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The impact of Covid-19 has led to unprecedented changes 
and challenges within the grocery space. While many 
industries struggle to survive, grocery retailers have seen 
increased revenues. The grocery sector in the US saw a 
revenue spike of over 25% from February to March 2020, 
and while this growth has since decreased, it remains at 
about 15% higher compared to pre-pandemic revenues, 
according to the Food Industry Association.1 

Mastercard experts say this large-scale consumer shift 
towards grocery has also reversed the pre-pandemic trend 
of restaurants gaining consumer share of stomach.2 

Despite positive financial performances, grocery retailers 
face numerous challenges in adapting to both pandemic 
developments and changing customer sentiments. 

This report covers several trends to watch, including: 

• the various stages of the pandemic 

• how the grocery industry was impacted in each stage

• how grocers can prepare for what's ahead

"The US grocery sector saw 
revenue growth of over 25% 
from February to March 2020. 
While the growth has since 
decreased, it remains at about 
15% higher compared to pre-
pandemic revenues."

-Food Industry Association
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"28% of consumers are now 
shopping online for groceries, with 
20% of those being first-time online 
shoppers."

-Food Industry Association

Pandemic Stages
Different geographies are at different stages of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, with some regions easing 
restrictions and others still experiencing the first wave. 
By understanding current trends and best practices, 
grocers can learn from others and innovate in a more 
impactful manner. 

The grocery retail timeline during the pandemic can 
be broken down into three key stages of Covid-19 
responses: survival, emerging and future stages. It's 
important to understand the different trends and 
innovations within each stage.

Survival Stage

• Grocers had to adapt to store-related 
changes, digital partnerships and 
operational challenges. 

• Grocery sector experiences revenue growth 

since the pandemic began and increased 
spend continues on a smaller scale as the 
pandemic progresses.

As Covid-19 spread worldwide and cities locked down, 
grocers focused on survival. As an essential business, 
the industry had to adapt to new regulations and 
implement safety practices immediately, marking the 
beginning of large-scale reform within the grocery 
sector. 

While this stage has since passed in the US and 
Canada, many key trends, such as store-related 
changes, digital partnerships and operational 
challenges are worth reflection. The “forced 
experiments” and innovations undertaken by grocers 
can help identify strategies to adapt as trends persist 
beyond the pandemic. 

3 The Food Industry Association, “2020 U.S Grocery Shopper Trends”, 2020
4 Supermarket News, “It’s a new scene for grocery shopping as pandemic changes  behaviors”, 2020

Immediate changes to in-store logistics 

The most notable trend was how quickly grocers 
adjusted store hours, increased cleaning practices and 
implemented contactless transaction options. Most 
grocers, regardless of size, shortened opening hours to 
accommodate for store sanitization and restocking. 
Many grocers offered dedicated shopping hours for 
seniors or frontline workers. Safety changes, such as 
mandatory masks, plexiglass check-out barriers, and 
floor signs directing traffic, were implemented. In 
addition, solutions for contactless transactions were 
offered by most grocers within weeks of shutdowns.

Shifting to grocery delivery through partnerships

Even with the adjusted in-store logistics, consumer 
preferences largely shifted online to reduce in-store 
contact. According to the Food Industry Association, 
28% of consumers are now shopping online for 
groceries, with 20% of those being first-time online 
shoppers.3 While some grocers offered online groceries 
before the pandemic, those without fell behind as 
customers sought online options elsewhere.4 

However, with numerous third-party platforms like 
Instacart, offering grocery delivery services, smaller 
grocers were able to quickly build delivery capabilities 
through partnerships. Additional enhancements to 
digital capabilities, such as curbside and in-store pickup, 
were also explored by grocers during this time.

Increasing operational challenges due to   
pandemic uncertainty
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Supply chain management and stock keeping unit (SKU) 
rationalization were some of the biggest challenges for 
grocers during this stage. Consumer purchasing behavior 
changed dramatically as people stocked up on essentials 
and limited purchasing of discretionary goods. With so 
much uncertainty and shrinking relevance of historical 
data, many grocers experienced both empty shelves and 
overstocked goods. Through leveraging short-term and 
real-time data, such as tracking daily spend and product 
mix within transactions, and looking at regions further 
along the pandemic curve, grocers were able to alleviate 
some of these operational challenges. 

Overall, the survival stage was a time in which grocers 
focused on quick improvements to sanitization, online 
grocery capabilities, and supply chain logistics. As the 
turbulence of this stage calms, grocers are now entering 
the emerging stage, confronting a new set of trends and 
challenges.

Emerging Stage

• Grocers respond to evolving customer 
sentiments in omnichannel shopping 
adoption, digitized communication 
preferences and providing new payment 
methods

• Gathering and analyzing shopper data is 
essential to drive competitive strategies 
and understand changing consumer 
preferences

As many North American cities begin reopening, 
many grocers have shifted their focus from absorbing 
immediate pandemic shock to becoming more agile in 
their response to rapidly evolving customer behaviors. 
With momentum remaining from the initial surge in 
shopper demand, managing and responding to customer 
behavior changes has become the driving force behind 
continued growth. 

Below are three emerging trends that Mastercard 
observed:
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Source: Food Industry Association U.S Grocery Shopper 
Trends 2019, 2020, March/April 2020

"As many North American cities 
begin reopening, many grocers 
have shifted their focus from 
absorbing immediate pandemic 
shock to becoming more agile in 
their response to rapidly evolving 
customer behaviors."

10.5%

14.5%

27.9%

Weekly Online Grocery as a Portion 
of All Grocery Spending
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Feb. 2020
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"Covid-19 will prove to be a 
disruptive and opportunistic 
moment in retail history. The end 
of shutdowns will provide new 
possibilities."

Converting new customers to loyal shoppers 
through omnichannel data

As grocers began to explore omnichannel strategies 
during the survival stage, they developed more robust 
shopping experiences. Online sales, grocery apps, 
delivery, curbside pick-up, and buy online pick up in store 
not only captured the topline growth,5 but also provided 
exposure to new customer demographics. 

As a result, grocers want to retain new customers and 
convert them into loyal shoppers. To capture these 
new customers, grocers must accurately collect and 
analyze customer data to identify the correct customer 
demographics and launch suitable acquisition and 
retention strategies. Players with strong digital and 
loyalty capabilities have an enhanced capacity to collect 
data and analyze new customer behavior.

Accelerated transformation to digital and 
personalized communication

Digital and personalized marketing has been 
increasingly common in the retail space; however, 
grocers haven’t kept pace with other retail categories. 
Restricted by limited margins and limited customer 
data in the physical retail model, only a few grocery 
retailers with strong loyalty programs have begun 
transitioning largely to digital marketing. 

 
5 Supermarket News “U.S. online grocery sales up again in May”, 2020
6 Statista, “Coronavirus impact on digital and linear ad revenues in the U.S 2020.”, 2020

 

With recent changes in customer behavior and a surge 
in demand, grocery retailers are increasingly tapping 
into data from digital channels. Additionally, with a shift 
in customer preferences, personalized communication 
allows retailers to retain customers, drive conversion 
and reduce costs. By demonstrating an understanding 
of their customers’ behaviors and affinities through 
more relevant messaging, grocers can drive key business 
outcomes more effectively than with generic, mass 
communication.

During the pandemic, digital channels have also proven 
to be the most durable marketing channel. While 
traditional channels such as TV and other broadcasting 
experienced a 12% decrease, the digital channel grew by 
4% in 2020.6 Some grocers already employ elements of 
advanced personalization, so the next step will be using 
newly available consumer data originating from their 
shift to digital to offer personalized product promotions 
and enhanced marketing strategies.
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Expansion to alternative payment methods

Customers are expecting more health and safety 
measures within brick-and-mortar locations. The 
checkout has emerged as one of the highest risk 
locations within a store, leading many grocers 
to develop alternative payment capabilities. In a 
Mastercard global consumer study, nearly eight in 10 
say they use contactless payments.7 And between 
February and March, contactless transactions grew 
twice as fast as non-contactless transactions in the 
grocery and drug store categories.

American grocer, Publix, is planning to roll out 
contactless payment alternatives in more than 1,200 
stores, through smartphone applications such as Apple 
Pay, Google Pay, Samsung Pay and its own proprietary 
in-app mobile payment option.8 The first test of near-
field communication contactless payments recently 
kicked off in 61 stores in Washington's Puget Sound 
area and metropolitan Portland, Ore.9

Future Stage

• Grocers expect permanent change in 
customer behavior 

• Leading grocers including Kroger, Longo’s, 
Amazon and many regional players are 
racing to establish first-mover advantage 
through innovative business models

Covid-19 will prove to be a disruptive and opportunistic 
moment in retail history. The end of shutdowns will 
provide new possibilities. Many retailers are eager to 
reassess their long-term business models and consider 
new investment decisions. 
 
Evolution of in-store footprints

 
7 Mastercard global contactless study, April 2020
8 Supermarket News “Publix deploys contactless payment for extra COVID-19 Safety”, 2020
9 Kroger's QFC chain pilots contactless payment technology, Supermarket News, Aug. 6, 2020
10 Accenture, “Covid-19: Consumers change how they shop, work and live”, 2020
11 Grocery Business “Longo’s Debuts New Meal-based Shopping Concept”, 2019
12 7 Ways the Pandemic Has Changed How We Shop for Food, New York Times, Sept. 8, 2020
13 The Seattle Time “Amazon plans to open more grocery stores across U.S., including ones in Seattle and Redmond”, 2020

Grocery retailers see potential for a permanent 
decrease in consumers' willingness to spend time 
in physical stores as shoppers remain cautious and 
become accustomed to the ease of shopping online.10 
Many retailers have already started to experiment with 
innovative ways to reduce store traffic.

The Canadian grocer, Longo’s, is testing a new meal-
based shopping kiosk in Toronto.11 The new concept 
allows customers to select all ingredients from a recipe 
at one kiosk for convenience—while also limiting time 
spent in-store.

Kroger and Whole Foods have transitioned select 
stores into “dark stores,” which are only open for picking 
up or delivering orders placed online.12 This concept 
is designed to meet growing customer demand for 
alternative shopping methods. Kroger has not yet 
announced whether the change will be temporary or 
permanent.
 
Innovations in omnichannel

Grocers are facing a rare opportunity to shape 
consumers’ future retail habits. Retailers face many 
questions, including if they should develop their digital 
channels and whether they should build their own 
delivery service or outsource to third-party service 
providers. 

With major grocers testing different approaches, 
significant innovations in the omnichannel grocery-
customer experience are beginning to emerge. 
Traditional grocers are looking to digital-first players 
such as Amazon, Instacart and Rosie for insight on how 
to succeed in the digital grocery space.

• Amazon is preparing to open its second 
automated-checkout grocery store in Seattle.13 
The stores are equipped with cameras and  
sensors that enable the company to bill shoppers 
through an app, eliminating the need for a 
checkout line.
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• Instacart is a delivery company that pairs 
customers with personal shoppers who shop 
for and deliver groceries to customers’ homes 
or lets them pick up curbside. The company has 
grown quickly through partnerships with regional 
players who have limited capacity to develop in-
house delivery services.

• Rosie, a New York-based online grocery only 
shopping platform, has experienced significant 
growth since Covid-19. It has recently offered 
new features, including a contactless delivery 
option where the deliverer leaves bagged items 
at the doorstep.14 

Conclusion
Navigating through and beyond a pandemic is difficult, 
given the unprecedented challenges and circumstances. 
Grocery retailers must now look for the most impactful 
tools and solutions to gain insight on current spending 
and consumer data and supplement historic data. 
To sustain the growth grocers have seen during the 
pandemic, Mastercard is helping them find solutions 
that reflect on the survival stage, adapt to the 
emerging stage and innovate for the future.

• To reflect on the survival stage, grocers should 
consider solutions that can provide immediate  

14 The Cornell Daily Sun “Ithaca-Based Online Grocery Shopping Platform Booms Four Months into Pandemic”, 2020

analysis, through real-time data from the rapidly 
changing environment. Specific solutions include 
Mastercard’s Daily Market Trend Index and 
SpendingPulse™, both of which give frequent 
updates based on short-term data analysis.

• Grocers need solutions that can help them 
adapt to emerging trends, through a deeper  

understanding of evolving customers behavior. 
Understanding customer behavior and managing 
expectations is critical in this stage and solutions 
that can help grocers include Mastercard’s Market 
Basket Analyzer, Daily Market Trend Index, 
SpendingPulse™, Mastercard’s Customer Data 
Enhancement tool and ad hoc analyses.

• Finally, to better understand where to invest for 
the future, grocers need solutions that help plan 
and facilitate innovation. Given more availability 
of data and more certainty in the long run, 
grocers should consider Mastercard’s Customer 
Data Enhancement tool, Affinity Analysis and 
Mastercard’s Test and Learn tool to gain a deeper 
understanding of consumer behavior and test 
innovative solutions. 

To learn more about Mastercard's Data & Services 
solutions, visit mastercardservices.com. 

https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/solutions/market-basket-analyzer
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/solutions/market-basket-analyzer
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/solutions/spendingpulse
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/solutions/test-learn
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en

