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An Overview of Online Shopping Trends
Similar to trends reported in an earlier Consumer Food Insight published by this project team,
online shopping for food continued to increase from 2020 to 2021, across nearly all food market
channels. In the 2020 survey, consumers were asked if they purchased any food online, and the
number reporting that they shopped online increased from 32.8% (in September 2019) to 48.5% (in
September 2020). For the 2021 survey, a more nuanced approach was used to capture online
shopping trends. Questions asked about the use of online shopping options in different market
channels, the type of delivery or pick-up method used and other related topics. The use of online
shopping varied greatly by channel, and by delivery mode – whether picked up by the consumer at
the food outlet or delivered directly to the consumers’ home. For each market channel, consumers
were asked to report online selection and to specify delivery method, curbside vs. delivery. Like 2020,
almost 50% of households reported using online ordering during 2021 for food purchased through
stores or restaurants to consume at home.
Fig. 1. Share of households reporting online food market purchases by channel, Oct. 2021.
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Figure 1 reports the share of households that used online platforms to purchase their food, in all
reported market channels, during the Fall of 2021. Curbside pickup and delivery are conveyed by
the blue and gray colors, respectively. It is interesting to note that curbside pickup is generally
more popular, perhaps due to lower costs especially if delivery and shipping are not free. It could
also be attributed to the perception of greater quality and freshness from direct pickup, such as for
fresh bakery or hot meals from restaurants.
The distinction between curbside and delivery is important for two reasons:
1. Selection of curbside pickup may imply that the consumer seeks the time-saving convenience
and is concerned about entering the store rather than simply wanting the convenience and
saved travel from receiving a delivery at home; and
2. It has different operational requirements and costs for the market providing that option.

How has online shopping changed across market channels?
Certain market channels experienced higher rates of online purchasing from their shoppers than
other channels, as well as increased usage between 2020 and 2021. Overall, consumers reported
steady or increased use of online platforms across these two years and at least 5% of households
shopped online at every channel. Figure 2 shows the percentage of households using those options
which reflects significant increases in usage between 2020 and 2021.
Fig. 2. Share of households using online food market by channel, Oct. 2020 and 2021.

Perceived COVID-19 risk and online shopping behavior.
A potential factor influencing consumers’ online purchasing behavior is their household’s
perceived risk of illness due to COVID-19. Just as we did in 2020, we asked respondents “Are you,
someone you live with, or someone you are in close physical contact with, at high risk for
developing complications related to COVID-19?” as one way to capture their perceived COVID-19
risk. Overall, 34% of surveyed consumers responded “Yes,” 54% responded “No,” and 12%
responded “I don’t know” or “Prefer not to answer” (Figure 3). These were similar percentages to
what was reported for the 2020 survey.
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Fig. 3. Household concerns about COVID-19 health complications.

Note: In addition to those worried about members of their household that may feel vulnerable to COVID-19 complications (Figure 3), over one-third
of the sample had at least one person who contracted COVID-19 (confirmed by test (25%) or suspected without testing (8%)) as of the time of the
survey (November-December 2021). These households were not explored independently.

COVID-19 health concerns have influenced online shopping behavior. Respondents with greater
perceived COVID-19 health concerns tended to shop online at higher rates. Figure 4 shows the
percentage of respondents using online shopping in each category based on responses to the
survey question related to perceived COVID-19 risk.
Fig. 4. Share of households using online food purchases, segmented by households concerned
by COVID-19 health complications, October 2021.

Note: COVID implications include someone in the household having COVID or at high risk of implications if they were to get COVID.
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One of the more in-depth considerations that can be explored in this 2021 survey is how online
usage is divided. The distinction is drawn between those who may solely want the convenience of
online purchases with delivery and those still willing to drive to the store, but who may also use
online ordering options to avoid traffic and potential exposure within stores. Not surprisingly,
those with COVID-19 concerns not only use online options more commonly, but the differences
seem to be even greater for those choosing curbside pickup.

Implications for Local
and Regional Food
Markets
Online food purchasing is a trend that was being tracked for years before the start of the
pandemic, but most agree that COVID-19 accelerated the trial and adoption of online purchasing.
This fact sheet shares what we have learned about those trends. In particular, the findings of how
use varied among those concerned about COVID-19 are important to those operating in local and
regional food markets. This information is useful for a variety of reasons. First, curbside pickup of
online purchases may be a more feasible and preferred option for those selling in markets where
perishability and freshness are valued. Second, developing a full delivery system rather than a
pickup site may require more capital outlays. Third, those purchasing curbside may be more
“temporary” adopters of online purchasing in the long run. Their willingness to drive to the
market suggests they are less driven by convenience, and more interested in trying to do their
part to mitigate COVID-19 exposure and spread within their households in the short term. Based
on this, markets should not plan on the full set of online purchasers to continue purchasing at
these levels beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.
The consumer issues explored in this document complement other innovations, case studies
and sector initiatives to support local and regional supply chains, many of which are highlighted
at: https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/.
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