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Classification: Public 

 

Consumer Corner 

COVID-19 and demand for  

e-commerce  

General trends in e-commerce 

Consumer behavior and attitudes towards food purchasing 

changed quickly and dramatically because of the pandemic. 

Despite the large volume of sales during the pandemic, there 

was a marked decline in multiple weekly grocery trips. These 

have been replaced by single large shopping trips and an 

increase in online purchasing. According to Nielsen1, online 

sales of leading retailer channels in Canada grew 113 per 

cent in 2020. In terms of overall consumer spending, online 

grocery share, captured 3.4 per cent, double its2019 share 

of 1.6 per cent. 

With social distancing and strict lockdowns across the 

country, online became the only option to order meals from 

foodservice outlets in some cases. The shift from eating out 

in restaurants to ordering through online and other means 

fueled a surge in demand for third-party delivery. This is 

another type of e-commerce that consumers have adapted 

to during the pandemic. More Canadians stayed home and 

used platforms such as Skip the Dishes, Uber Eats and 

DoorDash to find restaurants and order in meals in 2020. 

 

FIGURE 1: CONSUMERS’ ON-LINE FOOD PURCHASING 

METHODS 
Which of the following ONLINE shopping experiences have you 
used in the past 6 months? (Please select all that apply) 

Source: Sylvain Charlebois et al. 2021 

                                                           
1 Carman Allison, vice-president sales, consumer intelligence for 

Nielsen. Canadian Grocer. https://canadiangrocer.com/sustaining-
online-shopping-traction  

Using delivery apps and other online methods to purchase 

food was not born out of the pandemic. The arrival of 

COVID-19 simply accelerated these existing trends.  Online 

shopping trends  are likely to persist  post-pandemic, and will 

continue to be a major way consumers purchase food 

products.  

This issue examines  consumer e-commerce trends during 

COVID-19 and its likely impact on the agri-food sector in 

Canada and Alberta  post pandemic. 

 
Consumer online food purchasing 
dynamics during the pandemic 

A recent Canadian survey2  looked at online food shopping 

dynamics of consumers during the pandemic. According to 

this survey, consumers used many online shopping methods 

during the pandemic as illustrated in figure 1.  

The most popular response was, ‘I have not purchased food 

online’ and the least popular response was ‘Farmers market 

items (local delivery)’.  Age composition analysis of  

responders reveal the groups that have not purchased food 

online are mostly seniors (53 per cent), boomers (57 per 

cent) and Generation X (40 per cent).  Roughly 35 per cent 

of Generation Y have used  curb side pick-up or home 

delivery options, while nearly 36 per cent of Generation Z 

has used delivery apps such as Uber Eats or Skip The 

Dishes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Sylvain Charlebois, Mark Juhasz and Janet Music. 2021. Supply Chain 

Responsiveness to a (Post)-Pandemic Grocery and Food Service E-
Commerce Economy: An Exploratory Canadian Case Study. 

https://canadiangrocer.com/sustaining-online-shopping-traction
https://canadiangrocer.com/sustaining-online-shopping-traction
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A survey question about the type of foods purchased online 

revealed that ‘Fast food’ was the most popular category 

purchased online. This was followed by ‘Fruits and 

vegetables’, ‘Dairy products’, and ‘Bakery’  as illustrated in 

Figure 2.  

 

FIGURE 2: FOOD CATEGORIES PURCHASED ON-LINE 

What food categories have you bought online in the past 6 months? 

Source: Sylvain Charlebois et al. 2021 

The same survey looked into the reasons  why consumers 

used online food shopping options. The highest response 

was for ‘convenience’ (33.8 per cent), followed by ‘concerns 

about virus/about health’ (13.8 per cent), ‘mandatory self-

isolation’, ‘being sick/ill’ (2.7 per cent), ‘I am a caregiver and 

couldn’t leave’ (2.5 per cent), ‘no access to transportation’ 

(2.5 per cent), and ‘I ordered food for a relative/friend’ (1.4 

per cent).  

The survey also revealed that many consumers who did not 

engage in online food shopping before started using this 

method during the pandemic. Other survey responses 

showed that younger consumers are more open to online 

shopping than older consumers and they may continue to 

use this method for food shopping in the future. 

The two main concerns about online food shopping were the 

‘quality’ and ‘not being able to see/touch and feel the food’ 

                                                           
3 Field Agent. The State of the Digital Grocery in Canada 2021- special 

report.  
4 Carman Allison, vice-president sales, consumer intelligence for Nielsen. 

Canadian Grocer. 

5 Hanif Mohamed, senior vice-president of retail services at NielsenIQ in 

Toronto. https://canadiangrocer.com/seven-key-post-pandemic-

before making a purchase. Other concerns include ‘people 

touching my food’ and ‘unconfirmed product substitutions’. 

 

Another online survey3 conducted in early June 2021, with 

1000 Canadian respondents found the following: 

1. A majority of shoppers use online grocery 

shopping. However, only nine per cent  place more 

than half of their grocery orders online. 

2. Many shoppers believe that their shopping habits 

have been permanently changed by the pandemic. 

Safety concerns, store pick up and stockpiling 

practices may continue. 

3. Shoppers are  skeptical when it comes to trusting 

strangers to pick out their fresh produce. Service 

fees are a hurdle for some as well. 

4. When making purchasing decisions, 91 per cent of 

shoppers rely on online ratings and reviews, 

making it one of the most crucial factors for a 

brand. 

5. In the next five years, shoppers expect their use of 

online grocery services to increase.. 

To this end, a Nielsen consumer market expert4 noted that 

online grocery shopping still is not for everyone. In some 

rural areas or lower-income households, the internet might 

not be accessible enough (or accessible at all) for online 

shopping to be a viable option. This accounts for about 15 

per cent of Canadian households. In addition, another 15 per 

cent are technology averse and  may not even consider 

using an online purchasing option. 

 
Trends in grocery e-commerce 

According to Nielsen5 , from 2019 to 2020, online sales were 

up 148 per cent for food, 60 per cent for non-grocery items, 

and 63 per cent for health and beauty products. In depth 

data analysis revealed that 20 per cent of Canadians bought 

food items from fresh categories online in 2020. The market 

penetration of perishables online was up 30 per cent. 

These numbers indicate that COVID-19 brought many 

consumers to shop online for the first time and inspired 

trends?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NLCana

dianGrocer_REG&utm_keyword=&oly_enc_id=4991J6348167D5Y 

 
Convenience is the number one reason for 
online shopping 

 
From 2019 to 2020, online sales were 
up 148% for food, 60% for non-grocery 

items, and 63% for health and beauty. 

https://canadiangrocer.com/seven-key-post-pandemic-trends?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NLCanadianGrocer_REG&utm_keyword=&oly_enc_id=4991J6348167D5Y
https://canadiangrocer.com/seven-key-post-pandemic-trends?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NLCanadianGrocer_REG&utm_keyword=&oly_enc_id=4991J6348167D5Y
https://canadiangrocer.com/seven-key-post-pandemic-trends?utm_source=omeda&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=NLCanadianGrocer_REG&utm_keyword=&oly_enc_id=4991J6348167D5Y
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those who were already comfortable shopping online to 

make more purchases across a broader range of food 

products. As a result, large retailers are making huge 

investments in infrastructure and technology that will 

reshape the grocery sector. With the growing dominance of 

Amazon and other  e-commerce platforms, there are 

concerns around the implications for competitiveness from 

smaller retailers6.  

Increasing demand for locally grown products is an important 

aspect as well. Online options may provide opportunities for 

smaller agri-food businesses to by-pass large retailers and 

market directly to consumers. In Alberta, the ‘Best of Calgary 

Foods’  is successfully using this strategy to promote and 

sell local products. 

With  significant growth of online purchases, many grocery 

retailers are collaborating with delivery platforms or offering 

in-store pick-up services. Some popular delivery platforms7 

include: 

 Amazon / Whole Foods 

 Cornershop by Uber 

 Costco Canada 

 Grocery Gateway by Longos-limited to Toronto and 

Greater Toronto area. 

 Instacart –directly from instacart site or through 

partner shop’s (ex. Costco, Loblaws) websites 

 Metro in Ontario and Quebec 

 PC Express (Loblaws/Superstore)  

 Save On Foods in western Canada 

 Voila by Sobeys – available in some of their stores 

 Walmart Canada. 

 

In-store pick-up services or click-and-collect continue to be 

popular with grocery retailers. Consumers have responded 

extremely well to the convenience of using e-commerce.  

 
Trends in Foodservice e-commerce 

According to Statistics Canada8,with restrictions placed on 

in-person dining coupled with a reluctance from consumers 

to dine-in, food service and drinking places have shifted to 

contactless delivery and take-out and made investments to 

expand their online sales capabilities. Over half (50.7 per 

cent) of food service and drinking places reported they were 

likely or very likely to permanently adopt contactless delivery 

or pickup options. Over one-quarter (27.5 per cent) of food 

service and drinking places, have an online sales platform or 

plans to implement one. Notably, in 2020 nearly one-fifth 

(19.4 per cent) of food service and drinking places made 30 

                                                           
6 Sylvain Charlebois, Mark Juhasz and Janet Music. 2021. Supply Chain 

Responsiveness to a (Post)-Pandemic Grocery and Food Service E-
Commerce Economy: An Exploratory Canadian Case Study 

7 https://creditcardgenius.ca/blog/grocery-delivery-service-

canada#costco-canada 

 

per cent or more of their total sales online, more than double 

the proportion that did in 2019 (9.1 per cent). 

 

Ipsos Food Service Monitor9 has compared the share of full-

service restaurants and quick-service restaurants sales by 

dining method in April 2019 and April 2020 (Figure 3). This 

illustrates how consumers shifted their dining methods from 

in-person  to contactless delivery and restaurant pick-up  

during the  pandemic  in Canada. 

 

 

 

 FIGURE 3: SHARE OF FULL SERVICE RESTAURANT AND 

QUICK SERVICE RESTAURANTS SALES IN CANADA BY 

DINING METHOD. 

April 2019 vs April 2020 (% of total) 

Full-service restaurants

 

Quick-service restaurants

 

Source: Ipsos Foodservice Monitor as cited by Restaurant Canada, 

Foodservice Facts 2020. 

8 Statistics Canada. (2021). “Canadian Survey on Business Conditions, 

first quarter of 2021” The Daily, March 5 2021. Catalogue no. 11-001-  
9 Ipsos Foodservice Monitor. Restaurant Canada Foodservice Facts 

2020. 

 
In 2020, nearly one-fifth of food services 
places made 30% or more of their total 

sales online  

https://creditcardgenius.ca/blog/grocery-delivery-service-canada#costco-canada
https://creditcardgenius.ca/blog/grocery-delivery-service-canada#costco-canada
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A Restaurant Canada survey10 indicates that when it comes 

to delivery, digital has been steadily expanding its lead over 

telephone for several years. In 2017, digital (mobile/online 

orders) accounted for 55 per cent of delivery sales versus 45 

per cent for telephone. In 2019, digital had increased to 

nearly 70 per cent of delivery sales. During the crisis, both 

digital and telephone delivery sales saw an increase, with 

telephone orders  experiencing a resurgence. In particular, 

ordering pizza and consumers directly calling their local 

independent restaurants for pick-up or delivery are the 

reasons for increasing number of telephone delivery. 

 

Food delivery apps like Uber Eats, DoorDash, and 

SkipTheDishes11 had already established a position before 

the pandemic. The greater need for delivery during 2020 

elevated their influence in food service. Mobile app 

developers12 have identified the top food delivery apps in 

Canada. They are: 

 SkipTheDishes- launched in Manitoba in 2012 and 

now one of the largest food delivery app in Canada 

and US. 

 Tim Hortons – introduced in 2017 and popular as 

they serve almost all major and smaller cities in 

Canada with about 4500 locations. 

 DoorDash – launched in California in 2013 and one 

of the best food delivery apps in Canada serving the 

cities of Toronto, Vancouver, Winnipeg, and Ottawa 

among others. 

 Foodora – app developed in Germany. It is among 

the top food delivery apps in Canada and serves in 

the cities of Calgary, Quebec, Toronto, Vancouver, 

Edmonton, and Ottawa. 

 Little Caesar’s - was launched in 2018. 

 

Take away 

 COVID-19 has accelerated the uptake of online  

food shopping. Many consumers tried it for the first 

time during the pandemic. Sales trends show that 

consumers have become more comfortable buying 

grocery and food products online.  

 Convenience is the main reason for online 

shopping followed by safety/health and other 

factors. However, consumer concerns about  fees, 

the quality and selection of perishable items, and 

an immediate need for the groceries are some of 

the main challenges. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Restaurant Canada. Foodservice Facts. 2020. 
11 SkipTheDishes—a Winnipeg-based homegrown competitor to the US-

based services 
12 Space-O Technologies, (Canada)- https://www.spaceo.ca/best-food-

delivery-apps-in-canada-expert-tips-startups/; Nextbrain Canada Inc. - 

 Retailers may consider expanding same-day 

delivery service or introducing annual subscription 

plans rather than using one-time delivery fees. 

They might also increase the availability of curbside 

pickup to alleviate some of the concerns and to 

drive more online shopping. 

 Lockdowns, pandemic restrictions on restaurant 

capacity and reluctance among many diners to 

frequent indoor public places all have shifted food 

service and drinking places to offer more 

contactless delivery and take-out options and many 

have made investments to expand their online 

sales capabilities. 

 Consumers stayed home and used platforms such 

as Skip the Dishes, Uber Eats and DoorDash to 

find restaurants and order in meals in 2020. 

 Using e-commerce to purchase food still has strong 

growth potential in Canada, given the significant 

growth in both supply and demand during the 

pandemic in 2020.  

 These industry insights may help Alberta food 

retailers and food service providers to better 

manage  their food product offerings in the post-

pandemic era. 

 

 

 

 

https://nextbrain.ca/6-best-food-delivery-apps-canada-offering-unique-

experience-2020/ 

 

https://www.spaceo.ca/best-food-delivery-apps-in-canada-expert-tips-startups/
https://www.spaceo.ca/best-food-delivery-apps-in-canada-expert-tips-startups/

