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Consumer's Online Usage Increased Through 2021

Online shopping trends appear to be some of the most notable and sustained consumer trends to
emerge from the COVID pandemic. A previously published Consumer Food Insight [1] shared that the
number of households utilizing online food shopping increased from less than 30% of households in
2020 to almost 50% of households in 2021. This trend occurred across all food market channels
(Figure 1). 

In 2021, for consumers using food boxes and meal kits, the share of households buying online is over
70%. This is partially due to food box programs like Blue Apron and Hello Fresh being offered solely
through online-delivery.

Fig. 1. Online Usage Across Market Channels in 2019 to 2020
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In Figure 2, we categorized markets by diversity of selection, distribution of store locations, and
niche of the market they serve, to compare cross-market patterns more easily. 

Fig. 2. Market Channels

Table 1 shows the percentage of 2021 survey respondents who purchased food online from
various market channels in 2021 and 2020. Market channels varied in popularity, with 84% of
respondents purchasing food from full selection market channels, while 22% of respondents
purchased food from meal kits and food boxes. The share of shoppers who responded that they
made any of those purchases online in either 2020 or 2021, or during both years, is reflected in
Table 1. Table 1 also shows the percentage of consumers who did not use online purchasing
options. A more succinct summary of overall online usage is presented in Figure 3.

Table 1. Online Usage Across Market Channel Types



3

Excluding meal kits and food boxes, full selection is the most used food market channel. It also
had the second highest share of shoppers to buy online (51%) during 2020 and 2021. Only meal
kits and food boxes, which are most commonly available via online ordering, had a higher share
of online buyers (89%). However, only a little more than 20% of households (1,124 out of 5,000)
participated in those channels. In all markets, there is a pattern of persistent online marketing
channel usage, as indicated by purchases in both years.

In 2021, over 40% of households shopped in local and regional markets, and over half of their
purchases from those markets were made online (Figure 3). This may be a bit surprising, given
that local and regional markets are well suited to more personal interactions with customers.
Online platforms may not be well suited to personalize customer service or may need different
strategies to engage consumers. However, opportunities for innovation in local and regional
markets are evident. Many markets sought to find online solutions to address COVID conditions
and related disruptions. Online facilitated sales may also allow local and regional food customers
the opportunity to stay connected and make purchases through online platforms. As a result, the
market opportunity for local and regional food marketers is extended.

Fig. 3. Online Shopping in Local and Regional Markets
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Fig. 4. Unique Characteristics of Online Shoppers

Figure 4 shows online customer characteristics and stated values across all market channels
along with those unique to specific market channels. Online shoppers perceived higher COVID
risk for their household and noted changing their shopping habits accordingly. As shown, online
shoppers were most often educated, male, younger, had children at home, spent more at Food at
Home (FAH) on average, and were less worried about food affordability. Figure 4 also shows that
female shoppers participated at larger, full selection retailers. 

Customers who shopped online at local and regional markets, were interested in locally grown,
organic and healthy offerings. During the pandemic, these markets also appeared to be a good fit
for essential workers and those who prioritized foods that met their cultural preferences. Based
on Figure 4, there appear to be two distinct populations utilizing meal kits and food boxes. The
first set of shoppers appears to be like local and regional online market shoppers although they
had higher incomes. [RCMA1] The second set included shoppers who were more likely to have
lost their jobs during COVID and may have used the USDA food box program if faced with food
insecurity. Those who shopped at stores with a more limited selection earned higher incomes
and were seeking organic and culturally preferred foods. These consumers also sought to impact
the local economy with where they made their food purchases. In addition, they seemed
confident in the safety protocols implemented in the smaller markets at which they shopped.

An analysis of consumer-reported transactions, using online platforms, found patterns among
online shoppers. These findings may be of value to local and regional food markets considering
integrating online sales into their marketing strategies to scale up their customer base and/or
transactions.

Some Consumers are More Likely to Shop at Food Markets
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Prior to 2020, retailers were creating strategies to grow their market share with online
platforms. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of online purchasing processes
by a wider array of marketplaces and the subsequent widespread utilization by shoppers.
Yet, the increasing costs of food, varying satisfaction with delivery options and service, and
shifts across market categories may require food retailers, large and small, to refine their
online strategies to suit the priorities of their target customers. The findings presented here
provide some insight into how they can make those adjustments. If, for example, all buyers
are seeking affordability, strategies that integrate inventory management (moving products
in high supply), seasonal discounts, and discounts for those willing to pick up or take
delivery on off-peak days could be explored to align with consumer preferences.

Although online food purchasing may not be considered a key competitive advantage for
local and regional food markets, COVID-19 caused many to change, and perhaps
permanently alter, their food distribution and marketing behaviors. Online platforms appear
to be part of the “new normal” for markets and consumers. The data collected and shared in
this brief provides a clearer understanding of newly adopted food shopping behaviors
resulting from changes caused by COVID-19. We hope that this information will help inform
the decisions that food markets must make about the importance and role of online sales to
their future marketing plans. The high share and persistence of online usage in 2021
indicates that a high share of households will continue to include online purchasing in their
long-term food buying decisions. Larger national retailers will likely be the most effective at
“capturing” these customers. However, our findings suggest that an effective strategy across
markets would include managers who understand how to effectively target and work with
shoppers to identify their needs. Local and regional markets can continue to promote their
core competitive advantages of local, organic, healthy, and culturally preferred foods among
their legacy buyers. Online options may help them target a younger, more educated, family
base whose schedules won’t allow them to visit local markets, but whose food dollars can be
more fully captured if convenient online purchasing options are available to them.

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/.

Implications for Local
and Regional Food
Markets
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