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1. Key Insights from Canadian Customer Transactions

Three takeaways from the payments data so far:

• The economy experienced an unprecedented decline in the April of 2020
o Credit and debit card transactions declined by almost 30% in April relative to a year ago

• The rate of contraction bottomed out in the first half of April, likely due to government support measures kicking into 
gear

• Activity stabilized and grew slightly between mid-April and mid-May, before the re-opening phase started in earnest
o Business transactions have shown signs of deterioration since mid-May, but too early to tell whether the decline 

is going to persist
o In the last few days of May and early June, consumer spending using debit and credit cards surpassed the levels 

seen in the last year
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2. COVID-19 and the Canadian Economy

• Pandemic-induced economic shutdowns present a 
unique set of economic circumstances:
o Large changes in the Canadian economy in a short 

span of time (3 million jobs lost in Canada in 
March-April out of about 19 million, 290k created 
in May, Chart 1).

• Formidable forecasting challenge:
o Rapidly evolving situation, but official economic 

indicators are published weeks and months after 
developments occur. 

o Unprecedented uncertainty about potential 
outcomes (Chart 2), placing a premium on 
indicators that provide more timely information.

• Understanding the road ahead starts with the 
assessment of the current economic conditions  and 
the expected evolution of various factors.
o In the following slides we use Scotiabank’s 

proprietary data on daily transactions and 
externally-sourced indicators to help track the 
Canadian economy in real time.

Chart 1
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1,400

1,600

1,800

2,000

2,200

2,400

Q1-18 Q1-19 Q1-20 Q1-21 Q1-22

Range of Scenarios for 
Canadian GDP

CAD bn, chained 2012 dollars

Scotiabank Economics
(Jun. 5)

Bank of Canada illustrative 

scenarios
(Apr MPR)

Sources: Scotiabank Economics, Bank of  Canada.

2020 = -7.3%
2021 =  6.6% 

-2,500

-2,000

-1,500

-1,000

-500

0

500

80 84 88 92 96 00 04 08 12 16 20

Canadian Employment

m/m 000s

Sources: Scotiabank Economics, Statistics Canada.



5SCOTIABANK ECONOMICS

2. COVID-19 and the Canadian Economy: Scotiabank Transactions Data

• We present data on retail and non-retail transactions, which capture distinct but related aspects of economic activity in Canada.

• The data comprises actual observed daily transactions going through debit or credit card payment networks in the retail space, and 
automatic funds transfers (AFTs) in the non-retail space.
o The transactions are anonymized and aggregated to protect the privacy of Scotiabank’s clients.

• In the current circumstances, comparing the dollar volumes of transactions in the current year and in 2019 can be indicative of the 
depth of the decline in economic activity in Q2-2020 and help track growth through the re-opening phase. 
o Note that the mapping from the volume of transactions to measures of economic activity (e.g. GDP) is imperfect, and so care 

must be taken when drawing the implications. 

• The AFT payments show bill payments to/from companies in Canada with data available to June 1st.
o Incoming payments can be associated with company revenue, and outgoing payments can be associated with costs.

• Debit and credit card payments can be used to measure the evolution of retail spending at various types of establishments with data 
available to June 3rd.
o The transactions can serve as a measure of economy-wide retail spending, and of the extent to which households are 

resuming pre-COVID levels of activity.
o Note that the use of electronic payments has increased because of COVID-19, so comparisons to year-ago levels can be 

misleading. These data are best used to observe directional movements rather than to make specific assessments on the level 
of activity.
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2. COVID-19 and the Canadian Economy: Caveats

• There are various caveats to analyses based on the payments data

• The data is observed at daily frequency and embeds different types of seasonal patterns.
o For retail payments, the volume and types of payments are different depending on the day of the week and the 

season.
o For non-retail payments, both the day of the week and the season are important. In addition, some payments 

are tied to the calendar date (e.g. rent payments are made on the first day of each month), some payments 
have a bi-weekly schedule, etc.

o To smooth out most of the day-to-day seasonality we use a 14-day moving average of the dollar volume of 
transactions, taking a y/y% change to remove any remaining seasonal patterns related to the calendar date.

• In addition to seasonality, there is normal payment volatility related to the random nature of the transactions process 
and the impact of regional and economy-wide events (weather, labour strikes, etc.).
o The volatility of this nature may or may not be related to economic activity as measured by GDP and so, as 

mentioned above, care must be taken in drawing inference.
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3. Business Transactions Data: Incoming Payments Down and Volatile since Mid-March

• Automated Funds Transfer (AFT), used 
for: 
o rent and mortgage payments
o payroll deposits 
o other bills

• The payments volume has declined since 
mid-March (Chart 3):
o Pre-lockdown running at 5%-10% 

higher than in 2019.
o Post-lockdown data are volatile, but 

sharply lower relative to last year.
o Signs of improvement since mid-

April, but then fell again in the last 
two weeks of May, mainly on lower 
manufacturing transactions.

• Wholesale/retail/manufacturing among 
hard-hit industries (Charts 4-8)

Chart 3
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3. Business Transactions Data: Industries Show Large Declines

Chart 5Chart 4 Chart 6
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3. Business Transactions Data: Industries Show Large Declines, Uneven Improvement

Chart 7 Chart 8
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3. Business Transactions Data: Outgoing Bill Payments Decline, Recover Slowly
• Lower incoming business transactions 

meant lower outgoing payments such as 
AFT.
o Outgoing business payments declined 

since mid-March (Chart 9).

• Pre-lockdown running about 10% higher 
than in 2019.

• Post-lockdown averaging about -10% y/y.
o Lower volume of bill payments as 

businesses are shut.
o Rent payments fell in April, payroll 

deposits declined only in mid-April 
(Charts 10 and 11).

o Mortgage payments generally stable.

• Improving slowly since mid-April to mid-
May, some deterioration more recently, 
could be related to businesses catching up  
on payments in early May.

Chart 9
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3. Business Transactions Data: Rent/Payrolls Fall in April

Chart 10 Chart 11
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4. Retail Transactions Data: From Stockpiling of Essentials to Deep Freeze, to Thaw

• Physical distancing measures hit 
consumer spending hard.

• Pre-lockdown dollar volume running 
about 10% higher than in 2019.

• In early March increased activity related 
to stockpiling of essentials is observed 
with y/y growth temporarily soaring to 
30%, mainly in debit transactions

• Post-lockdown a large decline is seen as 
consumers stayed home and the 
volume of daily transactions fell almost 
30% y/y.

• Better second half of April left the 
average monthly spending about 25% 
lower than a year ago. 

• Rapid improvement since mid-May, as 
economies re-open and support kicking 
in.

Chart 12
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4. Retail Transactions Data: Most Merchants Saw Weaker Spending

• Most merchants outside of grocery 
stores saw weaker sales volumes 
(Chart 13).

• Weighted contributions to y/y 
growth show that the bulk of the 
decline is explained by lower 
spending on:
o automotive products 
o travel 
o clothes 
o food at restaurants

• The pattern of spending on groceries 
helps explain the swing in growth 
rate since mid-March:
o The stockpiling phase led to 

strong growth in mid-March.
o Consumers reduced spending 

on groceries to more normal 
levels once they deem stocks 
sufficient.

Chart 13
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4. Retail Transactions Data: Early Signs of Stabilization for Some Merchants

• In y/y growth terms (Chart 14) some 
products are hit harder than the rest:
o Spending on travel-related 

products and services, clothing 
and entertainment fell the 
most, with clothing starting to 
pick-up towards the end of May.

o Hardware stores and health 
spending saw smaller y/y 
declines and recovered since 
mid-April. Hardware store sales  
soared after late April, possibly 
as demand for renovations 
increased.

Chart 14
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4. Retail Transactions Data: Winners of Homebound Work and Play

• As households spent more time at 
home and cut spending on a large 
range of products, some winners 
emerged (Chart 15):
o Working  from home and 

keeping in touch with friends 
and relatives required increased 
spending on outfitting home 
offices, including computers 
and software.

o As households searched for 
home-based entertainment 
options spending on digital 
goods, such as videogames, 
books, movies and music, 
picked up.

Chart 15
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5. Other High-Frequency Indicators Of Activity

Charts 16-30: Google Searches, Various Keywords, Dining and Transportation Data
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