19. This is in keeping with the 

government action against social gatherings as well as broader social pressure against them. 

For people who have been impacted in their employment by COVID-19 they reported, with 

statistical significance, less purchases of furniture as well as. Counter to expectations, people 

who had some level of food insecurity since COVID-19 began made, statistically significant, 

more purchases of food and beverages at restaurants and bars. In the reverse, people who 

haven’t been impacted in their employment by COVID-19 are more likely to shop for home 

items and kitchen goods online than individuals who have been impacted in their employment.  
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These unexpected findings, as well as expected ones, are indicative of potential trends 

across the UW-Madison community at large but our sample size limits our findings application 

to the whole community. More research needs to be conducted over a longer period of data 

collection and at a greater level of outreach to determine if trends observed in this sample do in 

fact continue into the rest of the population or if they are localized to a demographic, or an 

anomaly all together. It could be helpful to also send a survey out to different local businesses 

in the area to see how they are specifically affected by that pandemic. This would help with 

seeing another side of the issue that was ignored in this article. With another point of view 

much more analysis and eventually possible implications could be made. These are just some of 

the things that should be done. In and of itself, the topic warrants much more study during this 

unique period in history. 
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Conclusion 

In the course of researching the consumer behavior of the UW-Madison community we 

found that the COVID-19 pandemic has affected consumption of various kinds of goods in 

different directions and to varying extents. This in turn is revealing of what kind of businesses in 

the Madison area are doing better and which are doing worse. It is also indicative of what kinds 

of businesses will continue to see customers and for which kinds of businesses will have more 

difficulty due to customers preferring online shopping. From our background literature research 

some of these observed trends can be explained, whereas other trends weren’t so clearly 

explainable. However, in none of the background literature research did it contain documented 

cases specific to our study area. In which case, our research and future research in line with 

ours will be very valuable as well as novel in understanding how unique circumstances such as 

the current COVID-19 pandemic affect altered spending habits and preferences.  

Of our research findings, we found that demand for certain goods increased, whereas 

other remained about the same and still others decreased. These frequency-of-consumption 

trends are particularly interesting and significant when compared along with frequency in 

mode-of-purchase. Most notable of the types of goods were furniture, automotive, food and 

beverage, and sporting goods. Each of these goods displayed the strongest local market from 

the number of respondents who were open to shopping in-person. However, a few of these 

types of goods indicated a decrease in overall demand for them, such as automotive. Though a 

little over half of respondents maintained the same level on spending on automotive as before 

the pandemic. Apart from this small caveat, each of the aforementioned goods still have a 
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reliable local market based on the number of people who are open to shopping in-person. This 

finding is very good for local businesses which sell these kinds of goods with customers who 

haven’t been wholly deterred from shopping in-person. Of all the types of businesses in the 

Madison area, the businesses which sell the aforementioned goods have the best outlook 

according to our data for remaining in business. However, this is no guarantee of success. It will 

still be necessary and beneficial for businesses to reassure their customers as well as 

community members that the businesses are responsibly providing a space that customers can 

shop in or which they can purchase goods from and pick up. A caveat to these trends is that our 

research was only able to achieve a very brief and partial look at consumer purchasing. This 

research should be a starting point for much more economic research during the COVID-19 

pandemic to be conducted. 

In terms of UW-Madison community consumption strength there’s also a diverse image 

that the data has shown. Unexpectedly, some individuals have reported increased spending on 

some goods as well as not having been negatively impacted by the pandemic in their 

employment. On the other hand, others have reported being negatively impacted in their 

employment and decreased spending on goods across the board. Though each pair of 

conditions wasn’t mutually exclusive, decreases in spending or an equal amount of spending as 

prior to the pandemic was most prevalent. While the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant 

impact on the economic aspect of UW-Madison community members it has far from deterred 

people from continuing to be active members of the economic sphere. One of the clearest 

indicators from our research of COVID-19's impacts is furniture consumption trends. 

Respondents who have been negatively affected in their employment by COVID-19 have 
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decreased spending on furniture. Whereas the opposite was true of people who hadn’t been 

negatively affected in their employment, they were more likely to have the same or increased 

spending on furniture as indicated in Table 1.  

To conclude, COVID-19 has had a significant economic impact on the UW-Madison 

community. People have had a decrease in job security as well as limitations to where they can 

shop from. These two factors have in turn impacted local businesses, decreasing overall 

consumption. However, the resilience of UW-Madison community members has enabled part 

of the economic strength of the community’s people and businesses to remain. It is favorable 

that some businesses which sell certain kinds of goods which have endured thus far will push 

through to the end of the current pandemic. As businesses further adapt to the pandemic 

climate it will hopefully strengthen the ability for businesses to retain employees and in turn 

improve conditions for the whole community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



35 
 

Bibliography 
Bynner, Claire. “Intergroup relations in a super-diverse neighbourhood: The dynamics of 

population composition, context and community”. Urban Studies. 2019. Vol 56 Issue 2. 

pp 335-351. 

Chetty, Raj et al. “How Did COVID-19 and Stabilization Policies Affect Spending and 

Employment? A New Real-Time Economic Tracker Based on Private Sector Data.” 2020, 

doi:10.3386/w27431. pp. 1-109. 

Dey, Matthew & Mark A. Loewenstein. “How Many Workers Are Employed in Sectors Directly 

Affected by COVID-19 Shutdowns, Where Do They Work, and How Much Do They Earn?” 

Monthly Labor Review, 2020, pp. 1–19.  

Dobusch, L & Kreissl, K. “Privilege and burden of im-/mobility governance: On the 

reinforcement of inequalities during a pandemic lockdown.” Gender, work, and 

organization, 2020, Vol.27 (5), p.1-8. 

Fairlie, Robert. “The Impact of COVID-19 on Small Business Owners: The First Three Months 

after Social-Distancing Restrictions.” 2020, doi:10.3386/w27462. pp. 1-28. 

Gaines, Alisha et al. “Examining the role of financial factors, resources and skills in predicting 

food security status among college students”. International Journal of Consumer 

Studies. July 2014. Vol 38 Issue 4. pp. 374-384. 



36 
 

Gao S, Rao J, Kang Y et al. “Association of Mobile Phone Location Data Indications of Travel and 

Stay-at Home Mandates With COVID-19 Infection Rates in the US”. JAMA Netw Open. 

2020;3(9):e2020485. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.20485.  pp. 1-13 

Nash, Sean & Mitra, Raktim. “University students' transportation patterns, and the role of 

neighborhood types and attitudes”. Journal of Transport Geography. April 2019. Vol 76. 

pp 200-211. 

Riggert, Steven et al. “Student Employment and Higher Education: Empiricism and 

Contradiction”. Review of Educational Research. Spring 2006. Vol 76 Issue 1. pp 63-92. 

Steinacker, Annette. “The Economic Effect of Urban Colleges on their Surrounding 

Communities”. Urban Studies. June 2005. Vol 42 Issue 7. pp 1161-1175. 

Sullivan, Riley. “College Towns and Covid-19: The Impact on New England (June, 2020)”. FRB of 

Boston Working Paper No. 2020-3 pp. 1-12 

Van Acker, Veronique. “Defining, Measuring, and Using the Lifestyle Concept in Modal Choice 

Research”. Transportation Research Record: Journal of the Transportation Research 

Board. January 2015. pp 74-82. 

 

 

 

 

 



37 
 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to thank a number of people, without whom this production wouldn’t have been 
possible: 

All survey respondents, without whom there would be no findings to report 

Professor William Gartner, for conducting the class, guidance, evaluating the project throughout, 
and proctoring the presentation session 

Joel Gruley, for distribution of our survey, advertising our efforts, and setting up the presentation 
session 

Rob Roth, for setting up the presentation session 

The class of Geography 565 

The Department of Geography, UW-Madison 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



38 
 

Additional Tables 
Fisher Exact Probability Test 

Null hypothesis: COVID-19 negatively affecting someone's job or internship outlook has no 
effect on the amount spent on furniture. 

Alternate Hypothesis: COVID-19 negatively affecting someone’s job or internship outlook has 
an effect on the amount spent on furniture. 

P = 0.04971, so P ≤ 0.05 rejecting the null hypothesis 

Table 1: furniture and negative employment 

 

Fisher Exact Probability Test 

Null hypothesis: There is no relation between COVID-19 negatively affecting job or internship 
outlook and buying home items and/or kitchen goods locally. 

Alternate Hypothesis: there is a relation between COVID-19 negatively affecting job or 
internship outlook and buying home items and/or kitchen goods locally.  

P = 0.02000, so P ≤ 0.05 rejecting the null hypothesis 
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Table 2: kitchen and home goods 

 

Null hypothesis: Access to adequate healthy food being involuntarily reduced because of 
COVID-19 does not affect spending for food and/or beverages at a restaurant or bar. 

Alternate Hypothesis: Access to adequate healthy food being involuntarily reduced because of 
COVID-19 affects spending for food and/or beverages at a restaurant or bar. 

P = 0.02590, so P ≤ 0.05 rejecting the null hypothesis 

Table 3: Food and/or Beverages at a restaurant or bar 
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Appendices 

Survey Questions 
Q1 Do you live in the Madison area currently? 

o Yes 
o No 

 

Q2 What is your race? (mark one or more of the boxes as applicable) 

1. White 
2. Black, African American, or Negro 
3. American Indian or Alaska Native 
4. Asian Indian 
5. Chinese 
6. Filipino 
7. Other Asian - Print race, for example, Hmong Laotian, Thai, Pakistani, Cambodian, etc. 

________________________________________________ 
8. Japanese 
9. Korean 
10. Vietnamese 
11. Native Hawaiian 
12. Guamanian or Chamorro 
13. Samoan 
14. Other Pacific Islander - Print race, for example, Fijian, Tongan, etc. 

________________________________________________ 
15. Prefer not to answer 

 

Q3 Indicate by clicking on a location below, what area you reside in currently. If location is not 
on map, skip question 3. 
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Q4 Have you been employed for wages in the past 12 months? 

o Yes 
o No 
o Prefer not to answer 

 

Q5 Are you currently employed?  

o Yes 
o No 
o Prefer not to answer 

 

Q6 Has COVID-19 negatively affected your job or internship outlook? (whether retaining your 
internship/job or finding a new one) 

o Yes 
o No 
o Prefer not to answer 
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Q7 Has your access to adequate healthy food been involuntarily reduced because of Covid-19? 
(Since March 1st, 2020) 

o Yes 
o No 
o Prefer not to answer 

 

Q8 List any businesses that you have purchased goods or services at in Madison over the past 
two weeks. (any business such as a restaurant, bookstore, etc.)  

(Open Ended) 

 

Q9 How does your spending during the Covid-19 pandemic compare to your spending prior to 
the pandemic for the following categories? 

  Increased About The Same Decreased Not Applicable 
Health, Personal 

Care, and/or 
Beauty Goods 

o   o   o   o   

Foods and/or 
Beverages at a 
Grocery Store 

o   o   o   o   

Foods and/or 
Beverages at a 
Restaurant or 

Bar 

o   o   o   o   

Home Items 
and/or Kitchen 

Goods 

o   o   o   o   

Apparel and/or 
Clothing 

Accessories 

o   o   o   o   

Pet Foods 
and/or Supplies 

o   o   o   o   

Toys and/or 
Hobby Items 

o   o   o   o   

Auto 
Maintenance 
and/or Auto 

Repair Goods 
and/or Services 

o   o   o   o   

Books, Music, 
and/or Video 

o   o   o   o   

Sporting Goods 
and/or Outdoor 

Equipment 

o   o   o   o   

Furniture o   o   o   o   
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Computers 
and/or 

Consumer 
Electronics 

o   o   o   o   

Office 
Equipment 

and/or Supplies 

o   o   o   o  

 

Q10 On average, how does your spending locally (any physical businesses in Madison) 
compare to shopping online across the following goods during Covid-19? 

  Never(I only 
shop online) 

Occasionally 
I shop locally, 

but mostly 
online 

I shop locally 
the same 

amount as I 
shop online 

I mostly shop 
locally, 

occasionally 
online 

I only shop 
locally 

Health, 
Personal 

Care, and/or 
Beauty 
Goods 

o   o   o   o   o   

Foods and/or 
Beverages 

o   o   o   o   o   

Home Items 
and/or 
Kitchen 
Goods 

o   o   o   o   o   

Apparel 
and/or 

Clothing 
Accessories 

o   o   o   o   o   

Pet Foods 
and/or 

Supplies 

o   o   o   o   o   

Toys and/or 
Hobby Items 

o   o   o   o   o   

Auto 
Maintenance 
and/or Auto 

Repair 
Goods 

o   o   o   o   o   

Books, 
Music, and/or 

Video 

o   o   o   o   o   

Sporting 
Goods and/or 

Outdoor 
Equipment 

o   o   o   o   o   

Furniture o   o   o   o   o   
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Computers 
and/or 

Consumer 
Electronics 

o   o   o   o   o   

Office 
Equipment 

and/or 
Supplies 

o   o   o   o   o  

 

Q11 On a scale from 1 to 10, how dramatically do you feel COVID-19 has affected the UW-
Madison community? (Zero being "not bad at all", Ten being "complete devastation") 

  0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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