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Card spending continues March-ing backwards 

• Card spending continues to soften as consumers slam their wallets shut in the face of mounting 

headwinds. 

• There’s little good news in the breakdowns by category, with the decline in spending pretty broad 

based at this point. 

• High interest rate settings are clearly working to crimp consumer spending, but the RBNZ wants to see 

a bit more progress on reducing inflation before cutting the OCR. 

 

Electronic Card Transactions March 

March card spending figures were again on the softer side, underperforming our already-mediocre 

expectations. Total retail spending fell 0.7% and core retail spending fell 0.6%, while total card spending 

was essentially flat (-0.1%). Card spending patterns had previously been following a bit of a see-saw 

pattern, but this month’s data shows spending failed to bounce back after February’s 1½-2% falls. 

This month’s soggy performance was pretty broad-based, with few bright spots among the individual 

spending categories. Among core components, consumables spending fell 0.2%, durables spending fell 

0.3% and apparel spending fell 2.2% - all softening further from their declines in February. Vehicle spending 

also fell 2.2% to its lowest monthly level in more than twelve months. Fuel spending eased 1.4% over the 

month, though crude oil prices have since headed higher again over recent weeks.  

On an annual basis there was also a marked decline in retail, core and total spending. Total retail 

spending fell 3%, core retail spending fell 1.9% and total spending fell 2.8%. Again, that weakness was 

evident across the board. Kiwis have fallen out of love with durable spending, which recorded its seventh 

consecutive year-on-year decline – but this month’s 8.5% fall was particularly marked. A 6.3% annual 

decline in apparel spending was also particularly marked, as was an 11.5% fall in spending on vehicles. 
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Even spending on consumables, which is still growing in year-on-year terms and presumably being 

strongly impacted by population growth, looks to be losing momentum. Consumables spending managed 

a 1.7% year-on-year lift this month, its weakest growth in eighteen months. Hospitality spending figures, 

which aren’t being seasonally adjusted, also managed an annual lift of just 0.7% this month.  

There’s some extra noise in the figures this month given the earlier timing of the Easter break. Nonetheless, 

as we’ve previously noted, recent spending figures need to be viewed through the prism of substantial 

retail price inflation (circa +4% yoy) and population growth (circa +3% yoy), both of which are inflating 

nominal spending figures. A considerable cutback in spending by consumers is clearly taking place to 

produce such weak monthly and annual trends. 

The weak underlying trend in spending is unlikely to reverse itself anytime soon. Cost of living pressures 

on households are still considerable (equivalent to an extra $70 a week in our estimation), albeit unevenly 

shared. The combo of a less-favourable labour market and an anaemic growth outlook are also unlikely to 

do much to boost consumer confidence. And while the housing market may be past its weakest point, it 

hasn’t exactly taken off like a rocket either. While not exactly flash to begin with, total spending figures 

continue to be flattered by strong population growth. On a per capita basis, the decline will remain 

substantially. 

High interest rate settings are clearly working to crimp consumer spending – that’s ultimately the goal 

after all. But the important thing for the RBNZ is the extent to which weaker demand is being reflected in 

lower inflation. The RBNZ will be watching coming data for evidence that pricing pressures are continuing 

to recede, with non-tradable inflation proving particularly stubborn to come down thus far. We tend to 

think that, towards the end of the year, the Bank will have enough evidence that inflation is heading back 

to target to justify cutting the OCR. Until then, the squeeze on households is likely to continue.  
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Disclaimer 

This document is published solely for informational purposes. It has been prepared without taking account of your objectives, financial situation, or 
needs. Before acting on the information in this document, you should consider the appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard 
to your objectives, financial situation and needs, and, if necessary seek appropriate professional or financial advice. 

We believe that the information in this document is correct and any opinions, conclusions or recommendations are reasonably held or made, based 
on the information available at the time of its compilation, but no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, is made or provided as 
to accuracy, reliability or completeness of any statement made in this document. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth in this 
document are subject to change without notice and may differ or be contrary to the opinions, conclusions or recommendations expressed 
elsewhere by ASB Bank Limited. We are under no obligation to, and do not, update or keep current the information contained in this document. 
Neither ASB nor any person involved in the preparation of this document accepts any liability for any loss or damage arising out of the use of all or 
any part of this document. 

Any valuations, projections and forecasts contained in this document are based on a number of assumptions and estimates and are subject to 
contingencies and uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. ASB does not represent or warrant 
that any of these valuations, projections or forecasts, or any of the underlying assumptions or estimates, will be met. 

mailto:nick.tuffley@asb.co.nz
mailto:mark.smith4@asb.co.nz
mailto:chris.tennent-brown@asb.co.nz
mailto:kim.mundy@asb.co.nz
mailto:nathaniel.keall@asb.co.nz
mailto:jordan.campbell@asb.co.nz
https://twitter.com/asbmarkets?lang=en

