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Highlights:

« Food-at-home (FAH) spending rose quickly across categories
after the pandemic began in 2020—with several categories over 15
percent — but as of the end of 2022, changes represented about a
4.0 percent decline on average from the same time in 2021.

 As of October—December 2022, spending at quick-service
restaurants remained about 4 percent lower than it was 3 years
earlier, while full-service restaurant spending was still down
about 20 percent.

« Restaurant spending via delivery services became far more
common early in the pandemic and continued to be popular
throughout 2022, while on-premises spending remained sluggish
compared with prepandemic levels.

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic widely disrupted daily life, including which
foods people bought and where they bought them. Following the pandemic
declaration in March 2020, States and local governments across the country
implemented public safety measures that limited access to in-person activities,
closed or restricted businesses such as restaurants, and often invoked stay-at-
home orders. At the same time, the United States experienced an economic
downturn marked by an increase in unemployment rates. Supply-chain issues
affected transportation of food from producers, consumers found it more
difficult to safely access adequate food, and State and Federal Governments
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implemented multifaceted changes in food assistance. All these consequences
of the pandemic meant unprecedented changes to spending on and acquisition
of food at home (FAH) and food away from home (FAFH).

USDA, Economic Research Service (ERS) researchers used several proprietary
datasets to document the shifts in food spending and acquisition behavior
throughout the pandemic. They tracked changes in FAH and FAFH expenditures
by comparing year-over-year percent changes in the inflation-adjusted dollars
spent at food retailers such as grocery stores with year-over-year percent
changes in FAFH transactions at restaurants on a weekly basis. While total
annual food spending levels had recovered from pandemic-related shocks as of
2021, three ERS working papers documented that some pandemic-induced
changes in what people were buying for food at home and where and how they
were purchasing food away from home continued throughout 2022.

Food-at-Home Spending Dlffered by Food Category

U.S. consumers shifted their food purchases to food at home (FAH) during the
first year of the pandemic, as evidenced by large increases in FAH sales. During
the first year of the pandemic (March 15, 2020-March 7, 2021), average weekly
FAH spending grew about 12.6 percent from the year earlier (March 16, 2019-
March 8, 2020). While sales of all FAH categories rose at least 6 percent, some
categories saw higher-than-average changes in sales, including vegetables (15.2
percent), sugar and sweeteners (14.9 percent), grains (14.7 percent), fats and oils
(20.2 percent), and alcohol (15.3 percent).
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Spending increased across nearly all food-at-home (FAH) categories

in first year of pandemic, but returned to closer to prepandemic levels
by end of 2022

Periods of observation

Mar. 15, 2020-
Mar. 7, 2027
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Percent changes, FAH sales by category
compared with same period in 2019

Q

MNote: Changes based on real (inflation-adjusted) spending. Inflation adjustments made
using food categories of the LS, Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index with
lanuary 2020 as the base period. The other category includes foods such as spices and
infant food that do mot readily fit in the specific categories. Data are as of July 2023,
Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from Circana [formerly
Information Resources Inc, [IRI]) scanner data and the LS. Bureau of Labor Statistics
Consumer Price Index.

The changes in sales from March 14, 2021, to March 13, 2022, compared with 2
years before (prepandemic, March 16, 2019, to March 15, 2020) continued to
show elevated inflation-adjusted spending at an average of about 6 percent. This
shows that while some of the early pandemic-related changes had continued,
overall FAH spending started to decrease after the first year of the pandemic.
Most recently, comparing sales from March 20, 2022-January 1, 2023, to March
16, 2019-December 28, 2019, sales remain elevated, although less so than the
changes observed from 2019 to 2020 (an average 4.9 percent compared with an
average 12.5 percent). These changes reflect two phenomena. First, during this
time, both the level and share of FAH expenditures increased compared with
2020 levels. Second, the composition of FAH spending returned to its
prepandemic makeup. For example, each category’s share of FAH sales (adjusted
for inflation) in March-May 2022 was within 0.5 percentage point of the
observed value in March-May 2020 except for beverages.
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Changes in Food-Away-From-Home Transactions and Food-at-Home
Sales

In addition to changing the type of food at home they bought in response to the
pandemic, consumers changed how much they spent at and how frequently they
visited restaurants and other food service outlets. For the first year of the
pandemic (March 15, 2020, through March 14, 2021), year-over-year changes in
FAFH transactions moved in the opposite direction of year-over-year changes in
FAH sales (inflation-adjusted). The increases in FAH sales also occurred sooner
than the decreases in FAFH transactions following the onset of the pandemic.
For example, during the week ending March 15, 2020, food retail sales were 55.3
percent higher than they were the year before, but the change in restaurant
transactions was only 10 percent lower than the previous year. This difference
may reflect consumers stocking up on food in addition to shifting more day-to-
day food consumption to FAH. The levels of change in weekly restaurant
transactions continued until April 12, 2020 (compared with the week ending
April 14, 2019), when restaurant transactions were about 45 percent lower than
the year before. At the same time, FAH sales were still about 17.8 percent higher
than a year prior.

The changes in FAH sales and FAFH transactions were short-lived. By July 5,
2020, FAFH transactions were only about 13 percent lower than the year before,
and FAH sales were about 7.7 percent higher. Each stayed relatively stable
through March 7, 2021, with the average weekly year-over-year change in FAFH
transactions around 12 percent lower, and FAH sales about 6.7 percent higher.
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Changes in inflation-adjusted FAH sales mirrored changes in FAFH
transactions since onset of pandemic

Percent change from 2019
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Mote: FAH = Food at home. FAFH = Food away from home, Changes in spending based on
inflation-adjusted dollars. Inflation adjustments made using food categories of the U.S.
Bureaw of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index with January 2020 as the base period. Data
current as of August 2023,

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations wsing Circana (formerly Information
Resources Inc. [IR1]) scanner data, Circana (formerly the NPD Group) Consumer Reported
Eating Share Trends (CREST) Performance Alerts, and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
Cansumer Price Index data.

Even 2 years after the official onset of the pandemic, changes in FAH sales and
FAFH transactions relative to prepandemic levels continued to move in opposite
directions. As of March 20, 2022, there were still 11.6 percent fewer restaurant
transactions than at the same time in 2019, and FAH sales were 9 percent higher.
As of the last week of 2022, restaurant transactions remained about 6 percent
lower than they were the last week of 2019. As of the last week of 2022, FAH
sales were 23.6 percent higher than the last week of 2019. This indicates the
moderate shifts away from FAFH transactions in favor of increased FAH
spending may be more long term. However, there was variation in the type of
restaurants at which consumers spent money and how they acquired those
meals.

Consumer Spending Varied at Quick-and Full-Service Restaurants

At the end of 2022, FAFH transactions were below prepandemic levels, but
changes in spending (inflation-adjusted) differed by restaurant type. For
instance, during the first year of the pandemic, total consumer spending at
restaurants was down from the year before, but the drop was smaller at quick-
service establishments, where customers order and pay at a counter before
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eating, than at full-service restaurants, which typically offer table service to a
room full of seated diners. During the pandemic, health policies across the
country restricted sit-down restaurant service, which was the primary service
mode for full-service restaurants, but quick-service restaurants could offer other
options, such as drive-thru or carryout, for ordering food.

In the first observable period during the pandemic (March-May 2020), spending
at quick-service restaurants dropped roughly 18 percent below that of the year
before. However, spending began to increase the following period and generally
stayed the same during the October-December periods of 2020, 2021, and 2022:
about 4 percent lower than the same period in 2019. That continuity showed
persistent demand for quick-service meals.

By the end of 2022, spending at quick-service restaurants had almost
returned to prepandemic levels ...
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Mate: Results based on 3-month rolling average of total inflation-adjusted dollars spent
during the peried listed compared with the same peried 1, 2, or 3 years prior. Data current as
af May 2023,

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the Circana (formerly the NPD
Group) Consumer Reported Eating Share Trends (CREST) Perormance Alerts and the U5,
Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price |ndesx.
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... but spending at full-service restaurants remained much lower than
it had been before the pandemic
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of May 2023,

Sowrce: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the Circana (formerly the NPD
Group) Consumer Reported Eating Share Trends (CREST) Performance Alerts and the LS
Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index.

While spending at quick-service restaurants was quicker to rebound to near
prepandemic levels and generally remained there throughout 2022, spending at
full-service restaurants continued to lag at the end of 2022. From December
2019 to February 2020, consumers spent an average of $14 billion at full-service
restaurants; by the first full period of the pandemic (March-May 2020), average
spending had dropped to S7 billion. While consumer spending at full-service
restaurants has increased since the initial drop, it has yet to return to
prepandemic levels. As of October-December 2022, average spending totaled
about $10.6 billion. This was 9 percent higher than October-December 2020 but
20 percent lower than it was in October-December 2019.

How People Acquired ThHelr Food

The decrease in total FAFH spending and the shift toward quick-service
restaurants at the beginning of the pandemic coincided with major changes in
how consumers acquired food away from home. For instance, before the
pandemic (December 2019-February 2020), spending at quick-service
restaurants at the drive-thru, for carryout, and for eating in the restaurant was
nearly equal, with the total inflation-adjusted 3-month average spending ranging
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between $5.9 billion and $8.5 billion. Delivery was the least popular method of
acquiring restaurant food at quick-service restaurants, with $1.6 billion in
spending. For full-service restaurants in the same period, consumers spent $12.1
billion eating on the premises (86 percent of all spending at full-service
restaurants), compared with $1.6 billion for carry-out.

Dining methods involving face-to-face interactions became increasingly less
common after the pandemic was declared, from March-May 2020, and spending
for on-premises dining at full-service restaurants dropped to $2.4 billion.
Carryout rose to only about $3.6 billion, not compensating for the nearly $S10
billion loss in on-premises spending. At quick-service establishments, spending
for on-premises dining and for carryout declined $1.5 billion and $5.4 billion,
respectively, over the same period, while spending at drive-thrus and for delivery
rose $9.8 billion and $3.0 billion, offsetting more of the losses for that type of
restaurant.

Drive-thru and carryout spending increased at quick-service
restaurants early in pandemic; on-premises spending at full-service
restaurants continues to lag prepandemic levels

Dollars spent (billions)
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Mote: Results based on 3-month ralling average of total inflation-adjusted dollars spent
during the peried listed, Data are as of May 2023,

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from the Circana (formerly the NPD
Group) Consumer Reported Eating Share Trends (CREST) Performance Alerts and the ULS.
Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index.

From the beginning of the pandemic in 2020 through the end 2022, how people
acquired food, measured by dollars spent per service mode, at quick-service
restaurants did not fluctuate much. By May-July 2021, on-premises quick-service
spending nearly matched spending on delivery and eventually surpassed it
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around January-March 2022. As of October-December 2022, drive-thru
spending continued to be the dominant way to buy food at quick-service
restaurants ($9.4 billion) and remained higher than prepandemic spending
levels. Delivery spending, although declining, was also higher than prepandemic
at $2.7 billion during the same period. On-premises spending remained about a
third lower than prepandemic levels, highlighting the slow return to this choice
by consumers.

At full-service restaurants, on-premises spending was clearly the preferred
method throughout the pandemic and into 2022. However, it remained lower
than prepandemic levels as of the end of 2022. As of October-December 2022,
on-premises spending averaged about $7.8 billion, which was much higher than
it was early in the pandemic (March-May 2020) at $2.4 billion, but lower than
prepandemic levels ($12.1 billion). Although the average total spending on
delivery from full-service restaurants typically is not more than 6 percent of
total full-service spending, the $0.6 billion observed as of October-December
2022 was double prepandemic levels and consistent for most of 2022. The
expansion of delivery and carryout options during the pandemic led to shifts in
how consumers bought food away from home, which lasted longer than the
policies that initiated them.

As in-person restrictions were lifted and vaccinations became available,
consumers returned to a more familiar way of life. Even so, changes in food
spending persist. New trends emerged in the way consumers purchased food at
home and food away from home, but the FAFH changes were more pronounced.
For instance, consumer spending by service mode at restaurants remained
slightly more diverse than before the pandemic. While on-premises spending
remained the most common spending method at full-service restaurants, it was
lower than prepandemic levels and continued to contribute to the lower overall
full-service spending.

Proprietary Datasets Formed Basis of Pandemic Food Acquisition
Research

This research focuses on spending trends for food at home (FAH) and food away
from home (FAFH) using several proprietary datasets from Circana (formerly
Information Resources Inc. [IRI] and the NPD Group):
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Circana WeekKly Retait Houseliotd TOVID-19 Response scanner data, which
provide retailer-based information on weekly food retail sales that are
representative at the national and State level and contain variables on the dollar
value of food retail sales for each product during a given week. To gain a better
understanding of changes in the sales and purchases of foods by type, each
product is classified into broad categories and subcategories using USDA,
Economic Research Service’s (ERS) Methodology Behind the Quarterly Food-at-Home
Price Database (https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=47567).
These categories are alcohol; (non-alcoholic) beverages; commercially prepared
items; dairy; fats and oils; fruits; grains; meats, eggs, and nuts; sugar and
sweeteners; vegetables; and other (such as spices and infant foods).

Consumer Reported Eating Share Trends {CREST) Perfermance Alerts data,
which report the nationally representative year-over-year changes in the weekly
number of transactions at restaurants.

CREST data, which are national estimates of the dollar amount spent at
restaurants by restaurant type (full-or quick-service restaurants) and acquisition
methods (on-premises consumption, takeout, delivery, and drive-thru). These
estimates are derived from online consumer surveys about food-away-from-
home acquisition behaviors, and then projected and calibrated with other
Circana data products to be nationally representative. Researchers used a 3-
month rolling average of this dataset to maintain the underlying sample size,
which explains why the timing of spending patterns is slightly lagged compared
with what one might expect.

There is additional research that used data from the ERS Food Expenditure Series
(https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-expenditure-series/) (FES) to explore food
spending since the pandemic’s onset (https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-
waves/2023/september/u-s-consumers-spent-more-on-food-in-2022-than-ever-before-
even-after-adjusting-for-inflation/). The FES is a comprehensive data set that
measures the U.S. food system to quantify the value of food acquired across the
country by type of product, outlet, and purchaser (households, businesses, and
government). As outlined in the FES documentation, the FES measures spending
using a retail sales approach and relies primarily on food sales reported in the
Economic Census and surveys from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the
Census (https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-expenditure-

series/documentation/#annual_ national).
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Notably, the methodologies and data sources in FES compared with the
consumer-based CREST data introduce the potential for divergent outcomes.
This may manifest as disparities in year-over-year comparisons, yet may still
reveal analogous trends, such as the quicker recovery seen in quick-service
restaurants compared with full-service restaurants.

https://ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2024/january/food-spending-shifted-in-response-to-pandemic-changes-for-food-away-from-home-continued-thro. ..

This article is drawn from...

COVID-19 Working Paper: Food-Away-From-Home Acquisition Trends
Throughout the COVID-19 Pandemic (/publications/pub-details/?pubid=106521),
by Keenan Marchesi and Patrick W. McLaughlin, ERS, May 2023

COVID-19 Working Paper: National Trends in Food Retail Sales During the
COVID-19 Pandemic: Findings from Information Resources, Inc. (IRI) Retail-
Based Scanner Data (/publications/pub-details/?pubid=105366), by Patrick W.
McLaughlin, Alexander Stevens, Xiao Dong, Carolyn Chelius, Keenan
Marchesi, and Matthew MacLachlan, ERS, December 2022

COVID-19 Working Paper: The Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Food-Away-
From-Home Spending (/publications/pub-details/?pubid=103454), by Keenan
Marchesi and Patrick W. McLaughlin, ERS, March 2022

You may also be interested in...

Using Proprietary Data (/topics/food-markets-prices/food-prices-expenditures-
and-establishments/using-proprietary-data/), by Patrick W. McLaughlin,
Andrea Carlson, Keenan Marchesi, Alana Rhone, and Eliana Zeballos,
USDA, Economic Research Service, March 2024

U.S. Consumers Spent More on Food in 2022 Than Ever Before, Even After
Adjusting for Inflation (/amber-waves/2023/september/u-s-consumers-spent-
more-on-food-in-2022-than-ever-before-even-after-adjusting-for-inflation/), by
Eliana Zeballos and Wilson Sinclair, USDA, Economic Research Service,
September 2023

Spending Gap Between Full-Service and Quick-Service Restaurants Widened
During Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic (/amber-waves/2022/april/spending-
gap-between-full-service-and-quick-service-restaurants-widened-during-

12114



4/8/24, 11:46 AM USDA ERS - Food Spending Shifted in Response to Pandemic; Changes for Food Away From Home Continued Through 2022

coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/), by Keenan Marchesi, USDA, Economic
Research Service, April 2022

Pandemic-Related Increase in Consumer Restaurant Spending Using Mobile Apps
Continued Through 2022 (/amber-waves/2024/january/pandemic-related-
increase-in-consumer-restaurant-spending-using-mobile-apps-continued-through-
2022/), by Keenan Marchesi, USDA, Economic Research Service, January

2024
Return to top
ERS Links USDA Links Sign Up for Updates
ERS Home (/) FOIA (/ fyeedom-of— Subscribe
Accessibility information-act/) (http:// Visitor.rzo.coqstantcm
(/help/accessibility/) Plain Writing IIr=fnrkbelab&rp=oi&m=111
(https://www.usda.gov/plain-
Careers (/about-ers/careers- writing),
at-ers/)
Report Fraud
Contact Us (/contact-us/) (https://www.usda.gov/oig/forms/contractor-
fraud)
E-Mail Updates
(https://visitor.r20.constantconta $p?
lir=fnrkbelab&p=0i&m=111145839d6%p)/ /www.USDA.gov)
Help (/help/) USA.gov
(http://www.usa.gov),
Information Quality (/about-
ers/policies-and- White House.gov
standards/information- (http://www.WhiteHouse.gov),
quality/)
Site Map (/sitemap/)

Privacy Policy & Non-
Discrimination Statement
(/privacy/)

US[)A (/) Economic Research Service (/)
= U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE (HTTPS://WWW.USDA.GOV/)

https://ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2024/january/food-spending-shifted-in-response-to-pandemic-changes-for-food-away-from-home-continued-thro. .. 13/14



4/8/24, 11:46 AM USDA ERS - Food Spending Shifted in Response to Pandemic; Changes for Food Away From Home Continued Through 2022

finE)o mS} Hhixyrimisdl e Anepa/blo
=tnrkbe ab&pzm&mre 11458399653 8
research- service)
service/)

https://ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2024/january/food-spending-shifted-in-response-to-pandemic-changes-for-food-away-from-home-continued-thro. .. 14/14



