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Over the past few years, the retail and consumer packaged goods industries have 
undergone a radical transformation. It wasn’t breakthrough technologies or innovative 
business practices disrupting the space, though many technologies in their infancy pre-
pandemic became catalysts for broader change. Rather, it’s shoppers who have shifted 
their behavior, and in the process revolutionized the way retailers, grocers and CPG 
manufacturers operate.

The great shopper shift was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, even if it 
wasn’t born from it. Online grocery shopping – a niche trend before 2020 – exploded, 
introducing millions of consumers to the convenience of home delivery and click-and-
collect or curbside pickup. Shoppers became immediately aware that they had viable 
alternatives to the traditional weekly trip to the grocery store. And as initial fears and 
restrictions subsided, they felt free to toggle between in-store and online shopping 
channels as their needs and desires demanded.

Purchasing patterns changed, some driven by necessity, some as a natural function of 
using new fulfillment methods. The way retailers, grocers and CPG brands interact with 
their customers also changed, as expanded omnichannel shopping experiences gave 
rise to more digital touchpoints, different assortment strategies and new marketing 
tactics. 

Amid all of the upheaval, grocers, retailers and CPG manufacturers have 
had to reassess how they measure performance. 

And the only reliable source of truth is the shoppers themselves.

The traditional tools and data they used to track sales and understand shopper behavior 
– and understand their own position in the market relative to competitors – were 

suddenly insufficient. There’s a simple reason for that: those tools and data sets weren’t 
designed for the omnishopper.

However, the rise of omnishoppers is here to stay and there’s no going back to 
business as usual. Ditto for the retailers and brands that depend on them. Grocers and 
manufacturers need new metrics and new data that can capture the retail reality of the 
post-pandemic environment. They need a new source of omnichannel truth. 

With accurate omnichannel insights based on shopper activity data and backed by 
point-of-sale reporting, retailers and CPG brands can uncover blind spots and more 
confidently make strategic decisions. They can improve their product development and 
go-to-market processes and optimize their merchandising and promotional tactics. 
Most importantly, they can understand how shoppers are buying, where they’re making 
their purchases and with whom, and what’s driving their behavior.
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There wasn’t always an urgent need for omnichannel insights. Pre-pandemic, the grocery omnishopper 
was still a relatively rare phenomenon. Unlike other retail sectors, grocery stores were largely undisrupted 
by e-commerce, despite some incursions (the Amazon-Whole Foods acquisition; the rise of Instacart 
and other grocery delivery apps). But as late as December 2019, 81% of consumers had never bought 
groceries online before. Grocery sales in the U.S. were fairly consistent, reaching $653 billion in 2019 and 
growing an average of 1.31% per year between 2010 and 2019, adjusted for inflation. 

The way we were

81%

of consumers had never bought groceries online before.

June 2019 June 2020

16.1M

45.6M

December 2019: Online grocery customers increased

Among consumers, the dominant trends pre-pandemic were more eating out and ordering out for food, 
less cooking at home and minimal adoption of online grocery shopping. Gallup reported in August of 2019 
that “Americans are sticking with the traditional ways of getting food — shopping for groceries in person at 
a grocery store, eating meals at restaurants, and ordering food for take-out or delivery,” with 7 of 10 adults 
purchasing food in these ways at least once a month. Only 16.1 million US consumers ordered groceries 
online in June 2019. That number would more than triple in the coming months.
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-markets-prices/retailing-wholesaling/retail-trends/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-markets-prices/retailing-wholesaling/retail-trends/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-markets-prices/retailing-wholesaling/retail-trends/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/264857/online-grocery-shopping-rare.aspx
https://www.supermarketnews.com/retail-financial/us-online-grocery-sales-growth-tails-june
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No retail experience changed quite so dramatically during the pandemic as the grocery retail experience. If the 
neighborhood supermarket wasn’t closed due to local COVID restrictions, then it was under a strict limit as to 
how many customers could be inside at once. Social distancing requirements created lines and delays, or at 
the very least disrupted in-store browsing patterns. Supply chain issues impacted item availability, resulting in 
surging out-of-stocks and altering buying habits further. 

Outside of the grocery store, the pandemic completely reversed the consumer trends that had been in place 
for years. Instead of eating and ordering out, locked-down consumers began preparing more meals at home. 
Either barred from making the weekly grocery trip or deliberately avoiding the new hassles of going to the store, 
Americans tried online grocery shopping. Boy, did they try it. 

At the height of the pandemic in the US, 79% of all grocery shoppers had made at least one online grocery 
purchase. As a result, online grocery sales skyrocketed, topping $7.2 billion in June 2020. The average 
American household spent $455 on groceries in July 2020. From June 2019 to June 2020, those 16.1 million 
online grocery customers increased to 45.6 million. For all of 2020, online grocery sales grew to $95.82 
billion, representing 7.4% of all grocery sales and a 12% share of total US e-commerce sales.

The 2020 turning point: COVID-19

12%

Grocery sales in the U.S. were fairly consistent, 
reaching 

For all of 2020, online grocery sales grew to The average American household spent

 

$455
on groceries in July 2020

$95.82 billion$653 billion

in June 2020.

Online grocery sales skyrocketed, topping

$7.2 billion
of all grocery sales

representing

7.4%
share of total US 
e-commerce sales

https://www.supermarketnews.com/online-retail/nearly-80-us-consumers-shopped-online-groceries-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.supermarketnews.com/retail-financial/us-online-grocery-sales-growth-tails-june
https://www.forbes.com/sites/blakemorgan/2020/12/14/3-lasting-changes-to-grocery-shopping-after-covid-19/?sh=21c1768f54e7
https://www.supermarketnews.com/retail-financial/us-online-grocery-sales-growth-tails-june
https://www.emarketer.com/content/2021-online-grocery-sales-will-surpass-100-billion
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While most of the United States spent the summer ramping down pandemic restrictions, only to ramp back 
up in the wake of mounting cases of the COVID Delta variant, it’s unlikely shoppers – or grocery retailers 
and CPG manufacturers for that matter – will ever let go of the benefits of the new normal.

Consumer packaged goods will be bought in stores more often as restrictions ease, vaccinations increase 
and consumers become less urgently concerned with safety. But the convenience of delivery and click-
and-collect as channels for buying grocery products will not be lost on consumers. Indeed, the very 
flexibility of omnichannel shopping will be what consumers retain once relative normalcy returns.

Grocers and mass retailers increased their curbside pickup capabilities through 2020 and are clearly in 
no rush to dismantle them as demand is poised to continue to justify supporting this fulfillment channel. 
Three quarters of the top 50 store-based retailers in the US offer curbside pickup, according to Coresight 
Research. The Kroger Co. now offers pickup at more than 2,000 stores and Albertsons offers the service 
at more than half of its locations. Target saw curbside sales increase by 734% in Q2 of 2020 alone. 

On the CPG side, manufacturers decreased the number of items available to consumers and haven’t 
yet resumed introducing new products on a wide scale. Frito-Lay reduced 21% of its SKUs to ensure 
availability of its most in-demand products, and globally the number of packaged food products available 
to purchase online fell 21% between January and May 2020. 

Online grocery shopping can mean fewer impulse buys, but investments in loyalty programs and 
e-commerce platforms allow retailers to make recommendations. The migration of grocery shopping to 
the digital space also makes it easier for both CPG brand managers as well as retailers to track consumers’ 
behavior and influence purchases. Amazon and Netflix-style targeted marketing is within reach for large 
grocery chains now. For grocers and CPG brands, the pandemic ushered in a truly omnichannel world.

The ongoing impact
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https://coresight.com/research/playbook-evolving-the-last-mile-in-the-us/
https://coresight.com/research/playbook-evolving-the-last-mile-in-the-us/
https://www.grocerydive.com/news/grocery-pickup-is-here-to-stay-heres-how-its-evolving/587702/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/road-to-recovery/2020/09/01/grocery-shopping-coronavirus-impact/
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Shopper behavior. Yes, the external catalysts to that change were exceptional. But the change itself was made 
on the part of the shopper. And that underscores a simple truth about the grocery business: 

The one universal constant across online, brick and mortar, and everything in between when it comes to 
grocery shopping is the shopper. That is an inescapable, axiomatic truth, like the sun rising in the east. 

To succeed in an omnichannel world, CPG manufacturers and retailers need a true omni view. And the shopper 
must be the source of the data that comprises that view. The good news is, more data is available to retailers 
and manufacturers about their shoppers than ever before. But to take advantage of it, they need to know where 
to look, and how to make sense of it all. 

For both retailers and CPG manufacturers, tracking sales across channels and understanding the consumer 
behavior that drove those sales can be challenging in the current environment. Determining what happened and 
why with limited access to shoppers’ decision-making processes and online sales data is inherently difficult. 
Fortunately, these are the two big questions omnichannel data can answer.

Grocers and CPG brands managed the challenges associated with the transition to an omnichannel-dominated 
environment as best they could, but as the industry has adapted and the turmoil has died down, smart retailers 
and brands recognize that the ability to answer these questions accurately is the key to developing viable 
growth strategies.

But what really changed?

Two big questions omnichannel 
data can address

© 2021 Nielsen Consumer LLC. All Rights Reserved.
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Sales are always the ultimate barometer of performance for CPG manufacturers and 
grocery retailers. In an omnichannel environment, having a nuanced understanding 
of sales relative to competitors across channels can be limited, as manufacturers 
may not have access to retailer’s online sales figures, or retailers lack access to their 
competitors’ sales performance online or in-stores. Measuring and benchmarking sales 
across channels is the chief purpose of omnisales data. 

What makes this measurement and benchmarking process difficult now is not just 
consumers’ pandemic-driven shift to online purchasing, but also the explosion of new 
fulfillment methods, including curbside pickup and delivery. Compounding this difficulty 
is the fact that many data sets blur the lines between online sales and pickup or delivery 
sales, or vice versa. To properly allocate resources to maximize growth and profitability, 
CPG manufacturers and retailers need a clear understanding of where their sales are 
coming from, and how that compares to their competitors’ share of sales in the same 
channels. 

Understanding the “what” with 
omnichannel sales data

Only with a complete view of the omnichannel marketplace can accurate 
assessments of share by channel be made. 

Broad coverage of the market can be assured by basing online sales measurement on 
consumer panel reporting, and aligning that with traditional retail cooperation through 
an RMS truth set. 

Omitting either of these components – broad panel data and RMS data – will result 
in an incomplete view of the market. RMS data captures only brick-and-mortar sales 
and online retailers that have linked their e-commerce reporting, while panel-only 
sales estimates are subject to consumer error, potential sampling limitations and lack 
granularity. Together, however, they can provide a reliable truth set on which to base 
accurate sales and channel share calculations. 

Understanding the “what” through omnisales data helps retailers hone their strategies 
for channel-specific assortment (which products, brands, pack sizes and varieties 
to offer through which channels), which fulfillment methods to support (delivery 
versus pickup), and promotion by channel. CPG manufacturers can learn which retail 
channels their products perform best in, and devote more resources to expanding their 
distribution, pricing or promotion strategies within those channels. 
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If omnisales data captures the topline result of shopper behavior – sales – then 
omnishopper data provides the context driving that behavior. In other words, it explains 
“why” sales occurred in which channel. There is obvious value to retailers and CPG 
brands in understanding who their shoppers are and what drives their purchasing 
patterns. In an omnichannel environment, it’s a necessity.

Knowing who a typical omnishopper in a given market is from a demographic 
perspective can help retailers and brands understand what motivates those shoppers, 
and how to market to them effectively. Understanding when a consumer chooses to 
make a purchase through one channel vs. another reveals patterns and trends that can 
signal growth opportunities. Some categories perform better online than in-store, which 
can impact how omnishoppers interact with a brand’s product portfolio or a retailer’s 
sales channels.

Omnishopper data can also reveal how brand sales are leaking across retailers, and 
help retailers accurately identify converted shoppers and missed shoppers across 
channels. By monitoring leakage closely, retailers and CPG brands can assess the 
ratio of converted shoppers to missed shoppers and spot trends early. Without that 
deep analysis, companies risk watching shoppers (and their dollars) flow out to waiting 
competitors.

Retailers and CPG brands can lose sales volume because their buyers leave the 
category or switch to other brands or retailers. Likewise, they can gain volume because 
new shoppers enter the category or switch from competitors. Sales-based reporting will 
show the sales volume changes, but it won’t indicate whether those shifts are primarily 

Understanding the ‘why’ by 
analyzing omnishopper behavior

attributable to brand switching, category growth or attracting new shoppers. But 
omnishopper data can. 

Omnishopper data provides a clear picture of which competitors are the source of 
gains and losses due to switching, and to what degree consumers substitute competing 
brands or shop the same items at competing retailers. This data will also show if 
shoppers are new to the category or recently stopped purchasing from the category 
altogether, affecting sales volume.

These three insights – who omnishoppers are, if they’re leaking to other retailers 
or brands, and if they’re driving incremental growth – are the outcome of accurate 
omnishopper data. Together, they provide the “why” behind omnichannel sales.
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With both omnichannel sales data and omnishopper behavior tracking, CPG manufacturers and retailers 
can perform a variety of advanced analysis to optimize their growth strategies. For instance, omnishopper 
demographics can be indexed to channel sales performance, helping brands and retailers understand 
who exactly is driving channel growth, or which demos might need more encouragement (via promotion, 
pricing or marketing) to shop more often in that channel. When a retailer identifies their non-converted and 
leaked customer share through omnishopper data, they can reconcile that with their share of channel sales 
through omnichannel sales data and understand where their growth opportunities are.

While omnichannel sales data provides broad contextualization of market position by channel and relative 
to competitors, it can also shed light on category performance in the same markets. This allows brands to 
benchmark their performance not only to specific competitors, but to the category as a whole. And with 
nuanced, comprehensive tracking of omnichannel performance, brands and retailers can assess their 
strategies over time, identifying which work and which failed to adequately drive growth. 

Putting it all together: Complete 
omnichannel insights 
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To truly know the omnishopper, retailers and CPG manufacturers need to follow the consumer at every step: 
in-store, out of home and online. Blending individuals and households, looking across mobile and non-mobile 
receipt capture, and using varied collection technology provides a robust panel of consumers that yield a 
complete picture of the marketplace. Coupled with an RMS truth set for sales tracking, a comprehensive view 
of in-store behavior, digital behavior, consumer sentiment and consumption can be achieved.

When gathering this data, adhering to the following key principles ensures that brands and retailers measure 
the right things and draw the right conclusions:

 ■ Accuracy – confirmable data, not guesses or extrapolations

 ■ Reliability – replicable panels and advanced data hygiene

 ■ Verifiability – reinforced panel data with RMS truth sets

 ■ Data breadth and scope – capturing the biggest portion of the market possible, and sampling the largest 
possible groups of consumers

Getting the most out of omnichannel data
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How NielsenIQ can help

Fortunately, these are exactly the principles that 
NielsenIQ relies on to generate omnichannel 
insights. Our data granularity, underpinned by 
rich reference data, unlocks marketplace views to 
support business needs. We integrate, harmonize, 
and de-duplicate data sourced from POS, 
e-commerce and consumer panels to provide 
unparalleled accuracy and precision. And we help 
brands and retailers around the world uncover 
blind spots and understand the omnishopper 
journey. 

Learn more about how our omnisolutions can 
help you understand the “what” and “why” of your 
omnichannel performance.
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About NielsenIQ
Arthur C. Nielsen, who founded Nielsen in 1923, is the original name in 
consumer intelligence. After decades of helping companies look to the future, 
we are setting the foundation for our future by becoming NielsenIQ. We 
continue to be the undisputed industry leaders as evidenced by our experience 
and unmatched integrity. As we move forward, we are focused on providing 
the best retail and consumer data platform, enabling better innovation, faster 
delivery, and bolder decision-making. We are unwavering in our commitment to 
these ideals and passionate about helping clients achieve success. For more 
information, visit: niq.com.

http://nielseniq.com

