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Disruption has been the only constant in retail as of late. This has 
been laid bare in recent months due to the COVID-19 crisis—which 
presented many challenges, but none more important than securing 
the health and safety of employees and customers. Physical store 
closures, a severe breakdown of the supply chain, and fulfillment 
obstacles tested the mettle of nearly every brand. And now, as we 
begin to emerge and look forward to some semblance of normality, 
it’s clear that this is the time for a reset of the customer journey.

Of course, shoppers faced their own challenges in light of the 
pandemic, and they dramatically adapted their behaviors as a 
result. Consumer behavior does not remain static—it shifts rapidly 
in reaction to environmental factors beyond its control. So, we must 
ask ourselves, why has retail remained so stagnant and hesitant 
to change in order to, at the very least, meet the needs of our 
ever-evolving customers?

The online experience during the pandemic underscored major 
gaps in the shopper journey. As digitization was already underway 
for many brands, consumer expectations for the online shopping 
journey have now only accelerated in the wake of the coronavirus 
outbreak. Yesterday’s playbook is obsolete. Uncertainty remains, 
but what is certain is that having an effective, customer-centric 
digital strategy is a must.

Executive 
Summary
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In January, the Astound Insights research team began the year by 
fielding our annual global research, surveying 5500 online consum-
ers in the US, Canada, Europe (Germany, Italy, and the UK), and 
the Middle East (KSA and UAE) in order to discern their shopping 
behaviors, their channel and merchant-type preferences, and their 
sentiments with regard to online technologies and fulfillment capa-
bilities. As the COVID-19 outbreak spread rapidly across each of 
these regions throughout the month of March, retailers experienced 
unprecedented shifts in consumer behavior, led by the pivot to 
online shopping. Consequently, we followed up this research with 
additional surveys in March and May of 500 shoppers to chart the 
trajectory their behaviors took during the pandemic—which behav-
iors had accelerated or changed, and their heightening expecta-
tions for the future. 

About the 
Surveys
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In light of the pandemic, a decrease in consumer satisfaction of the 
online shopping experience was indirectly correlated to an increase in 
online shopping frequency. Out-of-stocks and long delays in shipping 
were presumably major contributing factors to this downturn.

Channel perceptions vary by region, but the unifying sentiment is that 
physical stores offer the best customer service experience.

The presence of hand-washing/sanitizing stations is the top in-store 
precautionary measure shoppers would like to see implement-
ed as lockdown restrictions relax. From a technology standpoint, 
self-checkout is most desired, pointing to the growing demand for 
contactless touchpoints.

As of May 7, 65 percent of global shoppers had encountered a delay 
in shipping, up from 39 percent the week of March 9. 29 percent 
understand the delays are due to current conditions.

Over one-third of shoppers across the globe were deterred from 
making a return during the outbreak; not willing to risk one’s health 
was the primary reason cited for this inability.

Top Key 
Insights
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Economic Outlook
A previous global GDP projection by Fitch Ratings of -3.9 per-
cent has been further lowered to -4.6 percent, signaling a steep 
economic recovery worldwide. Our data shows that 87 percent of 
global consumers are wary of the economy’s future (up 12 percent 
from our COVID-19 survey deployed the week of March 16 during 
the onset of regional shelter-in-place directives). Canadians experi-
enced the highest level of anxiety, with 90 percent feeling fearful. As 
lockdown restrictions begin to ease by location, it’s fair to conclude 
that consumers will be more price-conscious for the foreseeable 
future, as the world economy starts to rebound yet uncertainty 
around the coronavirus remains.

Shopper 
Sentiments 
and 
Behaviors

1



Shopping Amid the Pandemic
The implications of businesses closing to help mitigate the spread 
of COVID-19 resulted in consumers engaging in nearly every normal 
day-to-day activity digitally—everything from banking and consult-
ing a physician to taking a yoga class—with many consumers doing 
so for the first time. Shoppers purchased across the spectrum 
of categories, led by essential groceries and household supplies, 
a behavior that is expected to continue as we emerge from the 
outbreak. A consumer dip in discretionary spending will lead to a 
decline in purchasing in categories such as apparel, however. The 
data shows that shoppers are growing comfortable with purchasing 
online irrespective of category or price point.

Categories shoppers have made purchases in since the outbreak 

The Middle 
East

EuropeCanadaUS

40%

26%

29%

20%

21%

45%

35%

18%

16%

12%

19%

26%

24%

26%

22%

20%

66%

42%

26%

12%

18%

32%

29%

34%

42%

22%

31%

42%

38%

30%

14%

22%

29%

37%

48%

38%

11%

44%

61%

56%

16%

21%

22%

35%

Apparel/loungewear

Beauty

Books/games/toys

Crafts/DIY

Footwear/accessories

Groceries/household supplies

Health & wellness

Home & garden

Luxury

Sporting goods/exercise equipment

Technology
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Shopping Frequency 
Pre-pandemic, 27 percent of global shoppers made a purchase 
weekly or more frequently. The abrupt pivot to online shopping 
once lockdown orders were rolled out raised that figure by 60 
percent. The surge in ecommerce was a natural reaction to physical 
store closures, but the frequency further conveys that consumers of 
all ages have become increasingly accustomed to shopping online.

Cadence by which global shoppers have made  
purchases since the outbreak

US

Canada

Europe

The Middle East

13%

12%

14%

11%

22% 25%

30% 14%

29% 27%

32% 32%

Weekly Several Times
per Week

Daily or More
Frequently
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How shoppers graded the online experience based on 
purchases made  

Q1 = Jan, 2020; Q2 = May, 2020

F=poorD=below averageC=averageB=goodA=excellent

The Middle EastEuropeCanadaUS
Q1

50%

6%
0%
0%

Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

0%
5%

17%

45%

0%
1%
10%

56%

44% 33% 33% 32% 27% 22% 41% 33%

2%

4% 4%

12% 12%

1%

16%
9%
1%

19%
4%

50% 60% 58% 49% 44%

0% 0% 0% 0%
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Rating the Online Experience 
A topline rating of the online shopping experience shows that con-
sumers were more satisfied pre-outbreak, where US shoppers had 
reported the highest level of satisfaction with their online journeys. 
The decline in ratings by country signifies the friction shoppers 
encountered when trying to purchase the essentials needed during 
the pandemic. 
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Merchant 
Type 
Preferences

2
Amazon
Amazon has dominated the retail landscape for at least the past 
decade. Since 2005, the ultimate digital-first platform has amassed 
a loyal following of more than 150 million members globally of its 
Amazon Prime subscription program. For shoppers in all regions, 
the top reasons why they shop Amazon are free shipping (as a 
Prime member) and speed of delivery, according to our first quarter 
research—two substantial competitive advantages the compa-
ny had over other merchants once the pandemic hit (over half of 
consumers we surveyed in May deem free shipping offers as very 
important).  

A consumer comparison of Amazon against direct-to-consumer 
brands, large-store-based retailers, department stores, and off-
price merchants tells an important tale of the perception consumers 
have of the ecommerce giant. In January, we posited five important 
scenarios for shoppers to consider during their journey: price, order 
speed, customer service representative product knowledge, per-
sonalization, and trendiness to determine which merchant-type they 
would choose, regardless of channel, within each situation.
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Amazon D2C 
Large-store 

based 
Department 

stores Off-price 

I want the lowest price 59% 13% 4% 5% 19%

I want to get the products 
quickly 59% 10% 10% 13% 8%

I need to talk to someone 
knowledgeable in order to 
purchase the product

30% 28% 16% 20% 6%

I want a personalized  
experience 51% 20% 12% 12% 5%

I want something new or 
trendy 41% 27% 12% 11% 9%

Canada The Middle East

Amazon D2C Large-store 
based 

Department 
stores Off-price 

I want the lowest price 54% 12% 21% 5% 8%

I want to get the products 
quickly 58% 7% 24% 8% 3%

I need to talk to someone 
knowledgeable in order to 
purchase the product

24% 23% 24% 27% 2%

I want a personalized  
experience 44% 18% 17% 18% 3%

I want something new or 
trendy 36% 25% 13% 22% 4%

Amazon D2C Large-store 
based 

Department 
stores Off-price 

I want the lowest price 59% 15% 16% 3% 7%

I want to get the products 
quickly 59% 11% 18% 9% 3%

I need to talk to someone 
knowledgeable in order to 
purchase the product

36% 25% 19% 18% 3%

I want a personalized  
experience 49% 21% 14% 13% 3%

I want something new or 
trendy 43% 27% 13% 13% 4%

Amazon/
Souq.com D2C 

Large-store 
based 

Department 
stores Off-price 

I want the lowest price 40% 38% 16% 2% 4%

I want to get the products 
quickly 32% 26% 26% 11% 5%

I need to talk to someone 
knowledgeable in order to 
purchase the product

26% 33% 26% 12% 3%

I want a personalized  
experience 32% 32% 24% 11% 4%

I want something new or 
trendy 33% 34% 18% 12% 3%

Europe

2120

Consumer merchant preferences based on scenario
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While Canadian and European shoppers show an unwavering 
proclivity for Amazon, US buyers will seek out other merchant types 
when they are in need of product knowledge. Consumers in the 
Middle East are nearly split in their preference for Amazon and D2C 
brands, with large-store-based merchants close behind in some 
instances. It is imperative that brands effectively amplify their com-
petitive advantage to help shape consumers’ perceptions.

2322

Direct-to-consumer brands
As online shoppers continue their affinity for Amazon, brands may 
be rethinking their relationships with the ecommerce giant—and 
with good reason. In November 2019, Nike announced they were 
terminating their partnership with Amazon in an effort to complete-
ly control their direct-to-consumer efforts and own the customer 
experience at every touchpoint. Consumers appear receptive—in 
April, eMarketer projected direct-to-consumer ecommerce sales to 
top nearly $18 billion in 2020 in the US alone. 

The coronavirus epidemic has expedited the need for brands to 
reconsider their wholesale strategies. Due to the increased demand 
of essential products, items Amazon deemed as nonessential were 
held up in warehouses, resulting in shipping delays. Department 
store brands also saw orders de-prioritized or even cancelled. The 
government-ordered closure of nonessential brick-and-mortar 
stores, coupled with retailers delaying fulfillment of nonessential 
items, has accelerated the demand for direct-to-consumer selling. 

COVID-19’s impact on 
consumer perception
For the second iteration of our survey, we chose to compare Ama-
zon with stores that were considered essential during the pandemic 
and whose physical stores remained opened in order to determine 
if Amazon still reigned supreme under more adverse conditions. 
Price, delivery speed, convenience, in-stock, and trust were the 
scenarios shoppers considered for this subsequent comparison.
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Consumer merchant-type preferences based on scenario (Q2)

Amazon
Large Store-
based/mass 
merchants

Local  
grocery  
stores

Warehouse/
wholesalers

I want the lowest price 32% 45% 10% 13%

I need the products quickly 43% 35% 14% 8%

I can get everything I need all 
at once 29% 48% 8% 15%

They have the products I  
need in stock 40% 31% 17% 12%

I trust them the most during 
the current pandemic 36% 30% 18% 16%

US

Amazon
Large Store-
based/mass 
merchants

Local grocery 
stores

Warehouse/
wholesalers

I want the lowest price 44% 32% 6% 18%

I need the products quickly 38% 44% 12% 6%

I can get everything I need all 
at once 32% 50% 6% 12%

They have the products I  
need in stock 50% 30% 6% 14%

I trust them the most during 
the current pandemic 40% 34% 8% 18%

Canada

Europe Amazon
Large Store-
based/mass 
merchants

Local  
grocery  
stores

Warehouse/
wholesalers

I want the lowest price 54% 26% 9% 11%

I need the products quickly 52% 21% 19% 8%

I can get everything I need all 
at once 51% 29% 8% 12%

They have the products I  
need in stock 58% 23% 9% 10%

I trust them the most during 
the current pandemic 50% 22% 16% 12%

Europe

Amazon
Large Store-
based/mass 
merchants

Local grocery 
stores

Warehouse/
wholesalers

I want the lowest price 53% 26% 11% 10%

I need the products quickly 49% 22% 21% 8%

I can get everything I need all 
at once 46% 28% 12% 14%

They have the products I  
need in stock 44% 30% 13% 13%

I trust them the most during 
the current pandemic 56% 23% 16% 5%

The Middle East
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Amazon was still regarded highly by shoppers in the US, followed 
by large-store-based merchants, for their shopping needs during 
the outbreak. The implications of COVID-19 also saw consumers 
consolidate their in-person shopping trips, taking care of all es-
sential purchases at once. Canadian shoppers especially turned to 
large-store-based merchants when they needed products quickly 
and in order to obtain necessities in one shopping trip. Shoppers 
in Europe and in the Middle East chose Amazon over all other mer-
chants in all circumstances, by a 2-to-1 margin in some cases.

The pandemic has seemingly decimated small businesses; from 
a shopper perspective, it has also accelerated the shift towards 
conscious consumerism. Shoppers were already moving toward 
the trend of purchasing from retailers whose values most similarly 
aligned with their own (regarding such issues as sustainability and 
inclusivity, to name a few). The outbreak highlighted a sense of 
what matters, and shoppers know that small businesses are critical 
to the fabric of one’s own community. When shoppers were asked 
in May to predict the likelihood with which they would shop local/
small businesses rather than at larger ecommerce players like Am-
azon and Walmart, 26 percent of global shoppers said they were 
highly likely to support local/smaller businesses. 

US

Canada

Europe

The Middle East

34%

26%

18%

40%

Shoppers who are highly likely to purchase more frequently from 
local and/or smaller retailers/brands than at Amazon or Walmart 
as a result of the pandemic
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A similar comparison between channels further 
underscores the importance of the seamless ex-
perience brands must create across the entire 
enterprise. Such perceptions can help brands 
understand why customers may favor one channel 
over another. The pandemic strengthened certain 
channel perceptions—and shifted others—when 
compared by promotional, personalization, custom-
er service, product information, and inventory sce-
narios. The data makes apparent that the physical 
store is an integral touchpoint for shoppers across 
regions.

Channel 
Preferences 
and 
Behaviors

2928
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Desktop Mobile App Mobile Web Physical Store

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Has better sales/
promotions 40% 46% 14% 14% 16% 12% 30% 28%

Offers a more 
personalized experience 31% 34% 11% 10% 13% 12% 45% 44%

Offers the best customer 
service experience 28% 30% 5% 8% 9% 2% 58% 60%

Provides better product 
information 46% 40% 11% 8% 17% 24% 26% 28%

Has a higher in-stock  
rate of products I need 48% 40% 13% 10% 16% 16% 23% 34%

Desktop Mobile App Mobile Web Physical Store

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Has better sales/
promotions 40% 43% 21% 18% 24% 21% 16% 18%

Offers a more 
personalized experience 30% 42% 16% 11% 18% 13% 36% 34%

Offers the best customer 
service experience 31% 32% 12% 10% 15% 13% 43% 45%

Provides better product 
information 42% 48% 17% 15% 20% 15% 21% 22%

Has a higher in-stock  
rate of products I need 45% 50% 16% 15% 24% 17% 14% 18%

Europe

The Middle EastCanada

Consumer channel preferences based on scenario 

Desktop Mobile App Mobile Web Physical Store

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Has better sales/
promotions 28% 20% 17% 10% 23% 26% 32% 44%

Offers a more 
personalized experience 24% 22% 15% 15% 16% 20% 45% 43%

Offers the best customer 
service experience 20% 16% 9% 8% 11% 9% 60% 67%

Provides better product 
information 38% 31% 16% 14% 22% 22% 24% 33%

Has a higher in-stock  
rate of products I need 38% 30% 15% 13% 24% 18% 23% 39%

US

3130

Q1 = Jan, 2020; Q2 = May, 2020

Desktop Mobile App Mobile Web Physical Store

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Has better sales/
promotions 19% 17% 43% 35% 20% 19% 18% 29%

Offers a more 
personalized experience 21% 18% 35% 29% 20% 19% 25% 34%

Offers the best customer 
service experience 19% 26% 28% 25% 12% 6% 41% 43%

Provides better product 
information 24% 23% 33% 31% 21% 22% 23% 24%

Has a higher in-stock  
rate of products I need 20% 20% 37% 34% 19% 18% 24% 28%
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Mobile
The seamlessness between the physical store and the desktop is 
often connected by the mobile channel. Outside of the Middle East, 
the overall low perception of the mobile channel (web and apps) 
signals the need for a more optimized mobile experience. As con-
tactless touchpoints become standard operating procedure post 
COVID-19, mobile will continue to fill the cross-channel gap. Local-
ization features will become even more critical, as store information 
regarding hours, capacity levels, precautionary measures, inventory 
information, and curbside pickup logistics will be demanded by 
shoppers in real time in this new normal. Apps in particular are in 
the perfect position to dispatch such necessary details while also 
providing shoppers with the personalized experience they expect—
shoppers who purchase via apps tend to be more loyal overall.

Consumers in the US have a high perception of the physical 
store—before and after the pandemic. Canadian shoppers are split 
in their views between the desktop and physical store channels, 
but remain consistent by circumstance from first to second quarter. 
European consumers were also divided in their perceptions, with 
the physical store and desktop the top channel choices. Shoppers 
in the Middle East showed the highest regard for mobile apps com-
pared to all other regions, under nearly all circumstances except 
customer service.

32 33
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Shoppers who expect to increase their purchasing behavior via 
mobile web and mobile apps over the next six months 

Mobile AppsMobile Web

The Middle EastEuropeCanadaUS
Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

  US  Canada Europe  The Middle East 
  Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2
Mobile Web 35 31 21 34 26 30 48 44
Mobile Apps 28 33 19 44 23 32 53 53

35%

28%
31%

33%

21%
19%

34%

44%

26%
23%

30%
32%

48%

53% 53%

44%

Motivators for downloading apps (Q1)

US

Access a loyalty
program

Obtain special
sales/offers

Canada

Europe

The Middle East

59% 68%

57% 66%

47% 50%

60% 67%

Purchase exclusive
products

42%

37%

41%

62%

Quicker
checkout

50%

44%

39%

57%

3534
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The Effects of COVID-19 on the 
In-store Experience
A vision of what physical stores will look like after shelter-in-place or-
ders have been fully lifted worldwide remains uncertain. The struggle to 
increase foot traffic in-store was already a concern before COVID-19, 
and it will now be more burdensome for retailers as they look to quell 
shoppers’ perpetual concern for their health and safety. In positive 
news, shoppers have expressed a willingness to return to the store, as 
nearly one-third of global shoppers have previously witnessed stores 
taking necessary steps to safeguard their health, and they intend to 
shop in-store during the upcoming holiday season.

In-store measures consumers want to see  
once stores reopen (Q2)

US

Canada

Europe

The Middle East

53% 58%

44% 78%

45% 67%

75% 67%

65%

72%

69%

82%

45%

64%

53%

63%

Requirement of 
face masks 
upon entry

Hand washing/ 
sanitizer 

stations provided 
throughout the 

store

Floor markings 
to help 

facilitate social 
distancing

Limiting the 
number of people 

allowed in 
the store at a time

3736



In-store Technology
Fundamentally, there is a need for smarter, more efficient stores. 
Stores should be used to help fulfill online orders via same-day 
delivery or ship-from-store omnichannel capabilities, thus localizing 
the last mile. Technologies that speed up the checkout process can 
help curtail overcrowding in stores and provide more contact-free 
interactions. Similarly, in its State of Retail Tech: Ahead in 2020 
report, CB Insights reports on the increase seen related to in-store 
technology investments in 2019 of $3.7 billion, a jump of approx-
imately 60 percent from the prior year, of which cashier-less and 
self-checkout were principal areas of investment. As such, mobile 
checkout garnered the highest approval ratings from all shoppers in 
response to desired technology-focused safety measures.

In-store measures consumers want to see once  
stores reopen (Q2)

One important metric to highlight is that when survey participants 
were asked in January prior to the coronavirus outbreak to project 
their shopping behavior for 2020, 25 percent of global shoppers 
said they would expect to increase going to stores for the excite-
ment and experience, indicating the important role physical stores 
play that cannot be replicated digitally. 

US Canada Europe The Middle 
East

Technology that helps you find product 
faster 29% 28% 31% 48%

QR codes 22% 20% 20% 34%

AR/VR 10% 18% 10% 16%

Smart fitting rooms 12% 28% 18% 31%

Self-checkout/mobile checkout 36% 42% 40% 39%

Facial or voice recognition 14% 16% 10% 28%

Grab-and-go functionality 17% 32% 18% 24%

3938
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Social Acceleration
Our January research revealed that 31 percent of all shoppers 
discover new brands or products by completing a Google search. 
Surprisingly, only 12 percent said they discover new brands by 
browsing their social media feeds. When comparing the top five 
social media sites, Facebook is considered the preferred social site 
for all other commerce-related activities—from watching product 
videos and reading reviews to purchasing products—with more 
than 30 percent penetration of each activity among global shop-
pers. Naturally, Facebook touts the highest level of saturation of any 
social platform, according to Hootsuite. The rise in consumer usage 
of sites like Snapchat and TikTok, particularly during the pandem-
ic, indicates that shoppers will continue to seek out content and 
engagement via social channels. 

Globally, 41 percent of shoppers have made a purchase following 
a social media engagement or advertisement. The influence of the 
social channel on commerce is accelerating. Many social platforms 
are contributing to this capability by simplifying the path to pur-
chase. Pinterest and Instagram have begun adding more shopping 
components to their platforms, while Facebook’s recent Shop imita-
tive enables small businesses to use their social media profile page 
as an online store. A strategy that includes social is more imperative 
in this age of increased fragmentation and distraction; furthermore, 
shoppers expect to increase their purchasing activity via social 
channels in the next six months.

Shoppers who expect to increase their  
purchasing behavior via social over the next six months 

Q1 = Jan, 2020; Q2 = May, 2020

10%

23%

10%

21%

27%

40%

7%

24%

Q2Q1

The Middle
 East

Europe

Canada

US

Shoppers that have made a purchase as a result of a social 
media engagement or advertisement since the outbreak

35%

30%

32%

73%The Middle East

Europe

Canada

US
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Shoppers who participated in digital activities  
during shelter-in-place orders (Q2)

Shoppers who are at least likely to attend a digital event in the future

Virtual event 
hosted by a 
retailer/brand

Virtual one-on-one 
service hosted by 
a retailer/brand 

Video chat hosted 
by a retailer/brand

Virtual gaming 
session

Shopped via a 
livestream event

The Middle EastEuropeCanadaUS

24%
16%

12%
41%

19%
18%

24%
38%

22%
16%

20%
37%

18%
22%

17%
22%

8%
8%

10%
26%

35%

30%

32%

70%

39%

42%

41%

The Middle East

Europe

Canada

US

4342
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The experiential retail trend had been gaining traction within the 
past few years, and consumers have been on board. But, when this 
in-store draw came to a grinding halt during the outbreak, retailers 
and brands looked for alternative methods to digitally simulate a 
personalized experience. Arguably, it is reasonable that the overall 
engagement for these digital services would be low during the early 
months of the pandemic, since they are not necessary to purchase 
essentials such as groceries or household supplies—the core prod-
ucts purchased online during the outbreak. However, these services 
should be considered in verticals with a high-touch component, 
where face-to-face interactions with store associates are more 
influential to purchasing but are now compromised as a result of the 
pandemic. Furthermore, 46 percent of shoppers across all regions 
report they are likely to engage in similar digital activities in the 
future, led by 70 percent of consumers in the Middle East.
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The Supply 
Chain
The coronavirus pandemic exposed many pain 
points in the customer journey, none more conse-
quential than during the last mile. The aforemen-
tioned CB Insights’ report also shows increases in 
funding of $15.7 billion in 2019 (up 14 percent YOY) 
to improve supply chain and logistics efficiency. 
Clearly, retailers previously recognized such lapses 
in supply chain performance that were exacerbated 
over the course of the pandemic. The last mile now 
presents the most opportunity for customer journey 
improvement and differentiation.

Inventory Transparency 
Our COVID-19 survey deployed the week of March 16 revealed that 
65 percent of all shoppers had run into out-of-stocks, as consum-
ers began panic-buying and stocking up on necessities. Confusion 
over in-store and online stock status, shipping time frames and 
back-in-stock projections led to immense shopper frustration in the 
face of trying to obtain essential products. Inventory transparency 
is an important starting point to building a solid foundation of trust 
with your shoppers.  
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Site features deemed very important by shoppers when 
browsing and buying (Q2)
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Fulfillment  
The demand for speedy delivery continues to grow as a result of 
Amazon upping the ante with one-day shipping for Prime members. 
48 percent of shoppers across the globe will decide which retailer/
brand to purchase from based on the projected speed of delivery.

Our most recent survey analysis shows how shoppers were sig-
nificantly affected by order processing and shipping delays. Not 
surprisingly, 65 percent of consumers across the globe encoun-
tered a shipping delay over the course of the pandemic. What is 
disconcerting is that delays have continued nearly two months after 
the spread of the outbreak, doubling in Canada and nearly so in the 
US.

Shoppers’ experiences and sentiments regarding order 
processing and shipping since the outbreak

US Canada Europe The Middle East

22% 22%

19% 20%

19% 20%

33% 26%

12%

11%

18%

24%

22%

25%

22%

38%

26% 20% 17% 38%

I have experienced backorders

I have experienced order cancellations

I expect longer shipping timeframes

I understand delays are due to current conditions

I expect the situation with shipping delays to return to normal soon
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Shoppers who have experienced a delay in shipping over the 
course of the outbreak

The Middle EastEuropeCanadaUS

Week of
March 10

Week of 
March 17

Week of 
May 7

31%

41%

58%

30%

62%

53%

61%
60%

81%

64%

60%
62%

Shoppers who are highly likely to make a purchase from a 
particular retailer based on certain logistics factors since the 
outbreak
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Curbside pick-up Same-day
delivery

Canada

Europe

The Middle East

24% 29%

22% 30%

11% 26%

16% 58%

Same-day in-store
pick-up

28%

30%

17%

37%

Ship-to-store
pick-up

18%

26%

16%

32%

Omnichannel Offerings
With the exception of Canada, same-day delivery is the omnichan-
nel service most likely to affect shopper’s likelihood to purchase. 
Canadian shoppers equally prefer pickup and delivery, as long as it 
is within the same day. The shopping experience during COVID-19 
has pushed the envelope once again in terms of on-demand deliv-
ery, as shoppers have come to expect to receive products within 
mere hours of placing an order.
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Delivery Methods
In the context of delivery, contactless delivery has now become a 
necessity, and proper execution is critical. Prior to the outbreak and 
the need for contactless, delivery by a store associate was the top 
preferred method by all regions except the US, where delivery to 
an automated pickup locker was the top choice. Store associate 
delivery remains top-of-mind in Europe and the Middle East, but the 
shift to contactless is more apparent in Canada and the US, with 
delivery by an associate also favored by more than half of shoppers 
within those countries. The takeaway appears to be that delivery 
by a store associate is welcomed, so long as there is little to no 
contact. It is also important to note that the explosion of grocery 
delivery during the pandemic has resulted in shoppers becoming 
more comfortable with third-party services such as Instacart and 
Shipt—a factor that should also be leveraged for last-mile optimi-
zation. 

US Canada Europe The Middle 
East

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Delivery via Uber/Lyft or other 
ride-share services 40% 48% 49% 52% 44% 47% 80% 74%

Delivery by a store  
associate 47% 51% 58% 64% 56% 64% 82% 76%

Delivery by a drone 32% 35% 35% 40% 39% 47% 57% 53%

In-home delivery (e.g., 
Amazon Key) 25% 34% 30% 44% 39% 49% 56% 60%

Delivery to an automated 
pick-up locker 52% 47% 53% 68% 52% 53% 61% 52%

Contactless delivery N/A 54% N/A 88% N/A 61% N/A 74%

Delivery methods shoppers are at least comfortable with
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Reasons why shoppers were unable to return an item  
during the outbreak Customer 

Service
Universally, the overall level of customer service a 
retailer provides is highly likely to cause 40 percent 
of shoppers to make a purchase.
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US Canada Europe The Middle East

23% 27%

42% 33%

32% 33%

0% 0%

26%

47%

23%

1%

24%

48%

24%

4%

3% 7% 3% 0%

Unable to connect with customer service to process the return

Unwilling to risk my health by going to the post office/third-party shipper

Physical store was closed and I was unable to return the product via mail

Return timeframe expired and I was unable to get it extended

Other

Returns
Returns create immense frustration for both retailers and con-
sumers. First-quarter survey results show that 47 percent of all 
shoppers are very likely to purchase from a retailer that offers free 
returns, and similarly 41 percent are very likely to buy from a retailer 
with a more flexible return policy.

During the shelter-in-place orders, 34 percent of global shoppers 
were impeded from making a return, with 45 percent not willing to 
risk their health by having to ship the items back via the post office 
or other third-party shipper. The online returns process can often be 
arduous, with the onus on the customer to read often lengthy and 
ambiguous policy information, repackage the order, locate the near-
est shipping facility, and wait days for a return credit to appear. There 
is a mandate for a simpler, more customer-centric returns model that 
shifts the return responsibility to the merchant. A friction-free return 
process can be an important driver of customer retention.
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Customer service  
channel usage
Over one-third of all consumers agree that comprehensive cus-
tomer service information is very important when shopping online. 
Online FAQs may placate most self-service shoppers, but when 
more-complex issues arise, one-on-one customer service assis-
tance will be needed.

Email is the preferred customer service method for 56 percent of 
all shoppers across the globe. Pre-coronavirus, one-third of all 
shoppers cited that they utilized the physical store channel for 
customer service purposes. Furthermore, for shoppers outside of 
the Middle East, the physical store channel was the second choice 
as a customer service vehicle behind email. This also aligns with 
the high percentage of shoppers that perceive the physical store to 
offer a more personalized experience, an attribute that may at times 
be lacking via digital channels. With most physical stores taken out 
of the retail ecosystem during second quarter, an overall rise was 
seen in shoppers refraining from any customer service interaction 
altogether.

Methods shoppers have used to reach out to a merchant for 
customer service 

US Canada Europe The Middle East

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Physical Store 38% N/A 34% N/A 28% N/A 40% N/A

Call Center 35% 19% 29% 28% 24% 16% 45% 34%

Email 55% 45% 57% 36% 55% 57% 70% 73%

Live Chat/IM/DM 35% 18% 30% 24% 26% 20% 37% 26%

Messaging App 10% 11% 10% 10% 14% 14% 37% 46%

Social Media 20% 22% 19% 18% 26% 21% 55% 44%

SMS/Text 10% 9% 7% 8% 7% 7% 28% 31%

I have never reached out 
to a brand/retailer for 
customer service

15% 36% 17% 26% 16% 24% 3% 11%

Q1 = Jan, 2020; Q2 = May, 2020
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Rating the Customer  
Service Experience
Since the pandemic, the aggregate grade of all customer service 
engagements declined, with a grade of “B” or higher falling 11 
percent and grades of “C” or below increasing by 64 percent. Mul-
tiple factors, including homebound and furloughed employees, led 
to customers having to endure longer customer service response 
times and ultimately more unsatisfactory engagements.

How shoppers graded their customer service engagements 

US Canada Europe The Middle East

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

A=excellent 37% 52% 31% 27% 26% 21% 44% 36%

B=good 51% 36% 52% 43% 58% 53% 46% 41%

C=average 11% 9% 14% 24% 13% 22% 9% 19%

D=below average 1% 3% 2% 6% 2% 3% 1% 2%

F=poor 0% 0% 1% 0% 1% 1% 0% 2%

Q1 = Jan, 2020; Q2 = May, 2020
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Consider a direct-to-consumer strategy that allows for full owner-
ship of your customer data and brand advocacy. Shoppers have 
indicated their support of and appetite for smaller brands.

With contactless interactions now increasingly expected in-store, 
consumers still desire personalized engagements. Brands must ad-
here to the need for social distancing while still effectively conveying 
their brand story at every engagement.

Implement innovative, contactless delivery methods to keep up with 
consumers’ expectations for speedy delivery. Keep shoppers up-
to-date with order communications at every step, especially when 
delays arise.

The current return model must be reevaluated, from policy direc-
tives to execution of the process. Aim for a policy that is clear, 
flexible, and minimizes customer effort and friction. 

Clear, up-to-date communication across all channels is garnered in 
real time as coronavirus fears remain a concern for the foreseeable 
future. Consider employing a wide variety of contact methods such 
as SMS/text messaging or social media that include engagement 
with knowledgeable service representatives.

Actionable 
Insights
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Q1
■	 Conducted in January 2020

■	 5500 online consumers in the US, Canada, Europe (Germany, 
Italy, and the UK), and the Middle East (KSA and UAE)  

■	 100% smartphone ownership

■	 50% males/50% females

■	 Age groups: 18-24 / 25-34 / 35-44 / 45-54 / 55 and over

Q2
■		Conducted in May 2020

■		500 online consumers in the US, Canada, Europe (Germany, 
Italy, and the UK), and the Middle East (KSA and UAE)

■		100% smartphone ownership

■		50% males/50% females

■		Age groups: 18-24 / 25-34 / 35-44 / 45-54 / 55 and over

Survey 
Methodologies
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Astound Commerce, the world’s most trusted independent digital 
commerce provider, empowers success through expertly created 
experience-driven ecosystems that fuse ever-evolving technology, 
data, design, and storytelling to build meaningful and lasting cus-
tomer-brand relationships. With a strong global presence and a 
team of more then 1,200 deeply passionate experts in the areas 
of digital strategy, commerce technology, experience design, and 
digital marketing, we’ve had the opportunity to partner with iconic 
brands such as L’Oréal, Under Armour, El Palacio, Jimmy Choo, 
Lacoste, and Versace.

Born in Silicon Valley during the digital revolution, we have more 
than 20 years of expertise and thousands of experience-driven 
ecosystems woven into our DNA. We know how to align 
business values with the latest technologies, personalized digital 
experiences, and the demands of mobile and socially connected 
consumers. We create unique and compelling experiences for 
customers across all channels and drive sustained business 
growth for our clients.

Learn more: astoundcommerce.com

About 
Astound



To see more of our work, please visit astoundcommerce.com/insights. 

Interested in working with Astound? 
Get in touch at partnerwithus@astoundcommerce.com.

Your Trusted Partner 
in Digital Commerce
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