CONSUMER SHOPPING BEHAVIOR:
FOREVER CHANGED
Pre-COVID times matter less now. Grocers and online food
sellers must navigate landscape shifts to satisfy consumers
resetting relationships with food, families and life. Bigger
roles await retail dietitians that learn the trends inside.
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Consumer Shopping Behavior: Forever Changed
Just as 9-11 forever changed airline travel, the coronavirus pandemic will
have long-lasting impacts on how consumers procure and consume food.
Data suggests three significant changes in consumer behavior coming out
of the pandemic are eating at home, online grocery shopping, and staying
healthy and well, and no one within the retail setting is more equipped to
lead at the intersection of these shopper trends than dietitians. This
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Here, the Retail Dietitians Business Alliance and our valued sponsors are
bringing you fresh insights and activation ideas so you can effectively meet
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Wishing you ongoing success in your business!
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Relationships Reset with Food, Families and Life
Overall, as COVID Risks Pressure U.S. Households
New eating and food-buying patterns arose from COVID-led disruptions in 2020.
Nimble responses to these dynamic changes will help supermarkets gain trust,
meet primary food shoppers’ needs, and quell their anxieties – all the better to
beat back formidable online competition.
The new grocery landscape largely results from:
• Soaring rates of pandemic-era home cooking and snacking, as people eat at
home much more.
• 51% are cooking and baking more often than before the crisis
• 45% are cooking the same amount; just 4% are cooking less often
• 40% say they are eating more comfort and indulgent foods
• 40% of customers say they’ve bought more packaged foods than they
usually do
• 46% of customers say they are snacking more throughout the day.
◦ Source: 84.51°, Kroger’s data science and analytics arm, announced in Kroger’s May
21, 2020 press release, “Kroger Health offers free telenutrition service to promote
healthy, affordable eating”
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• Employed parents nationwide try to balance working and helping to school their kids at home.
This will continue as more major employers tell staff to work remotely into 2021, and 10 of the 15
largest school districts in the United States will teach online only in the fall semester.
◦ Sources: “Office workers are increasingly being told to wait until January before they return,” Boston
Globe, July 30, 2020 and “What the 15 biggest US school districts are planning for reopening,” CNN,
July 30, 2020.

• Youth, high school and college sports seasons largely won’t restart until 2021 meaning no afterschool activities, less socialization, fewer opportunities to release emotions and energy, and
more family meals together at home.
• Persistent unemployment: 50 million+ and counting.
• A nosedive in dining out, as restaurants were forced to lockdown. Only 42% of consumers told
Toluna and Harris Interactive in July 2020 that they’d eat out because of concerns about COVID.
• Baby-making has plummeted too. Fewer childbirths will negatively impact the food world and
the economy in 2021 and beyond, said the Brookings Institution, which forecast 300,000 to
500,000 fewer children born in the U.S. next year. Also, 34% of women want to delay
pregnancy or have fewer children because of the pandemic vs. 17% who feel the opposite, a
Guttmacher Institute survey showed.
◦ Source: Americans Aren’t Making Babies, and That’s Bad for the Economy, Bloomberg Businessweek,
July 29, 2020.
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• Pervasive consumer fears of catching
COVID add anxiety even to supermarket
visits, which aren’t routine anymore.
Just 47% of shoppers go to grocery
stores once or more a week, down from
67% pre-COVID, although 37% spend
more on each trip, reported Acosta.
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• 50% of shoppers spend more on groceries
now: within this group, 59% say it’s
because they eat at home, 52% cite higher
prices, and 50% say they stock up more,
Acosta added. It describes the Acosta
graphics to the left.
◦ Source: Grocery Shopping During the COVID19 Pandemic, Acosta, research of its
proprietary shopper community conducted
June 26-July 1, 2020
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Nielsen Projects What’s Ahead Amid COVID
For America to advance to Life in Rebound (with relaxed precautions) from Life in Reboot (with severe income
stress and government intervention) and Life in Reinvent (with the tightest restrictions as virus hotspots pop
up and people survive on basics), COVID will need to be tamed.
Until then, households, consumer confidence, and the economy can’t move ahead significantly.

Shoppers, meanwhile, adjust their budgets, baskets, values and brand relationships.
Consumption is in flux. As a result:
• 32% seek cheaper groceries to save money, as 14% cite increasing food prices as one of their biggest
concerns.
◦ Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey conducted in collaboration with Nielsen Q4 2019–
Global Total.

• Equal amounts of Americans (39.2%) say they shop less or the same amount in supermarkets as pre-COVID.
◦ Source: Nielsen Global Survey “Understanding the Impact of COVID-19 on Consumer Behavior” conducted March 2020.

• 29.9% say they shop more online now.
◦ Source: Nielsen Global Survey “Understanding the Impact of COVID-19 on Consumer Behavior” conducted March 2020.

• People increasingly seek local food sources and direct-to-consumer purchasing options.
• And they adopt newer technologies such as 5G phones and drone delivery to assess and purchase products.
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Consumers willingly embrace newer technologies to shop online:
• 93% would switch to 5G phones
• 68% would accept drone delivery
• 67% would shop via Alternate Reality/Virtual Reality (AR/VR)
• 60% would use AR/VR to assess products
◦ Source: Nielsen Survey on Coronavirus (Feb.24-Feb.29, 2020)

In the ‘New Normal’ (which has already begun)
• Consumers will constrain choices irrespective of income. They’ll reward stores and brands
that understand and empathize with their predicament and offer feasible options.
• People will re-prioritize around simple pleasures like home cooking, family time, and hobbies
rather than on-the-go pursuits.
• They’ll be sensitive to the common good and community needs, and recognize stores that
help fulfill them.
◦ Based on Life Beyond COVID-19: Rebound, Reboot or Reinvent, Nielsen 2020
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Retail Dietitians Are the Faces of Supermarkets for an Anxious America
“[With more online shopping] Retail dietitians are pumping out omnichannel guidance with website updates and
digital messaging for better health – virtual cooking classes, telehealth sessions, media interviews from their own
home kitchens, Instagram videos and YouTube lessons, many geared towards engaging kids. They are in the
community assisting with food donations and feeding assistance programs. They…ensure labels are accurate and
recipes are up to date [and] are ready resources for COVID-19 issues, helping to ensure recommendations are
grounded in science.”
- Krystal Register, MS, RDN, LDN, Director, Health and Well-Being, FMI, (formerly of Wegmans)
From her July 20, 2020 FMI blog, The Role of the Retail Dietitian Before, During and After the Pandemic

Retail RDs Can Help Shoppers Manage Recipe Fatigue
With most family members home for all meals of the day, consumers are experiencing recipe fatigue
and seek new inspiration for healthy meals and snacks. Retail RDs can fill this gap with the following
ideas:
• On a consistent day each week, offer a “Stump the Dietitian” social media segment where
shoppers pick an item in their fridge or pantry which they can’t figure out how to use. You respond
with meal or snack recipe ideas using the item.
• Work with analytics teams to understand the highest selling proteins at your stores. Offer
Pinterest boards featuring new recipe ideas using top selling proteins. Promote these boards in ecommerce and social.
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• Host a COVID Cookbook Contest. Shoppers can post recipes, which then are voted on by social
media followers. The highest votes get them a spot in your virtual cookbook. Waive delivery
charges for six months as a prize.

Meeting the Need for Budget-Conscious Options
Take a beat from Guy’s Grocery Games and start a segment where you showcase
recipes where each ingredient is under a specific dollar amount (such as $4). Or
run a contest where you set a max dollar amount for a dinner for 4, and shoppers
post pictures of their meal. Offer winners a gift card as a prize.
Owned brand products are often a more economical choice and have a higher
profit margin for your retailer. Do an Instagram takeover of your retailer’s site
where you make all meals for a day using only owned brand products.

Studies Prove Telehealth’s Effectiveness
Consumers aren’t just eating at home more but they’re also managing their health at home. Early
research is showing that telehealth keeps patients compliant with care regimens to improve health
outcomes. Preliminary findings include:
• When compared to a traditional group weight loss program, those engaged in a telehealth program
lost similar amounts of weight over six months.
• A meta-analysis found telephone-delivered nutrition counseling is effective in improving eating
patterns of individuals with chronic conditions. Half of telephone programs in published literature are
with individuals with diabetes, heart disease, cancer, chronic kidney disease and osteoarthritis.
• A web-based study in seven European countries found that diet quality, as assessed by the Healthy
Eating Index 2010, improved across the 3-month trial and was maintained for an additional 6 months.
◦ Sources: Using Telehealth to Increase Participation in Weight Maintenance Programs, Obesity, September 6, 2012.
Dietitians Australia Position Statement on Telehealth, Nutrition & Dietetics, June 28, 2020.
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Telehealth takes many forms at retail
Kroger Health launched a telenutrition service that’s free as
long as the pandemic lasts to help customers navigate the
new normal. Part of its Food as Medicine platform, it offers:
• Unlimited free virtual consultations with a registered
dietitian via video chat, using the code COVID
• Personalized support and plans for individuals and families
• Management of food-related health issues

ShopRite partnered with the Hero messaging app last
December to launch its Registered Dietitian Virtual Chat
program to provide “all customers with nutritional advice
from licensed health professionals, at no charge, when and
where they need it most,” said Natalie Menza-Crowe, RD, MS,
ShopRite’s director of health and wellness. Chats can occur
Monday-Friday 9-5.

Texas has the most uninsured adults and the third-most
uninsured children in the U.S. (Wallethub study). So when
H-E-B launched telemedicine with the partner MDBox app in
the summer of 2019, it was a welcome affordable solution.
Walk-ins can have a video-chat doctor visit at the pharmacy
counter within 30 minutes for less than $50.
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In addition to individual consults, consider
other uses of telehealth sessions.
• As shoppers struggle to manage their health at home, start support
groups based on key health topics (heart health, diabetes, weight loss).
Success stories and tips from others can help consumers stay positive and
focused. Having a group of others with similar struggles to build trust with
can increase customer loyalty to you and your retailer.
• While in-store tours may not be an option, RDs can conduct virtual shopa-longs by topic. Consider best new products that have appeared on shelf
in the past month and ways to make healthy meals out of convenience
items. Work with merchants to understand products that are in low supply
as well as those to push because you have a surplus available.

Retail dietitians should feel confident in telehealth’s productivity as
they work remotely to keep customers on positive health tracks.
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Retail Dietitians Can Give E-Commerce a
Health & Wellness Edge
“With COVID-19 and the move to online, the nature of the relationship between
brands and their customers has changed, bringing the need for commercial
cadence – a rhythm of positive transactions and interactions - to the forefront.”
- Julio Hernandez, U.S. Customer Advisory Practice lead at KPMG LLP

While Amazon tripled its food sales in recent months due to COVID, retailers also
made strides, especially with click-and-collect: Albertson’s doubled its rollout
pace to push Drive Up & Go e-commerce service to 1,400 stores by year-end.
And Walmart aligned with the Shopify platform to accommodate smaller sellers.
Retailers add valuable personalized facets to e-commerce initiatives when they
empower dietitians to create virtual programs that leverage their expertise, and
make their marquee brands more coveted than impersonal online sellers.
Retail dietitians command a rare pivotal position to elevate e-commerce growth
and customer loyalty through nutritional guidance.

Households with elderly,

vulnerable and ill members during the pandemic should be especially receptive.
Building health & wellness into BOPIS (Buy Online, Pickup In Store) evokes
empathy and caring qualities that the retailer has consumers’ backs when they
need it most.
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The More Severe the Pandemic, the More Shoppers
Will Buy Groceries Online
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Online Grocery Shoppers: Whether the Coronavirus Outbreak Had Impacted Their Online
Grocery Shopping Habits (% of Respondents)

As appeared in “Online grocery sales to grow 40% in 2020,” Supermarket News, May 11, 2020

According to IRI, 35% of consumers said they’re very likely to continue purchasing online after restrictions have
been lifted, while 49% said they were somewhat likely to.
◦ Source: Mike Eardley, president and CEO of the International Dairy Deli Bakery Association, in his opinion column, “Online
grocery shopping could continue post-pandemic, but so could the challenges,” in Wnsight Grocery Business, June 15, 2020

Larger, higher-income households likelier to buy groceries online:
Looking at household income and size, we found that weekly store shopping remains the norm, but that the
percentage of those who never shop online drops from 48 percent to 43 percent among households earning over
$100,000 per year, and drops to 33 percent for households comprising three or more people.
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◦ Source: “How to win in online grocery,” white paper by Timothy M. Laseter, Professor of Practice, Darden Business School at
the University of Virginia, April 2020

As e-commerce usage rises, retail dietitians
are being tapped to create a healthy living
virtual experience.
• Follow the lead from the Coborn’s RDs who are driving banner ads in ecommerce focused on BFY, dietitian-approved options, tying in vendor
partners.
• Create a video or record a short webinar on how to find foods on your ecommerce site that meet special dietary needs.
• Create shopping lists of pantry staples by health condition. Promote these
in social media and on your retailer’s website, linking to e-commerce.
• Shoppers love “unboxings.” Capitalize on this trend by offering RDCurated boxes of your favorite healthy options in e-commerce platforms.
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Silver Linings:
5 Ways the Pandemic is Improving Consumption Habits With Potential
Long-term Benefits
1. Eating together as a family helps kids have better self-esteem, more success in
school, and lower risk of depression and substance-use disorders.
2. Kids that learn to cook eat healthier as adults. If they learn by ages 18-23, they eat
more vegetables, less fast food, and more family meals a decade later.
3. People eating more plant-based proteins such as dry beans and lentils, tofu, and
homemade veggie burgers are discovering through recipes they can be delicious.
4. People are eating more local foods in response to supply chain issues early in the
pandemic.
5. Changing mindsets about wellness now include self-compassion. Eating is one of
the basic ways we care for ourselves. And disruptions in food and activity routines
have people thinking about how they redefine wellness.
People have come home to roost around food in these unprecedented times,
discovering new habits and insights about just what it means to truly nourish
themselves, according to Stephanie Vangsness Meyers, MS, RDN, a Boston University
nutrition instructor.
◦ Source: Stephanie Vangsness Meyers, MS, RDN, nutrition instructor at Boston University
on The Conversation US, a non-profit global network of newsrooms staffed by academics,
as video-reported by SupermarketGuru Phil Lempert on Winsight Grocery Business, July
21, 2020
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Americans Defy COVID Determined to Stay Healthy and Well
COVID stress has 75% of Americans feeling each day is the same, with 46% wearing only sweatpants
or yoga pants during quarantine (not regular pants), a 2,000-person Nutrisystem survey conducted
by OnePoll found.
Dietary disciplines went off the rails for 76% of surveyed adults in isolation, who say they gained up
to 16 pounds and have set a new goal: a post-quarantine body. Some 64% say they want to eat
healthier and 63% aim to get in shape, the Nutrisystem research found.
◦ Source: “Americans have gained up to 16 pounds while quarantining,” SWNS digital hub, July 6, 2020

Yet no one knows when COVID quarantines will end.
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The International Food Information Council’s 2020 Food & Health Survey findings echo RDs’
COVID-era duty: build trust and help stressed households achieve their wellness goals.
• 54% of all consumers, and 63% of those 50+, care more about the healthfulness of their food and beverage
choices in 2020 than did in 2010; healthfulness is the biggest mover, more so than taste and price.
• Active dieting has grown this year – to 43% of Americans, up from 38% in 2019 and 36% in 2018.
• 18% of Americans use an app or health monitoring device to track their physical activity, food consumption or
overall health; 45% of users say it helps greatly; 66% say it led to healthy changes they otherwise wouldn’t
have made.
• 26% of U.S. consumers snack multiple times a day, and another third snack at least once daily;
38% say they replace meals with snacks (usually lunch) at least occasionally.
• 28% of Americans eat more proteins from plant sources
vs. 2019, 24% eat more plant-based dairy, and 17%
eat more plant-based meat alternatives.
• 74% of Americans try to limit sugar intake
in 2020, down from 80% in 2019.
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◦ Source: 2020 Food & Health Survey, International Food Information Council
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Immune Function is a Top 5 Benefit Sought by the 25% of
Consumers Seeking Health Benefits from Foods
Immune function ties with muscle health/strength as the #5 benefit health-motivated eaters
seek from food, IFIC data from a survey of 1,011 U.S. adults fielded April 8-16, 2020 show. They
account for one-fourth of all eaters. These health seekers cite immune function 40% of the time,
a rate that trails only weight management (62%), energy (57%), and digestive (46%) and heart
health (44%) as a food-centered objective.
Life under the cloud of COVID-19 has intensified the search for immunity-strengthening foods
and supplements. A GlobalData survey in June 2020 found that 80% of global consumers are
understandably concerned about COVID-19, and 23% admit they’ve stockpiled more vitamins
and supplements recently.
◦ Source: “GlobalData: Uncertainty during COVID-19 increases demand for immunity-boosting
products,” News-Medical.net, June 26, 2020

“Choosing an immunity-improving supplement may provide consumers
with some sense of control and comfort in times of uncertainty. Certain
vitamins and minerals are being mentioned as possibly useful in possibly
preventing the COVID-19 infection. Not enough research has been
conducted yet…the public may start to consciously seek certain supplement
blends that feature the in-demand ingredients.”
- Nina Nowak, Senior Researcher, GlobalData
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Once Immunity-Boosting Claims for Supplements Rise,
Confused and Anxious Consumers Will Query RDs Plenty
Four out of 10 Millennial global consumers already say health claims on brands confuse them, according
to the GlobalData research cited in the News-Medical.net article. Imagine the flood of questions when
blends including proven immunity enhancers like Vitamins A, C, D, E and zinc appear on shelves.
While traditional tips for proper sleep, nutrition, moderate exercise and less stress remain perennial, RDs
should prepare for a likely surge of consumers seeking supplements advice.
“There are no COVID medications or immunity-boosting supplements that can cure or prevent
coronavirus,” cautioned the University of Maryland Medical System in a recent blog.
That said, Chris D’Adamo, PhD, director of the Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of
Maryland School of Medicine, quoted in the blog, said these supplements in moderation would support
immune function:
• Vitamin C

• Zinc

• Garlic

• Vitamin D

• Selenium

• Probiotics

• Vitamin A

• Raw honey

He said enough research has been done on these too to recommend:
• Beta-glucans

• Sulforaphane

• Mushrooms

• Elderberry

• Berberine
◦ Source: “Boost the Immune System,” the University of Maryland Medical System blog, 2020.
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As a trusted source of nutrition information as well as health
professionals trained to base recommendations on evidence-based
science, dietitians are well positioned to guide retail shoppers on food
and supplement options that support immune health. Some options
include:
• Myth busting social posts that dispel common myths about foods and nutrients that
support immune health while providing alternative solutions supported by evidence.
• In-store signage campaigns and e-commerce banner ads promoting foods that are
good sources of antioxidant nutrients and encourage shoppers to fill their baskets –
real or virtual – with plenty of fruits and vegetables.
• BUY-GET offers that promote food sources of key nutrients and supplements that
provide nutrients not found in food.
• Facebook Live, podcast and webcast interviews with immune
specialists in your area who can address all lifestyle
factors that promote immune health.
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Fastest Growing Food Categories in the Pandemic: Nielsen Top 23
Food category

$ sales, 20 weeks ended
July 18, 2020 vs. year ago

% growth, 20 weeks ended
July 18, 2020 vs. year ago

1. Oat Milk

$101,001,991

246.0%

2. Yeast

$61,917,837

190.6%

3. Meat Alternatives

$99,048,830

147.1%

4. Baking Powder

$31,540,226

94.7%

5. Crab

$685,060,693

81.7%

6. Cookie Mix

$55,474,528

79.8%

7. Powdered Milk

$52,070,951

79.0%

8. Dried Beans

$268,705,279

78.3%

9. Dumplings

$39,031,761

76.2%

10. Baking Chips

$369,896,546

74.1%

11. Flour and Meal

$574,909,768

72.3%

12. Lobsters

$190,133,492

71.9%

13. Bread Mix

$64,498,163

69.4%

14. Baking Cocao

$48,089,968

67.0%

15. Tomato Paste

$80,431,618

64.9%

16. Pizza Sauce

$68,457,052

64.9%

17. Stock

$94,050,981

64.8%

18. Kidney Beans

$92,572,075

64.7%

19. All Purpose Baking Mix

$62,946,723

64.4%

20. Garlic

$166,618,441

62.5%

21. Muffin Mix

$108,301,922

62.2%

22. Pizza Crusts

$87,979,080

60.7%

23. Chickpea / Garbanzos

$59,882,904

59.8%

◦ Source: Nielsen, Total U.S., all outlets combined
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Top Food Categories in Pandemic Dollar Sales: Nielsen Top 11
Food category

$ sales, 20 weeks ended
July 18, 2020 vs. year ago

1. Fresh Beef

$14,541,964,358

36.6%

2. Fresh Chicken

$6,588,846,040

27.7%

3. Cow Milk

$4,481,151,865

11.7%

4. Dog Food

$4,382,833,913

3.8%

5. Chocolate Candy

$4,282,312,344

6.3%

6. Ready-to-Eat Cereal

$3,812,050,353

18.7%

7. Fully Cooked Chicken

$3,545,686,830

8.7%

8. Fresh Pork

$3,520,923,658

33.5%

9. Sandwich Bread

$3,258,301,777

17.5%

10. Ice Cream

$3,139,408,138

22.0%

11. Cookies

$3,020,819,398

13.8%

◦ Source: Nielsen, Total U.S., all outlets combined
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% growth, 20 weeks ended
July 18, 2020 vs. year ago

Will Fast Growers and Hot Sellers Endure?
Nielsen statistics on the previous slides reflect baking is a COVID-era sensation, oat milk and
meat alternatives have set a hot growth pace, and center-store bean growth is jumping high.
Because of why these numbers rang up, we’re more confident in some trends continuing long-term than others.

BAKING: Baking ideas are all over social media, and

OAT MILK: Remember food hoarding at the start of the

research studies confirm home baking is on the rise.

pandemic and news footage of farmers dumping

It’s a great activity to involve and entertain kids, too.

massive volumes of cow milk? Cow milk shortages at

With many schools closed for the fall semester and

store level likely contributed to the 246% sales rise in

Halloween and the holidays coming up, timing is

oat milk. And if brands have high sugar content like

perfect

some almond and soy milks, momentum may be lost.

for

retail

RDs

to

promote

healthy

substitutions for baking and science-based cooking
experiments for kids of all ages.

BEANS and PEAS:

These center-store protein

MEAT ALTERNATIVES: By a 28% to 9% margin, people

stalwarts posted stellar growth in COVID so far, but

on a diet say they eat plant-based meat alternatives –

part of the reason was shoppers stocking up on so

and 58% of consumers age 18-34 and 57% with kids

many other desired meal items and leaving these for

under 18 tried a diet in 2020, reported IFIC.

others to pick up, which they did. People may learn

safety concerns also tilt in favor of meat alternatives.

to love these more as they continue to cook and gain

By a 41% to 18% margin, people on a diet are also far

confidence in the kitchen. Savvy retail RDs will feature

likelier than those who aren’t to indicate they eat more

stews and soups for autumn and winter, which are

protein from plant sources. 37% of consumers overall

nutrient-dense and satisfying, and use these items

aged 18-34, and 24% of older consumers, say they eat

pushed to the back of consumers’ pantries.

more protein from plant sources.

Food
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