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Research Briefing | Global 

Coronavirus Watch: Lockdowns take a toll 

 The exponential growth of global coronavirus cases has triggered massive 

policy responses around the world. But in the near term the biggest uncertainty 

stems from the impact of lockdowns on economic activity. 

 While China’s output is picking up as restrictions subside, supporting our view 

of a bounce back in activity in Q2, most countries around the world are closing 

their shutters to some degree. 

 We think that predictions that people will be forced to stay at home for months 

are too pessimistic. But even a short lockdown of a month or so could have a 

huge impact on the global economy. For instance, INSEE estimate that the 

French economy is operating at about two-thirds capacity due to its lockdown. 

 Because of the increased use of more stringent shutdown measures the risks to 

our baseline global growth forecasts lie firmly to the downside. Hence, our 

alternative scenario, which assumes a contraction in global GDP growth of over 

1% in 2020, is now looking like a more plausible outcome. 

Coronavirus cases around the world continue to grow exponentially – there have been 

more new cases at a global level over the past week than in all the preceding weeks of 

the outbreak (see Figure 1 and the Table on page 4). 

The main policy response by governments has been to restrict those entering the country 

and to limit the domestic spread via some form of lockdown. Most governments have 

chosen to implement rather less drastic measure than those used in the worst affected 

regions of China. Even so, these lockdowns now affect regions that produce almost 50% 

of global GDP, which will have huge ramifications for the global economy (Figure 2). We 

will look at the impact in more detail in another Research Briefing later this week. 
 

 

In the week to March 29, the 
global number of new 
coronavirus cases was 
373,344, which triggered more 
than a doubling in the number 
of confirmed cases to 703,700. 

 

Figure 1: Global 

coronavirus cases 

surge higher 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

13 Jan 27 Jan 10 Feb 24 Feb 09 Mar 23 Mar

China

Rest of the world

Global: Coronavirus cases

Source : Oxford Economics/Bloomberg

Thousands



 

 

Coronavirus Watch: Lockdowns take a toll 

Page 2 

 

 

We already know that the steep contraction in Chinese 

activity in Q1 will have caused the global economy to shrink 

sharply over this period. Our existing global baseline 

forecast envisages a bigger contraction this quarter than 

seen even during the global financial crisis. The big question 

now is whether the inevitable global GDP contraction in Q2 

will be bigger or smaller than in Q1. 

A key element in our existing baseline is that by early April 

China’s regions will be out of lockdown. Wuhan’s shutdown 

will be the last to be lifted and this is set to occur on April 8. 

True, some sectors of the Chinese economy have been slow 

to recover despite the easing of restrictions, as our 

heatmaps on page 4 show. But it appears that the 

resumption of activity may have recently started to pick-up 

(Figure 3). Even if China begins to face supply chain 

disruption from abroad along with external demand 

weakness, the collapse in activity in February should still 

ensure that the economy records a fairly punchy positive 

quarter-on-quarter GDP growth rate in Q2. 

The main concern now is the degree to which the 

positive impulse in China will be swamped by weakness 

elsewhere. Since we produced our updated forecasts for 

March the share of the world economy in lockdown has 

swelled. The number of US states experiencing restrictions 

has grown, while India and some Latin American economies, 

such as Brazil and Mexico, have also instigated shutdowns. 

Factoring in these developments, which are not fully 

accounted for in our current baseline scenario, will 

undoubtedly push global growth closer to our alternative 

scenario that envisages GDP growth contracting by 1.3% in 

2020. 

A related concern is the extent to which the lockdowns 

depress activity while in operation. We already know that the 

economic cost of the Chinese shutdowns has been huge. 

For instance, in January and February retail sales were 

down over 20% on a year earlier. Less stringent measures 

elsewhere may mean that the costs of lockdowns elsewhere 

are somewhat smaller.  

However, the limited evidence that we have so far is not 

especially encouraging. The available PMI data for March 

have been horrendous. The US and eurozone composite 

PMIs both plumbed new lows, while the Japanese 

equivalent is not too far off the record low recorded around 

the time of the global financial crisis. In all three economies

Figure 3: China is gradually returning to normal 

Figure 2: The past couple of weeks has seen a 

surge in the use of lockdowns 
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Figure 4: Eurozone composite PMI fell to a 

record low in March 
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the drop was driven by the services components. We have 

previously noted that, based on historical experience, there 

is a good chance that the surveys may overstate the actual 

falls in activity, as firms typically tend to overreact to major 

one-off events. But there are four reason why this provides 

only limited comfort.  

First, even if we allow for the possibility of some over-

reaction to the news, the surveys still suggest that at the end 

of Q1 activity is likely to have taken a deep dive (Figure 4).  

Second, worse may be to come. The surveys were taken 

before underlying conditions worsened and further falls in 

April are possible. 

Third, even in economies such as South Korea which have 

largely avoided severe lockdowns, concerns about the 

spread of the virus still seem to be hitting sentiment hard. 

This suggests that households are likely to shelve some 

major purchases and certain forms of discretionary spending 

even if they are not prevented from doing so. As Figure 5 

shows, South Korea’s consumer confidence has fallen back 

to around the lows of 2009. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, some hard data also 

suggest that activity in advanced economies is plunging. 

The French statistics office INSEE has estimated that 

the economy is currently operating at around two-thirds 

capacity and that a month of lockdown might reduce GDP 

by 12ppts over a quarter. The latter estimate is broadly 

consistent with our analysis showing that a three-month 

lockdown could cut household spending by one third.  

Timely labour market data from the US and UK also present 

a chilling picture. The 12-fold rise in US jobless claims to 3.3 

million (Figure 6) has pushed the figure five times above its 

peak during the global financial crisis, suggesting that we 

are heading for a severe period of belt-tightening. This will 

exacerbate the deferral of spending caused by social 

distancing and restrictions on businesses. In the UK, recent 

income protection measures may ultimately mean that the 

half a million people, about 1.4% of employees, seeking 

universal credit will fall. But this also highlights the potential 

for sharp drops in employment if governments do not take 

action. In Germany and other parts of mainland Europe, any 

rise in unemployment may be tempered by cuts to working 

hours. Indeed, the German governments expects as many 

as two million workers, 4.4% of employees, to work under 

the government-subsidised “kurtzarbeit” program.

Figure 6: US unemployment rate looks set to 

skyrocket 

Figure 5: South Korea’s consumer sentiment 

has plunged even though lockdowns avoided 
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Indicator
13-19 Jan (Pre-

outbreak)
20-26 Jan

27 Jan - 2 

Feb
3-9 Feb 10-16 Feb 17-23 Feb 24 Feb-1 Mar 2-8 Mar 9-15 Mar 16-22 Mar 23-29 Mar

Confirmed coronavirus cases - global 121 2,760 17,389 40,554 71,331 79,127 88,999 109,361 165,498 330,356 703,700 

   weekly change 121 2,639 14,629 23,165 30,777 7,796 9,872 20,362 56,137 164,858 373,344 

Confirmed coronavirus deaths - global 0 80 362 910 1,775 2,469 3,044 3,809 6,440 14,483 33,671 

   weekly change 0 80 282 548 865 694 575 765 2,631 8,043 19,188 

Google search interest for Coronavirus (100=peak of popularity for the term) 0 7 14 8 6 8 26 34 77 90 78 

China activity indicators

Coal consumption for electricity use (relative to a year ago and adjusted for CNY) 120.1 123.7 102.0 76.6 59.3 58.9 67.0 75.7 78.5 79.7 90.8

Steel furnacing operating rate (relative to a year ago and adjusted for CNY) 101.9 101.7 101.7 97.7 95.4 94.1 99.8 102.0 101.7 100.6 97.3

Urban road congestion (relative to a year ago and adjusted for CNY) 103.2 97.4 86.3 77.2 75.6 75.2 76.5 81.5 84.2 87.7 94.5

Residential property sales (relative to a year ago and adjusted for CNY) 133.6 78.3 14.6 1.6 11.6 28.7 45.0 50.3 48.0 59.8 144.5

Financial markets

S&P 500 (% difference from pre-coronavirus outbreak) 0.0 0.5 -1.2 0.3 2.0 2.1 -6.7 -7.8 -17.8 -27.1 -25.3

EuroStoxx 50 (% difference from pre-coronavirus outbreak) 0.0 -0.2 -2.3 -0.7 1.4 1.4 -7.0 -11.5 -26.4 -34.6 -28.2

Shangai SEE (% difference from pre-coronavirus outbreak) 0.0 -2.0 -4.0 -8.4 -5.1 -1.8 -2.4 -1.2 -4.4 -12.2 -12.4

Hang Seng HK (% difference from pre-coronavirus outbreak) 0.0 -2.5 -6.0 -6.8 -4.4 -4.5 -7.8 -8.9 -14.2 -21.7 -20.6

US 10-year Treasury yield (%) 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.5 1.3 1.0 0.8 1.0 0.8

German ten-year government bond yields (%) -0.2 -0.3 -0.4 -0.4 -0.4 -0.4 -0.5 -0.7 -0.7 -0.3 -0.4

Italian 10-year government bond spread (bps) 162 159 139 136 134 135 157 173 229 245 184

US Bloomberg Barclays High Yield OAS (bps) 320 334 380 365 348 347 439 494 673 913 1017

US Bloomberg Barclays Investment Grade OAS (bps) 95 94 100 98 96 97 112 130 190 295 329

VIX 12.3 13.1 17.0 15.9 14.4 15.1 31.9 36.8 57.8 74.6 62.8

Commodity price: Brent Oil ($ per barrel) 64.5 63.2 58.5 54.7 55.4 58.5 53.5 50.0 35.0 28.1 26.7

Citigroup economic surprise index 1.7 9.0 10.4 16.6 17.3 17.4 21.9 11.3 14.6 2.8 -5.1

Hotel occupancy rates

China (Relative to a year ago) 89.2 48.1 25.0 16.5 18.8 19.3 21.4 24.3 27.1 32.4

Asia Pacific excluding China (Relative to a year ago) 98.9 97.9 95.6 83.9 82.7 80.8 76.4 68.1 57.7 37.7

Europe (Relative to a year ago) 99.6 99.9 101.6 97.2 98.9 97.9 90.7 79.3 57.2 22.0

Global supply chains

National school closures (Millions of children affected) 0 0 0 0 275 276 300 351 507 1,254 1,531 

Baltic Dry Index 0.0 -16.9 -32.0 -42.5 -45.1 -39.1 -32.0 -24.9 -17.8 -18.3 -23.3 

Dow Jones Global Shipping Index 0.0 -4.3 -11.4 -14.2 -14.7 -15.4 -22.7 -24.5 -30.9 -40.6 -38.8 

Maersk stock price 0.0 -2.5 -6.7 -5.4 -3.8 -4.9 -17.8 -24.3 -29.7 -35.9 -36.1 

Source: Oxford Economics/Haver Analytics/Datastream/Bloomberg/WIND/STR

Coronavirus Economic & Financial Impacts 

Outbreak metrics (End period)


