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Business futurists and innovation consultancy GDR Creative 
Intelligence have partnered with e-commerce software company 
xSellco for this exclusive report. 

Combining xSellco’s global online data from mass market 
e-commerce vendors with GDR’s global trends research and 
consultancy, this report aims to offer insights into the channel 
behaviour and reactions of consumers since the Covid-19 
pandemic affected the world and our retail habits. We have 
explored the key categories that have seen the biggest changes 
or increases to consumer spending online in lockdown, whilst 
considering how trends and innovations in these sectors responded 
to the new rituals and the challenge of serving customers in new 
ways throughout lockdown.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has wrought havoc 
on the global retail sector. With stores closed 
and consumers confined to their homes for 

the better part of this year, retail has taken heavy 
blows around the world. In April, the UK retail 
sector suffered its worst decline in its history as 
sales fell by 19% year-on-year, while retail sales 
in the US fell by 16.4%. China, which locked down 
its economy much earlier, also experienced heavy 
losses in March when sales fell by 15.8% year-on-
year.

Yet the picture isn’t so uniformly bleak as 
these figures might suggest. Between March and 
May, e-commerce has boomed: up 66% in the 
Nordic countries; up 26% in US and by nearly 20% 
in the UK. Prior to the pandemic e-commerce 
globally had already been seeing steady growth; 
global spend on e-commerce in 2019 has been 
estimated at $3.46tn, up from $2.96tn in 2018, and 
e-commerce has become all the more important 
to consumers during the pandemic. Gains in online 
sales haven’t fully negated overall losses to the 
retail sector, yet it represents a much-needed silver 
lining for many businesses.

Whether or not e-commerce’s heightened 
importance in the retail mix is now the ‘new 
normal’ is up for debate, but there is historical 
precedent that suggests it might be. The SARS 

epidemic of 2002-2004 accelerated the rise of 
ecommerce in China among consumers staying at 
home to stave off the risk of infection, and paved 
the way for Alibaba to cement itself as a dominant 
force in Chinese retail. 

UK parcel delivery firm DPD certainly seems 
confident that increased demand is here to stay, 
having committed to investing £200m this year 
on its next-day delivery capabilities through 
new vehicles, depots and technologies. Tesco in 
the UK is doubling the number of delivery slots 
available to 1.2 million and has utilised AI to drive 
optimisation of routes. M&S inked a deal with 
Deliveroo in March and now has the capability to 
deliver to customers by bike within 15 minutes 
from order, much like a takeaway order.  

Some sectors have performed better online 
during lockdown than others, and it is in these 
areas where we focus this report. Using xSellco’s 
global sales data of online transactions across 
multiple sectors, we’ve selected a handful of 
categories that have seen the most interesting 
increases in demand during lockdown and 
combined them with relevant innovations curated 
by GDR’s research team to get an insight into 
changing consumer behaviours and the ways 
brands are responding to them.      

NesQuino by Nestlé 
is a direct-to-
consumer offer that 
has launched in China 
during lockdown

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jun/09/uk-retailers-face-declining-sales-amid-covid-19-shutdown
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/15/us-retail-sales-april-2020.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/15/us-retail-sales-april-2020.html
https://www.focus-economics.com/countries/china/news/retail/retail-sales-drop-for-fourth-month-in-a-row-in-april
https://www.focus-economics.com/countries/china/news/retail/retail-sales-drop-for-fourth-month-in-a-row-in-april
https://www.freshrelevance.com/blog/covid-19s-impact-on-ecommerce-revenue
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2020/06/04/are-you-certain-e-commerce-will-grow-after-lockdown/#24d57f932246
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2020/06/04/are-you-certain-e-commerce-will-grow-after-lockdown/#24d57f932246
https://www.retail-week.com/online-retail/dpd-bets-200m-on-lockdown-ecommerce-boom-becoming-new-normal-/7035102.article?authent=1
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Alcohol: Data

It won’t come as a huge surprise to many of us to 
learn that online sales of alcohol rocketed during 
lockdown. While pubs, bars and restaurants were 
off limits to consumers, there was a real need for 
people to find a means of letting their hair down 
during very worrying times while isolated and 
confined to their homes.

In most countries, our data revealed an interesting 
pattern: consumers’ alcohol consumption peaked 
in the first full month of lockdown. In Italy, the peak 
was in April when sales were up a massive 149.7% 
on the same month last year, and there was a 
similar story in the UK, which peaked in April with a 
YoY increase of 117.5%.

There was a marked rise in online alcohol sales 
during lockdown in the US too – even considering 

the Spring Break. We analysed data YOY and 
noted that sales were up 60% in April on the year 
before, and 63.4% in May. This relatively temperate 
increase in comparison to the UK and Italy may 
be partly explained by lower alcohol consumption 
levels generally and the fact that the severity of 
lockdown policies has varied substantially from 
state to state in the US.

Despite peaking earlier in those countries, May 
saw substantial YoY increases in sales in the UK 
(108%), Italy (63.7%) and Canada (53.9%). Even 
Spain, which has a much smaller e-commerce 
infrastructure, saw sales rise by 35% YoY after 
increases of less than 10% in March and April. This 
suggests that, by May, Spanish retailers might have 
been able to expand their e-commerce capabilities.  

     

Consumers continue to splash out on 
booze despite pubs and bars closing
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Data provided by xSellco

Figure 1: Percentage change in global online alcohol sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 
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Alcohol: Global Innovations

Around the world, innovation has been rife in 
the direct-to-consumer alcohol market since the 
beginning of lockdown as brands and retailers 
have devised new and engaging ways of getting 
their products into consumers’ hands. 

A standout case study comes from China, which 
benefits from a mature online alcohol market that 
had been growing at 15% each year prior to the 
pandemic. E-commerce giant JD.com came up 
with a way to recreate the nightclub experience for 
consumers in lockdown. Each week, it ran a three-
hour music show on its livestreaming platform JD 
Live, and tied a delivery service to the shows that 
enabled customers to order drinks ahead of time 
from the likes of Pernod Ricard, Rémy Martin and 
Budweiser.

UK craft beer brand Brewdog had an ecommerce 
offering in place long before lockdown, but as 
soon as its pubs were forced to close, it found 

a way to bring the experience of its pubs to 
consumers online. It opened a virtual bar with 
sessions for each of its pubs across the UK, US, 
Australia and Germany, allowing customers to 
drink with one another online, while taking part in 
tasting sessions with the founder, pub quizzes and 
a raft of other social activities.

American whiskey brand WhistlePig saw lockdown 
as an opportunity to launch a new product made in 
collaboration with thousands of at-home whiskey 
enthusiasts. Working with whiskey appreciation 
club Flaviar, it sent ‘Blend Your Own’ whiskey kits to 
Flaviar’s members who returned a sample of their 
creations to WhistlePig. Their submissions were 
analysed and the three most popular blends were 
presented in a livestream to Flaviar members, who 
were encouraged to make and sample the blends 
at the same time using their whisky kits. The winner 
was selected, and WhistlePig HomeStock was born.

JD Live

Global alcohol brands have been 
going direct-to-consumer

https://www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2018/09/iwsr-china-leads-global-online-alcohol-consumption/
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/jd-com-launches-virtual-club-nights-for-self-isolators
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/brewdog-s-virtual-pubs-connect-regulars-during-coronavirus-shutdown
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/whistlepig-homestock-was-crowd-blended-by-thousands-of-at-home-whiskey-enthusiasts
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Wellness: Data

The coronavirus pandemic has been a stressful 
time for consumers around the world. People have 
been fearful for themselves and loved ones, while 
having to adjust to a starkly different way of life 
with little or no access to friends and family. In this 
light, it’s unsurprising that consumers have been 
making purchases on products that they hope will 
help them to relax, de-stress, or get a better night’s 
sleep. 

Consumers look for ways to alleviate 
Covid-related stress
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Figure 2: Percentage change in global online sleeping aid sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 
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Sales of sleeping aids have increased in various 
key markets. In the UK, demand was consistently 
higher YoY between March and May, peaking in 
the first full month of lockdown, April, when sales 
increased by 86.4% YoY. Consumers in Italy, France, 
Germany, Spain, and Australia also spent more on 
sleeping aids in lockdown in every month between 
March and May compared to the same months last 
year. 
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Wellness: Data

Another indicator that consumers are looking for 
ways to relax at home is in the surge in demand 
for hot tubs. Substantial YoY increases in online 
hot tub purchases have been seen in several key 
markets. The biggest rise was in Spain in April, 
which saw orders more than double on the same 
time last year, up 115%. Increased demand for hot 
tubs is reflective of a broader consumer focus on 
home improvement during lockdown. For many 
consumers there is more time available to work on 
home and garden improvements, creating a new 
urgency for DIY projects in this area.
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Figure 3: Percentage change in global online hot tub sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 
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Wellness: Global Innovations

Brands from a multitude of different categories 
have identified that lockdown is a very stressful 
time and have launched new products and services 
in response. 

Meditation app Headspace has reported a surge 
in usage during the pandemic, and has launched a 
collection of free resources, including meditations, 
sleep and movement exercises, called Weathering 
The Storm, as well as a free collection of resources 
for employers to share with their teams. It has 
also given free, full access to Headspace Plus to 
healthcare professionals and the unemployed.

US cosmetics brand For The Biome has expanded 
into meditation services during lockdown, offering 

consumers free 15-minute sessions led by the 
brand’s founder, Barbi Schulick. These are group 
sessions held virtually, every Wednesday at 
11.30am, encouraging consumers to take some 
time in the week for themselves and their mental 
health.

Japanese hot spring resort Arima Onsen devised an 
ingenious method of promoting its experience in a 
way that helped consumers around the world relax 
at home. It launched a series of calming videos of 
its hot springs on YouTube, which could be viewed 
on virtual reality headsets in the bath to recreate its 
blissful experience in consumers’ bathrooms.

Arima Onsen

Brands have been helping at-home 
customers to unwind

https://www.headspace.com/covid-19
https://www.headspace.com/covid-19
https://forthebiome.com/pages/free-meditation
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/japanese-hot-spring-resort-launches-virtual-reality-experience-for-the-bath
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Health: Data

The press has made much of the health benefits of 
vitamin D in boosting immunity. First and foremost, 
it contributes to a healthy immune system, which 
will have been front of mind for many during 
the pandemic, especially as studies have linked 
deficiency of the vitamin to mortality rates. Added 
to this, the nature of lockdown itself will have 
limited the ability of consumers to get sufficient 
levels of vitamin D by natural means, from the sun.

xSellco’s data on online purchases of vitamin D 
supplements shows us that consumers around 
the world have been concerned about their health 
while in lockdown, which isn’t too surprising given 
the global health crisis responsible for it. 

Orders of vitamin D tripled YoY in Canada and 
more than doubled YoY in March in the UK and 
Italy, where sales were up 117.4% and 147.3% 
respectively. Demand across the world seems to 
have tapered off a little in May (but still higher than 
last year), probably due to improved weather (the 
sun enhances natural vitamin D production in the 
body) and relaxed lockdown rules.

With health front of mind, consumers 
turn to vitamin D
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Figure 4: Percentage change in global online vitamin D sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 
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https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190417111440.htm
https://neurosciencenews.com/vitamin-d-coronavirus-mortality-16349/
https://neurosciencenews.com/vitamin-d-coronavirus-mortality-16349/
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Health: Global Innovations

With health, and immunity specifically, so 
important to consumers at this time, there has 
been a surge in activity from brands placing health 
front and centre. US supermarket chain ShopRite 
has been providing in-store access to registered 
dieticians since 2006, and during the pandemic the 
chain has expanded its offering to provide online 
access to its dieticians. Customers can request a 
free consultation with one of its dieticians to ask 
any questions they have about a healthy diet.

In China, Nestlé launched a new health drink 
proposition, NesQino. Effectively Nespresso 
for wellness, NesQino is a drink dispenser that 
customers use to make drinks by adding sachets of 
healthy drink mixes containing various superfoods.

Rootine, a US-based direct-to-consumer vitamin 
brand has repositioned itself during the pandemic 
to provide clear and concise health information to 
consumers. It has launched a section of its website 
dedicated to breaking down topics of keen and 
vital interest at this time, including immunity, 
supplements and nutrition, and has pivoted further 
by using its resources to work on the development 
of antibody tests it intends to make available for 
everyone.

Rootine

Health and wellness propositions 
proliferate during lockdown

https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/shoprite-connects-online-shoppers-with-registered-dietitians
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/nestle-launches-the-nespresso-of-wellness-in-china
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/dtc-vitamin-brand-pivots-to-provide-pandemic-advice-to-its-community
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Fitness: Data

UK consumers have been spending much more 
money on gym equipment during the pandemic. 
Gym closures have forced their 9.7m members to 
work out from home, and others who had been 
getting their exercise from sports or simply from 
commuting to work have needed to find other 
ways of staying fit despite being housebound, 
apart from their one hour of mandated exercise 
time. 

Orders of gym equipment were more than twice 
as high in both April and May on the same months 
last year.

Gym closures lead consumers to ramp 
up spending on working out at home
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Figure 5: Percentage change in UK online gym equipment sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 

Data provided by xSellco
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Fitness: Global Innovations

Nike, as a leader in global fitness and a prolific 
innovator in the space, hasn’t disappointed when 
it came to its response to the pandemic. The 
brand made the premium version of its fitness app 
Nike Training Club free to all US users, featuring 
workouts and advice from trainers. It focused on 
the app in China too while its stores were closed, 
meeting the demand for at-home workouts which 
led to an 80% increase in engagement and a 30% 
increase in e-commerce sales.

Another way Nike helped consumers keep fit at 
home was through its Living Room World Cup. The 
initiative challenged people working out at home 
to compete in a series of challenges against some 
of the world’s top athletes, including the likes of 

footballer Cristiano Ronaldo, golfer Rory McIlroy 
and top tennis star Simona Halep.

With marathons around the world cancelled or 
postponed, Serbian nutrition brand Trinity Diets 
devised a two-hour virtual race on conferencing 
platform Zoom. Participants competed against one 
another by joining the brand’s group on fitness 
tracking app Pacer, with prizes awarded to the 
three runners who ran the furthest.

The Living Room Cup 
by Nike

Fitness brands replace physical 
connections with digital ones

https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/nike-mitigates-covid-19-s-impact-in-china-by-extending-its-digital-approach
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/nike-challenges-at-home-fitness-fanatics-to-take-on-the-world-s-best
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/serbian-fitness-brand-launches-virtual-marathon-on-zoom
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Children: Data

Lockdown has been an especially challenging time 
for families. With schools and offices both closed, 
parents have had to juggle their work with looking 
after their children, educating them and keeping 
them occupied. 

One of the purchases that parents have been 
making to help them with the latter and to keep 
the whole family fit and healthy, are trampolines. 
Sales of trampolines in the UK jumped to 
astronomical heights during lockdown, up 97.6% in 
March, but by 456.6% in April and 693.4% in May. 

These rates were unmatched in all the other key 
markets analysed using xSellco’s data, possibly 
due to lower levels of trampoline ownership prior 
to the pandemic. Yet, despite a dip in March, the 
number of trampoline orders rose in the US in April 
and May, and was consistently much higher YoY in 
Germany, Italy and Australia.

Trampolines have proved a popular 
purchase to keep kids entertained
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Figure 6: Percentage change in global online trampoline sales year-on-year, March-May 2020 
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Children: Global Innovations

Brands from myriad categories have chipped 
in to help parents come up with new ways of 
helping their children to have some fun, with 
some of the innovations coming from unusual 
quarters. One of GDR’s standout case studies 
for children in lockdown came from one such 
source. Home appliance brand Whirlpool came 
up with a superbly cunning ploy to encourage 
children to help out with chores around the house. 
#ChoreClub is an online content campaign that 
repositioned mundane chores as fun, educational 
activities for children to enjoy, from games 
involving sweeping the floor to baking recipes 
designed to develop children’s maths skills.

In Russia, Ikea launched a perfectly on-brand 
campaign by creating six instruction manuals in 

their usual style that showed locked-down families 
how to build forts using its furniture and a few 
other everyday items. Children could choose to 
build a fortress, a tent, a house, a wigwam, a castle 
or a cave.

An innovation from a brand a little more familiar to 
children was Build-a-Bear’s Workshop Wednesdays. 
The weekly video series reimagined the brand’s 
proposition in-store for families in lockdown, 
featuring activities ranging from recipes and craft 
ideas to colouring sheets and games, with all assets 
freely available for download on Build-a-Bear’s 
website.

Build-A-Bear 
Workshop 
Wednesdays

Brands have gone the extra mile to 
keep kids and their parents active

https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/whirlpool-turns-chores-into-fun-lockdown-activities-for-kids
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/ikea-shows-locked-down-customers-how-to-convert-its-products-into-forts
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/build-a-bear-reimagines-its-in-store-experience-online
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Conclusion:
Focus on customer 

experience
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In a detailed analysis of more than 40 million 
online orders processed by online retailers through 
Amazon, eBay, Magento and other marketplaces in 
March 2020, xSellco reported a 28.9% increase in 
sales, however, customer support enquiries grew 
by almost twice that amount, rising by 54.7%. 

Delivery and shipping related queries were up 
41.45% at the start of lockdown, increasing to 
83.76% in May (worldwide). UK retailers were also 
faced with a similar surge (up 74.21% in May). A 
recent report from PWC highlighted the risk painful 
delays have on the buyer relationship, with 32% 
of all customers saying they would “stop doing 
business with a brand they loved after just one bad 
experience”. 

xSellco CEO, Alex Payne said; “Online retailers 
need to pay close attention to customer 
experience. Proactive communication and effective 
management of customer expectations are 
essential if sellers want to keep the trust of their 
customers, and protect their selling reputation.”

Throughout Covid-19, customer anxiety 
continued to rise in the US. Understanding 

international sentiment is going to be key to 
maximising online sales opportunities, and 
minimising business impact. 

xSellco’s CTO, Gareth Cummings summarised as 
follows: “Covid-19 represents an inflection point in 
business evolution. Brands and stores across the 
globe have been forced to rapidly accelerate their 
adoption of e-commerce processes and for many 
it has been a steep learning curve. To succeed in 
the highly competitive ecommerce landscape, 
brands need to invest in every aspect of the online 
customer experience, from brand to basket and 
beyond. A commitment to, and investment in CX is 
likely to deliver significant online returns for savvy 
brands, increasing trust on site, brand advocacy, 
brand recognition and customer referrals.

“If we look at the data, we can see commonalities 
in the most successful online brands and merchant 
sellers. Stringent customer SLAs, fast adaptation to 
cutting edge ecommerce technologies, alongside a 
deep desire to improve the customer experience.”

Conclusion: customer experience is 
more important than ever before
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Figure 7: Percentage increase in online customer support enquiries, March-May 2020 
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Customer Experience: Global Innovations

One of the biggest challenges for brands and 
retailers during lockdown has been how they 
meet the elevated and changing needs of their 
consumers. 

While omnichannel retailers’ customer experience 
channels were severely curtailed by the absence 
of their physical stores, many of them reacted 
by finding innovative ways to bring the best of 
their offline offerings online. British department 
store John Lewis, for example, which has invested 
heavily in its in-store styling and personal shopping 
services in recent years, pivoted to offer virtual 
fashion styling via Instagram video. During the 
sessions the stylists created personalised shopping 
lists that were shared with the customers, allowing 
them to complete purchase on the John Lewis 
e-commerce site.

Estée Lauder used an AI-based chatbot on 
WhatsApp to optimise its customer experience 
during lockdown. Customers could add the 
chatbot, known as Liv, to a WhatsApp chat and 

it would help them build a personalised skincare 
regime. It would then guide them through The 
7-Night Skincare Challenge by sending them 
reminders and useful tips to keep them on track 
during the first week of their new regime.

Texas supermarket H-E-B launched the Senior 
Support Line to offer its most at-risk customers a 
more convenient way to order groceries during 
lockdown. Removing the need for them to worry 
about booking scarce online delivery slots, eligible 
customers were given access to their own personal 
shopper from the Favor Delivery service, who they 
could call with an order whenever they needed 
groceries.

With e-commerce sales anticipated to continue 
to grow exponentially in all key markets globally 
beyond the pandemic, astute customer service 
innovations like these will become an even more 
important differentiator for brands looking to 
attract and retain demanding consumers.

H-E-B’s Senior 
Support Line

Astute customer-centric innovations 
can be a key differentiator 

https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/john-lewis-brings-its-styling-sessions-online-through-instagram-video
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/estee-lauder-s-whatsapp-chatbot-creates-bespoke-beauty-routines
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/supermarket-s-personal-shopping-service-supports-seniors-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://gdrinsight.com/case_studies/supermarket-s-personal-shopping-service-supports-seniors-during-covid-19-outbreak
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Contact us
To find out more about how GDR and xSellco are combining consumer 
spending and innovation trends, or to discuss a bespoke report, contact:

Rachel Wilkinson, GDR Managing Director – rachel@gdruk.com

Gareth Cummings, xSellco CTO – gareth.cummings@xsellco.com

Report written and produced by GDR Innovation Strategist Charlie Lloyd  
and Managing Editor John O’Sullivan 
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