
Well-Oiled Machines
How insights and analytics can help restaurant and 
retail operations run more smoothly and efficiently
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Open or close? 

Staff up or staff down? 

Open later?  Close earlier?

Restock this or restock that? 

Anyone in the restaurant and retail business knows these questions 
all too well. Covid-19 has upended operations for many industries, 
perhaps more dramatically for restaurants and retailers. Businesses 
have had to adapt to consumers’ evolving preferences and lifestyles, 
from offering curbside pickup and delivery to adjusting store hours 
to accommodate the most vulnerable.

Uncertainty about the global pandemic and the impact to the 
economy persist in 2020 and will likely continue into 2021. 
Adjustments to restaurant and store operations will continue to 
evolve, including the closing and opening of physical locations, 
adjusting store hours based on foot traffic, and staffing levels and 
inventory based on demand.  

These are unchartered waters, and businesses will need to tap into 
data, analytics and testing more than ever for survival. Retailers 
and restaurants will need to adjust in the most cost-effective way. 
Analytic tools that easily give them in-depth answers using their 
data can help restaurants and retailers understand their customers’ 
needs and changing behaviors. Testing new ideas allows brands to 
make quick data-driven decisions for their operations.   

This white paper looks at: 

• how the pandemic has impacted restaurants and retailers 

• the role of analytics and testing in maximizing operations

• four examples of how analytics and testing can impact 
operations

Introduction
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Certainly, Covid-19 has hit restaurants and retailers hard. Between 
March and July, total sales for eating and drinking establishments 
were down more than $131 billion from expected levels, according 
to the National Restaurant Association.1 The shortfall was likely 
even larger when considering the sharp reduction in spending 
at non-restaurant foodservice operations in the lodging, arts/
entertainment/recreation, education, healthcare and retail sectors.   

The National Retail Federation’s retail sales calculation – which 
excludes automobile dealers, gasoline stations and restaurants – 
showed that July was up 1 percent seasonally adjusted from June 
and up 10 percent unadjusted year-over-year.2 

Both retail and restaurants have not contracted as much as they 
previously would have in a pre-digital world. According to Mastercard 
SpendingPulse™ data, US e-commerce sales made up roughly 11 
percent of total retail sales in 2019.3 During April and May, that 
doubled, with e-commerce making up 22 percent of all retail sales. 

Covid-19 didn’t just impact restaurant and retailer sales. Many 
trends that impact operations emerged and some could stick 
around, including the following four that Mastercard is watching 
closely:

1. Shift to digital and curbside — Many restaurants stayed open 
by offering online and mobile ordering with curbside pickup and 
delivery. More Americans have adopted low-contact methods for 
getting their food since the pandemic began, according to a Gallup 
survey.4 Nearly half of US adults (44%) picked up takeout from a 
restaurant in May, up from 26% at the end of March. And 36% used 
curbside pickup from a store, up 19% from March.

2. Shift in hours of operations — At the beginning of the pandemic, 
when people went on lockdown and started working from home, 
daily habits and schedules changed. The drive-thru breakfast on 
the way to work turned into dinner pick-up or delivery for the whole 
family. Some of these habits have continued for people who remain 
working from home. 

Covid-19 Impact 
on Restaurants 
and Retail

Nearly half of US adults picked 
up takeout from a restaurant 
in May, up from 26% at the end 
of March. 36% used curbside 
pickup from a store, up 19% 
from March. 

— Gallup survey

1. Restaurant Sales Continued to Rise in July, but at a 
Much Slower Pace, National Restaurant Association, 
Aug. 14, 2020

2. July increase in retail sales continues to recovery from 
coronavirus pandemic, National Retail Federation, 
Aug. 14, 2020

3. Mastercard Recovery Insights: Shift to Digital,  
June 2020, Mastercard SpendingPulse measures 
retail sales across all payment types, including cash.

4. Use of Low-Contact Commerce Climbs in U.S. During 
Pandemic, Gallup, May 26, 2020
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Grocery stores have also seen heavy foot traffic shift from the 
weekends to early weekday hours. When jurisdictions scaled back 
restrictions in certain areas, restaurants and retailers limited 
evening hours. Now they’re seeing more demand from consumers 
to stay open later and many establishments have reverted to their 
normal operating hours. Companies that are adding back hours are 
evaluating the demand by market to return to their pre-Covid hours 
based on how customers are shopping by market.

3. Shift in staffing levels — Extra staff was always needed for the 
busiest periods of a retailer or restaurant, but those peak hours 
have shifted as consumers’ shopping habits have changed. A retailer 
may need fewer workers now if they’re experiencing less foot traffic. 
Or they may need employees during off-hours for re-stocking and 
sanitization measures. Also, employee roles have changed. In-store 
staff may now be working in curbside pickup and delivery services. 

4. Shift to bulk — To reduce the number of trips to the store, people 
are making larger purchases as they stock up on supplies and make 
large family purchases. Product preferences have also changed, 
creating a dynamic supply chain challenge.
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Like many industries, restaurants and retailers are at a loss for the 
right answers as the economy and consumers continue to evolve. 
A wrong decision could lead to irreversible damage. Analytics and 
testing have always played an essential role for businesses, including: 

• Revealing unknown and specific micro-trends in a business’ 
current datasets. This can help organizations make relevant and 
impactful data-driven decisions about their operations down to 
particular locations.  

• Bias in the data. Many unique factors can impact data outputs, 
including specific geographies and product types. A powerful 
analytics tool can remove that bias to reveal clear answers. 

• Speed. Operational changes may need to happen quickly and at 
the right time. Being able to test new operating procedures in 
market quickly can help drive timely data-driven decisions. 

To dive into these trends deeper, we’ll look at how five different 
businesses used analytics and testing solutions to uncover significant 
trends and make decisions to adjust operations most efficiently.

Analytics at Play



6

Strategy Modification: The Shift from In-Store to 
Online in Retail

When much of the US went into lockdown, many retailers shut 
their doors and froze their sales in the process. Some found 
quick opportunities to shift to digital channels.5 According 
to Mastercard SpendingPulse, more money was spent online 
in the US between April and May than the last 12 Cyber 
Mondays combined. This is significant because Cyber Monday 
is considered the top online shopping day of the year in the US 
and hit a record $9.4 billion in sales in 2019.6

When the shutdowns first occurred, several companies that 
work with Mastercard used testing to navigate this shift, 
including looking at whether offering promotions in a curbside 
pickup environment would resonate with consumers. Some have 
started to test a shift back to in-store. One company tested 
in-store direct mail promotions to bring customers back to its 
brick-and-mortar locations. 

Many North American department store chains had to reduce 
hours and close some of its stores. Not surprisingly, the drop in 
in-store sales was swift. We worked with a large department 
store to shift its focus to online sales and to determine which 
of its customers would make the shift with them. A propensity 
modeling tool allowed the company to identify in-store 
shoppers who looked similar to others who had recently begun 
shopping online. These were customers who were perfect for 
outreach and direct engagement. 

The company was also able to overlay overall spend levels 
by customer from the same period last year. This approach 
revealed that 12 percent of potential customers represent over 
60 percent of sales that could be switched to e-commerce with 
a personalized offer.

5.  Mastercard Recovery Insights: Shift to Digital, June 
2020

6.  Cyber Monday online sales hit record $9.4 billion, 
boosted by late-night spending spree, Adobe says, 
CNBC, Dec. 3, 2019

CASE STUDY
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Hours of Opening: When to Stay Open or to Close  
in Grocery

Once restrictions eased in several parts of the world, retailers 
and restaurants had to set new hours of operation. Several 
factors impacted the decision, including having the staff, many 
of whom may have found other employment or didn’t feel 
comfortable returning to work, as well as shopper preferences 
and local regulations on how many people could be inside a 
public building. Even the permanent closure of other nearby 
retailers impacted store hours for some businesses. 

A leading grocery retailer saw a significant shift in spend across 
hours as Covid-19 spread, especially in smaller stores, leading to 
overcrowding – a big turnoff in a time of social distancing. The 
grocer was contemplating adjustments to its hours of operation 
and potentially closing the small stores to focus on the large 
stores. 

The company looked at benchmarking analytics and determined 
that the increase in spend was almost entirely during the hours 
of 9 a.m. to 11 a.m., while evening hours saw a significant 
decrease in spend. The grocer adjusted its hours by opening 
earlier for its elderly shoppers and closed earlier to give staff 
more time to re-stock. The company was also able to maximize 
in-store social distancing for at-risk customers while minimizing 
sales disruption. 

In response to its concern about whether to close its smaller 
stores, the analysis revealed that the small stores were, in fact, 
important to their customers, and it helped determine how to 
keep the small stores open. Given the importance of staying 
local, sales ended up increasing in these locations.

CASE STUDY
More money was spent online in 
the US between April and May 
than the last 12 Cyber Monday’s 
combined.

— Mastercard Recovery Insights: 
Shift to Digital
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Hours of Opening: When to Stay Open or to Close  
in Retail

For non-discretionary retailers, it has become difficult to 
determine the right opening hours.  Retailers need to navigate 
health and safety guidelines, staffing constraints and changing 
customer preferences.

When Covid-19 forced a large discretionary retail chain 
to reduce its hours of operation, the company wanted to 
understand if they had selected the right hours of the day to 
stay open. Total open hours for a given day needed to remain 
the same to adhere to Covid-19 safety guidelines. Some 
customers preferred to shop early in the morning, but the 
retailer worried about losing sales later in the day. 

Through detailed sales analysis by hour and by store, the 
company identified certain days of the week to experiment 
opening and closing later. Other days of the week would 
continue opening earlier to provide that option to customers. 

The test revealed this strategy was highly effective, and through 
subsequent experimentation, the retailer further adjusted its 
hours. The shift in hours drove a 5% lift in sales and $30 million 
in profits annually.

CASE STUDY
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Merchandising: Getting a Handle on Inventory in 
Grocery

As people’s routines around the world changed with lockdowns, 
so did foot traffic in certain stores. More consumers are 
shopping local rather than making a stop on their way home 
from work or picking up groceries near their workplace.7 This 
shift has caused supply chain disruptions for many retailers, and 
some have turned to testing to optimize their SKU assortments 
in stores. 

A leading European grocer saw a significant shift in spend to 
small store formats as Covid lockdowns drove local shopping, 
leading to substantial stockouts. 

The company identified specific categories where inventory 
could be shifted from large stores to small stores without 
missing any sales in large stores. The shift resulted in a sales 
increase of more than US$250,000 per week.

Promotions: Adjusting Orders in Restaurants  

There’s no question that Covid is creating significant shifts in 
consumer preferences. One big question for restaurants and 
retailers was understanding what customers wanted given the 
scope of the global pandemic, the impact on people’s finances 
and the changes in what they buy and how. Restaurants have 
been testing slight variations to menu items and strategies 
around the trend of consumers buying bigger meals less 
frequently. 

One restaurant group analyzed its check sizes and discovered 
that the actual check sizes had increased 10 percent year-over-
year. The stock-up mentality seen in grocery was now emerging 
in to-go dining in quick-service restaurants and off-premise 
restaurant ordering. 

The restaurant group developed multiple new “large/family 
meal deals” and other promotional bundles by strategically 
selecting unit and dollar spend thresholds. The best entrees 
and sides were paired together based on order affinity and to 
preserve margin.

CASE STUDY

7.  Mastercard Recovery Insights: Shift to Digital, 
June 2020
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No one knows when daily life will return to normal and no one knows 
when the global economy will recover.

Undoubtedly, restaurants and retailers will need to continue to adjust 
to keep their businesses thriving. Lingering questions will persist, 
such as if the number of cases rises again, how will the business be 
impacted? As things ease back into normalcy, how will each business’ 
new normal look? Having relevant and timely analytics and testing 
tools will be essential. 

STRATEGY BRIEF

©2020 Mastercard. Mastercard is a registered trademark, and the circles design is a trademark, of Mastercard International Incorporated.
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More Resources

2020 Retail Trends - Covid-19 Update 
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/whats-trending-retail-2020

The Impact of Covid-19 on North American Grocery Retailers 
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/impact-covid-19-north-american-
grocery-retailers

A Small Business Triangle: Instant, Open, Intelligent 
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/small-business-triangle-instant-open-
intelligent

Sailing Against the Wind: How Businesses in Asia are Navigating Covid-19 
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/sailing-against-wind-how-businesses-
asia-are-navigating-covid-19

To learn more about how SessionM, a Mastercard Company is 
helping restaurants and retailers navigate today’s uncertainties, 
visit www.sessionm.com, or email marketing@sessionm.com for 
more information.

https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/whats-trending-retail-2020
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/impact-covid-19-north-american-grocery-retailers
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/impact-covid-19-north-american-grocery-retailers
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/small-business-triangle-instant-open-intelligent
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/small-business-triangle-instant-open-intelligent
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/sailing-against-wind-how-businesses-asia-are-navigating-covid-19
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/expert-insights/sailing-against-wind-how-businesses-asia-are-navigating-covid-19
http://www.sessionm.com
mailto:marketing@sessionm.com



