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COVID-19 changing food habits
How are a merica ns buying their food amid the coro-
navirus pandemic? What are they eating?

And will these trends continue once the threat of con-
tracting COVID-19 recedes?

These questions are roiling the grocery and restaurant 
industries, and ultimately the nation’s farmers, food proces-
sors, and distributors. And they are important to Congress 
and the Trump administration as officials consider what 
kind of further aid may be needed for agriculture and the 
food and restaurant industries.

For several decades before the coronavirus pandem-
ic lockdown started in March, Americans had been eating 
more and more outside the home. By 2019, about 50 per-
cent of their food expenditures oc-
curred in restaurants and institu-
tions. But in April of this year, with 
restaurants, schools, and other 
institutions closed, grocery-store 
purchases shot up to 68 percent 
of the food dollar. That amount-
ed to eight years of growth in one 
month, FMI-The Food Industry 
Association (formerly the Food 
Marketing Institute) said last 
week in a webinar using research 
conducted by the Seattle-based 
Hartman Group for FMI’s Grocery 
Shopper Trends 2020.

What happens next, the report 
said, depends on whether restau-
rants can attract customers back, whether people feel com-
fortable going to restaurants, and whether grocery stores can 
duplicate some of the services that people have long gotten 
from restaurants. There’s also the question of when schools, 
colleges, and other institutions that serve food can reopen.

The issues are particularly important because, without 
anyone paying attention, the nation had developed two 
food-distribution channels: one for grocery stores and the 
other for food service. Farmers and others in the supply 
chain generally developed relationships with grocery stores 
or food service, not both. That’s why Americans were treat-
ed to the spectacle of farmers dumping milk and leaving 
fruits and vegetables rotting in the fields while there were 
occasional shortages of products in the stores.

Shopping habits have intensified during the lockdown. 
Online spending for groceries doubled from 14.5 percent in 
March to 27.9 percent in April. Many shoppers bought fresh 
products such as fruits and vegetables online for the first 
time. But the report said it is too soon to tell whether this 
trend will be “sticky” because customers have generally pre-
ferred to be able to see fresh products before they buy them. 
The report also showed that while younger customers in the 
millennial, Gen Z, and Gen X generations were more likely 

already to be online food shoppers, many older customers 
afraid of being exposed to COVID-19 by other customers in 
the grocery stores shopped online for the first time.

Shoppers also concentrated their physical trips to one 
store rather than going to several stores to buy food, which 
raises the question of whether smaller, specialized stores 
and farmers’ markets will be able to survive.

The lockdown has resulted in families eating more meals 
together, which has been a longtime goal of the grocery in-
dustry. But whether this will be practical as people return to 
work is unclear. Thirty-nine percent of consumers said they 
expect to eat out less often after the pandemic. As the lock-
down dragged on, consumers indicated an interest in try-

ing a greater variety of foods, but 
it’s unclear whether this means 
people are broadening their cook-
ing skills or whether “cooking fa-
tigue” and boredom with home-
cooked food is setting in, an FMI 
briefer said.

Then there’s the question of 
what people are eating. The meat, 
dairy, and egg industries have been 
thrilled that grocery-store cus-
tomers have turned toward what 
are known as comfort foods even 
as they have lost restaurant sales. 
But the Plant-Based Foods Associ-
ation and SPINS, a data firm, have 
said U.S. retail sales of plant-based 

foods have considerably outpaced total food sales during 
the pandemic.

The fact that COVID-19 originated in a live-animal mar-
ket, along with more recent concerns about race and equal-
ity, may also affect how people think about the food they are 
buying, according to Chase Purdy, author of Billion Dollar 
Burger. Purdy’s book is about the development of the cell-
cultured meat industry, which is attempting to take cells 
from cows, chickens, and pigs, and grow them into fat tis-
sue and muscle tissue to create meat without ever having to 
kill an animal.

“It’s possible incredibly conscientious shoppers will be 
even more open to trying meat alternatives as a result of CO-
VID-19,” Purdy said in an interview. “The U.S. meat system 
was hobbled by the effects of the virus and exposed the dan-
gers workers face inside meatpacking plants. A huge number 
of people in our society are currently grappling at ways to 
address systemic inequities, and it’s very possible they’ll be 
turning at least some of their attention to the food system.” Q
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