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Predicting the 
unpredictable
How COVID has impacted the Dutch FMCG 

industry and what retailers, and manufacturers 

should prepare for in 2021.
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INTRODUCTION

In a fluctuating climate and amid still uncertain timelines, it has never 

been more vital to optimise your data and get ahead of the curve.

It’s not difficult to pinpoint reasons for the many changes in consumer 

habits, retailer trends and manufacturer strategies over the past year. 

COVID-19 has, to an extent, transformed the Fast Moving Consumer 

Goods (FMCG) sector, much as it has many other areas of industry. 

However, in some cases, it could be argued that the pandemic has been 

more of an accelerator than a transformer.

Lockdown life triggered a mixture of trends, behaviours and patterns 

among consumers which we have seen grow over the last year. 

McKinsey reported that more than half of consumers in the Netherlands 

have tried a different shopping behaviour during this period, including 

trying new brands and shopping methods.

Some of these trends were a result of changes in the market, such as the 

need to buy multiple items, or to rely on E-Commerce and online retail 

platforms, or to purchase more cleaning and hygiene products to offset 

health dangers. Other trends that have been encouraged by the 

pandemic situation include the opportunity to explore more variety in 

home cooking; more time and opportunity to master healthier eating 

habits or more sustainable shopping practices; or a stronger preference 

for buying fresh goods and preparing meals from scratch.

Given the growing trend towards health, sustainability, digitisation and 

more flexible working for people in many industries, we would have 

expected to see a gradual increase across many of the above parameters 

over time. But just not this quickly.

In the Netherlands, a recent Deloitte study confirmed that the population 

has been triggered quite significantly by the impact of COVID, with 83% 

feeling anxious and almost half uneased by the new societal situation. A 

third reported they were also worried about their financial situations, 

contributing to some of the trends we have seen in recent times.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/a-global-view-of-how-consumer-behavior-is-changing-amid-covid-19
https://www2.deloitte.com/nl/nl/pages/consumer/articles/how-will-covid-19-impact-dutch-holiday-shopping.html


INTRODUCTION

With COVID set to dominate people’s lives for at least the first quarter of 

2021 as well, our focus is twofold: one, to monitor the past year’s 

consumer trends and assess the longevity of them as we break free of 

lockdown and strive to find normality once more; and two, to see how the 

retailer and manufacturing landscape has adapted to both the short-term 

spikes and the longer-term transformations that we expect to remain even 

beyond the pandemic.

In this whitepaper we walk through the aisles of the major trends that 

have been brought to light through IRI research over the past year. We 

assess the impact that COVID-19, and its associated fallout, has had 

across the FMCG industry, following an ongoing period of reduced 

mobility, intensified home routines, and an accelerated transition to digital 

platforms. This report defines the seven trends our analytics have 

revealed as prominent in The Netherlands in 2020, before forecasting 

how the industry will develop over the next 12 months.

© 2021 Information Resources Inc. (IRI). Confidential and Proprietary. 4

“More than half of 

consumers in the 

Netherlands have tried a 

different shopping 

behaviour during this 

period”

Predicting the unpredictable



SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

TAKING TIME WITH OUR FOOD

Since March 2020, the need to stay at home and become less mobile has 

unsurprisingly led to an increase in demand for food-at-home and fresh 

products. This was seen at its most prominent in terms of Euro and 

volume sales at the beginning of the pandemic, before it levelled out 

towards the end of the year in terms of consistency.

During this rise, a preference for unprepared food in the form of fresh and 

frozen vegetables has come to the fore. More time to prepare meals has 

led to a love of cooking rather than just eating, and we’re seeing this 

reflected in the Netherlands. In particular, the biggest victors were among 

those that were not only fresh and unprepared, but that could do multiple 

meals. This included products like potatoes, vegetables and fruits (a 21% 

rise in Euro sales Full Year 2020 versus 2019), meat and fish (+13% 

Euro sales Full Year 2020 versus 2019).

What is surprising, however, is that we’re still seeing growth among 

frozen products even into 2021, indicating that this has become more of a 

sustained trend, rather than a reactive attempt to stock freezers during a 

period of uncertainty. In the Netherlands, we’re also seeing strong growth 

in the consumption of unprepared vegetables continue into 2021 as part 

of this transition to cooking from scratch, slow cooking, and generally 

putting more effort into the cooking activity. We expect this to continue for 

as along as people have time and are restricted to their homes.

.
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SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

GOODBYE TO CONVENIENCE, 

HELLO TO VARIETY

Reversing years of on-the-go convenience trends and 

foodservice dominating the food Euro, in-home 

consumption requirements have not only led to a 

demand for strong shelf lives and better cooking 

habits. It has also contributed to greater variety as 

consumers try and spice up their daily routines without 

the intervention of a restaurant or convenience store.

This will be an interesting curve to follow as shoppers 

come out of lockdown and have that non-supermarket 

choice presented to them again. In the meantime, we 

expect supermarkets to try and meet them halfway by 

blurring the lines between ‘store’ and ‘meal outlet’. 

Across Europe, the idea of in-store packaged meals –

or ‘takeaways’ – as well as replica three-course dining 

experiences, in-store sushi preparation bars, and even 

delivery services are all set to be accelerated in the 

Netherlands as ways to keep this eating-from-home 

momentum alive beyond lockdown.

A PENCHANT FOR PREMIUM

With shoppers faced with uncertainty in the job market 

and a looming recession, many expected a reduction in 

overall retail spend following the pandemic. However, 

despite the split in income levels across society, 

consumers from all walks of life are indulging more in 

premium and super-premium products. Almost 

immediately after COVID struck, price points rose in 

favour of this category of products compared to the 

year period leading up to the end of February. This lure 

towards luxury products covers both edible and non-

edible items, with health, wellness and self-care 

products in demand as people channel money that 

might have previously been spent outdoors, on 

enriching their home lives instead.

Consumer experimentation was soon noticed by 

retailers and manufacturers who have responded 

almost alarmingly quickly. On the retailer side, we have 

seen price growth across many categories as a result 

of this premiumisation; including spices and 

seasonings, sauces and condiments, and more leisure 

products such as sports drinks and bottled water.

Perhaps even more impressive, though, has been the 

manufacturing reaction. A host of leading global 

brands– such as Mountain Dew, Colgate and Ritz - all 

launched new premium products over the past year, 

suggesting they had already witnessed a leaning 

towards premium even before COVID. In the 

Netherlands we have seen consumers respond 

positively to premiumisation, such as DE Café coffee 

and Albert Heijn's range of culinary fresh meals, Culii. 

More eye-catching examples are the Ben & Jerry's line 

extensions: Netflix & Chill'd and Cone Together.

© 2021 Information Resources Inc. (IRI). Confidential and Proprietary. 6

Predicting the unpredictable

https://www.iriworldwide.com/IRI/media/Library/COVID-19-Impact-Assessment-Millennials-Meat-5-15-20.pdf
https://www.marksandspencer.com/c/food-to-order/dine-in
http://www.sushigourmet.co.uk/
https://www.iriworldwide.com/IRI/media/Library/IRI-TL-Demand-Pockets-Part-1-Premium-Opportunity-11-10-2020-vFF.pdf


SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

PROMOTION PATTERNS

Promotions, once a mainstay of the supermarket experience, took a 

sharp decline in 2020 before returning towards their former state later in 

the year. Initially, retailers reduced their promotions ranges due to 

concerns about the supply chain, while customers were busy focusing 

more on stock levels and the pandemic itself. This resulted in several 

retailers lowering their promotional efforts. By mid-2020, only 20% of 

sales were coming from promotions, compared to around 24% for the two 

previous years.

However, we are already seeing this trend reverse, with the current 

trajectory expected to arrive back at 2019 levels into 2021. As already 

explored, FMCG is rising almost exclusively across the board, so the 

competition has now formed between retailers as to who gets this 

custom. In the UK, an XCCommerce report found that 72% of shoppers

think that retailers should improve their promotions in this ongoing time of 

financial uncertainty. Perhaps more than ever moving into this new year, 

promotions will be a way to differentiate and meet this demand. And we 

expect to see stronger growth in promotional sales as a result.
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24.8

23.4

26.2

https://xccommerce.com/download-promotion/


SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

A HEALTHY PERSPECTIVE ON 

SUSTAINABILITY

Issues of health and sustainability are prime examples 

of trends that were already growing but have been 

given a forceful push by the coronavirus. On the health 

side, consumers have had more time to consider and 

experiment with healthier routines. This has also been 

true of sustainability across all goods over the past 

year.

In the US, as much as 78% rises in Euro sales have 

been seen for items like cruelty free soap, shampoo 

and conditioners, and 66% for bleach free household 

cleaning items. In the US, IRI has witnessed, among 

edible products, brands such as Daiya, Quest Nutrition, 

Reign energy drinks and Vital Farms all gaining 

concerted growth. And this has been reflected in the 

Netherlands too.

Domestically, we’ve seen double digit growth for body 

care and hand soap products, as well as cleaning 

items and even vitamins and minerals under the health 

banner. In addition, however, we’ve also seen a strong 

rise in preference towards sustainable products, with 

brands such as SophieGreen, Marcels Green Soap 

and Golden Naturals all showing that more variety or 

product trialing can be achieved in a sustainable way. 

Their growing reputations and sales shares strongly 

correlate with the overall double-digit growth we’re 

seeing in areas of health and sustainability.

Besides the rise of Plant Based products in the 

Netherlands, manufacturers are focusing on reducing 

sugar and salt levels and the removal of artificial 

ingredients, not only through NPD's but also within 

existing products. This is also reflected by the growth 

of product labels, such as 'Beter Leven' and 'on the 

way to planet prove'.

As a result of this trend, retailers and especially 

manufacturers are also going to need to review their 

own sustainability levels into 2021 to meet consumer 

preference head on. This is likely to be seen across 

their supply chains, packaging and distribution 

strategies.
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https://www.supplychaindigital.com/procurement/localised-supply-chain-could-minimise-disaster-risk


SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

THE BEAUTY OF ONLINE PURCHASING

One of the most obvious – but still noteworthy – trends of the year has of 

course been the move towards E-Commerce. For food items, the notion 

of booking a delivery slot was nothing new, but for non-edible items in 

particular, it has presented more of a sizeable shift. Being able to view 

beauty, care or cleaning products before buying makes sense, but without 

that option, rates of online purchases of cosmetics, fragrances, 

accessories and child or pet care products have all increased more than 

counterparts down the edible aisles.

As a standalone trend this potentially isn’t ground-breaking but looking 

forward to how retailers will respond to this trend certainly is. Introducing 

more innovative digital tools to reinvent the in-store experience will see 

the introduction and elevation of functions like augmented reality, online 

questionnaires, virtual colour palettes and digitised beauty 

recommendations.

Back in March 2020, as that aforementioned shift to online retail took 

hold, it’s clear that retail wasn’t prepared. Delivery slots were difficult to 

come by and capacity was a clear issue. And then, after nine months of 

more steady traffic through online portals and retailers striving to reinvent 

themselves to meet this need… the latest new year lockdown struck in 

mid-December. And they still weren’t ready.

This is perhaps one of the more interesting patterns to monitor into 2021. 

Do retailers bite the bullet and invest in lockdown capacities for the 

longer-term, or do they wait for the lockdown to end and for 2019 levels of 

online traffic to return? Our prediction is that online sales will stay on this 

higher level that is reached during the pandemic although marginalised

when it comes to making a profit. They just have to hope the vaccinations 

will be available to and adopted by most of the population sooner rather 

than later.
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https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/article/online-cosmetics-report/
https://www.enginecreative.co.uk/blog/augmented-reality-shopping-and-the-future-of-retail/
https://www.businessinsider.nl/online-bestellen-albert-heijn-jumbo-picnic-s-nachts-vol/


SEVEN KEY TRENDS 
THAT DEVELOPED IN 2020

COVID FORCES AN ECOSYSTEM TO CHANGE

In 2020, regional full-service supermarkets experienced bigger growth 

than the hard discount supermarkets, strongly drive by the shoppers need 

for one-stop-shopping. Furthermore, shoppers chose to opt for safe, 

nearby outlets in a way that would also support the local community. This 

also carried over into the use of specialty stores like butchers, grocers 

and bakeries.

Not only did this scale of stores offer more immediate accessibility and 

convenience, but they were also able offer more premium bespoke 

products more akin to the restaurant experience. For example, the next 

best thing to well-cooked meat in a dining environment, was to go to the 

butchers, rather than a large supermarket.

Specifically, in the Netherlands, our ability to travel for items was also 

restricted internationally. The notion of shopping for alcohol, coffee or 

personal care items in Germany was cut off due to COVID restrictions, 

which has led to a rise in the use of border stores instead.

While these two strands have in some part taken share away from 

supermarkets, the latter certainly hasn’t been the most affected. This 

unfortunate award goes to convenience stores and the realm of ‘hard 

discounts’ with settings like train stations, shopping malls and even high 

streets seeing either reduced footfall, or footfall in the direction of more 

specialty or varied outlets.
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INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON: THE E-COMMERCE 
SHIFT IN THE NETHERLANDS, UK AND ITALY

We can expect the current status quo to remain in place until at least 

April, and most likely until the middle of 2021 depending on the speed of 

the vaccination programme. For the Netherlands this will incur a 

continued levelling out of online sales which rose from 3.0% of the sales 

share at the beginning of 2020, to 5.4% at the end. We expect this figure 

to increase gradually, depending on how long the 2021 lockdown period 

will last, and how soon people are reintroduced into social situations.

As an international gauge of how far we in the Netherlands have come 

over the past year, this represents a middle-of-the-road evolution by 

European standards. 

In the UK, already by July, online grocery sales accounted for 14% of all 

FMCG sales, a number which had been rising throughout May and June 

previously, and that has grown even more over the festive period and into 

a new year lockdown. Meanwhile, behind the Netherlands before the 

onset of COVID was Italy. In 2019, less than 10% of consumers bought 

food or groceries online, compared to 36% in the Netherlands. However, 

their E-Commerce rise has been much more pronounced from this 

modest starting point; triggered by an immediate surge back in March 

which saw a more than 80% annual change in online sales almost 

immediately.

In the Netherlands, this figure is closer to 60% showing that while we 

have been caught up in the E-Commerce storm, it perhaps hasn’t 

triggered a cemented long-term change like it may have done – or was 

already doing so - elsewhere on the continent.
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Share of Value Sales (%) Online versus Total Turnover Supermarkets incl. HD – Online supermarkets*

* = AH.nl/Jumbo.com/Plus.nl/Deen.nl/Dekamarkt.nl
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https://www.statista.com/statistics/286361/internet-food-sales-value-trend-monthly-in-the-united-kingdom-uk/
https://www.statista.com/topics/6497/online-grocery-market-in-italy/#dossierSummary__chapter1
https://www.ft.com/content/26416b7a-6a89-11ea-800d-da70cff6e4d3


FORECASTS 
FOR 2021

Looking ahead to 2021,there are some trends that we fully expect to persist over the course of the year, such as 

the leaning towards health and sustainability. Some, we predict to be dependent on COVID and lockdown 

measures, such as the rate of online sales shares towards trends that will persist or the reduction in convenience 

store usage. And then there is one major trend that we predict will revert back between 2020 and 2021, but only if 

we’re released from COVID’s shackles early in the year. That, simply, is overall FMCG sales, which will almost 

certainly decline as soon as society reopens again. This is to be expected considering the immense levels 

reached by supermarkets - including hard discounts - in 2020 to the tune of €45 billion of turnover – an 11.2% 

increase against 2019’s figures. To reach this turnover Supermarkets did have one additional week of sales in 

2020, week 53. Below figures reports total Supermarket in the Netherlands sales based on 52 weeks to compare 

2020 versus previous years.

Euro sales (*M) & % change relative to last year – Total Supermarkets incl. HD & Online

Despite product prices increasing, this won’t offset the rebound effect of people returning to restaurants, bars, 

pubs and workspaces when people are reintroduced to normality. Less time at home means less need for scratch 

cooking, and this will undoubtedly see FMCG figures return more towards 2019 levels. It’s therefore important that 

retailers foresee this decline, analyse their shopping data, and make the most of the status quo before consumers 

turn their attentions elsewhere. However, we’re still unsure as to whether this effect will occur in 2021 or 2022.

Euro sales (*M) & % change relative to last year – Total Supermarkets excl. HD & Online 
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Wk. 1-52 

(not wk. 53)

Wk. 1-52 

(not wk. 53)

€ 30,389 € 31,566 € 32,446 € 33,918
€ 37,199

0.7% 3.9% 3.0% 4.5% 9.7%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Revenue % change versus last year

€ 36,077 € 37,437 € 38,830 € 40,463
€ 44,096

0.5% 3.8% 3.7% 4.2% 9.0%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Revenue % change versus last year



FORECASTS 
FOR 2021

To help industry players adapt to this 

next uncertain year, we produced an 

initial three possible scenarios for 

Supermarkets including Online, 

excluding Hard Discounters, at the 

end of 2020. The first hoped for an 

end to COVID restrictions from the 

outset – a wish that has sadly not 

come to fruition. However, scenarios 

two and three are still in play – the 

former anticipating restrictions to end 

halfway through 2021, and the latter 

preparing for another full year of 

pandemic limitations. 
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With this in mind, in scenario 2, we would expect Dutch supermarket sales to decrease slightly versus 2020 at 

around €37.7 Billion (a 0.5% decrease) considering it will take time for consumers to fully return to normal, before 

declining steeply in 2022. In scenario 3, we’d expect the number to increase to €38.9 Billion (a +2.6% increase 

versus 2020). The extent of these forecasts now hinge on when vaccinations make their impact and restrictions 

ease.

IRI’s FMCG forecasts 

for 2021 and beyond 

The economic crisis and unemployment rate 

following COVID19 will squeeze consumer budgets. Depth 

and length of the economic crisis will determine size of 

impact for the FMCG industry.

The Hard Discounters will gain traction again by increased 

mobility of consumers.

Grocery and convenience channels will double down on 

investments in foodservice to capture lost restaurant sales.

Further growth Online share of total FMCG sales, which will 

continue to gradually grow based on increased retailer 

delivery capacity.  

Agile, quick responses used during the pandemic will become 

even more critical to meet evolving consumer needs and 

demand occasions, including altering items on the shelf, 

changing digital messaging, adjusting pricing and trade 

spends, etc.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

© 2021 Information Resources Inc. (IRI). Confidential and Proprietary. 14

MANUFACTURERS RETAILERS

Prioritise innovation, revenue management 

and retail execution, which will replace 

2020 priorities of managing capacity and 

out-of-stocks.

Focus on investing in E-Commerce and 

increase customer loyalty for online 

shopper as this will positively influence the 

overall retailer performance.

Focus innovation on attributes that really 

matter most to valuable consumers and 

make the most of emerging growth pockets.

Evolve assortment to meet emerging 

needs: balance premium and value, 

balance indulgence and healthy and 

smaller versus larger pack sizes as mobility 

increases.

Optimise price and promotion management 

to reflect economic recovery (opening price 

points, value, premium and super premium 

products). Track promotional execution and 

effectiveness to direct investments to 

maximise returns.

With increasing price and promotion 

competition, invest in targeted offers to 

retain new and valuable shoppers when 

demand for at-home consumption softens.

Partner with winning retailers to ensure 

execution excellence in-store and 

online. Develop your E-Commerce range, 

as well as your general digital footprint.

Demand planning and out of stock 

management will continue to play a key role 

as shopping frequency will rise again after 

the roll out of the vaccine program.

Demand planning will play a key role as the 

vaccine is rolled out - ensure optimal 

capacity planning and shipping to the right 

geographies.
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POINT OF VIEW

“If there is one thing that retailers might have capitalised more on at the 

start of the coronavirus pandemic, whether this was intentional or not, it 

would be the way they organised themselves from an E-Commerce 

perspective. At the start of the pandemic in March 2020, consumer 

demand for home delivered groceries exceeded retailers’ E-Commerce 

capacity in no time. Too few delivery slots and low stock levels led to 

dissatisfied customers, including many loyal (and profitable) omnichannel 

shoppers. It is clear that this has not made a positive contribution to the 

retailers’ image.

“The strong E-Commerce growth over recent years has pressured 

retailers to rethink the role of their physical store. Although the E-

Commerce market share is still very small (5% to 6%), the number of 

online shopping trips for weekly bought routine products will increase in 

the next few years. The role of the physical supermarket as a destination 

for the daily groceries and meals will become more important. Retailers 

will further rationalise their assortments in dry groceries. Successful rival, 

LIDL has proven that it is possible to grow market share with a number of 

SKUs that resembles a convenience store rather than a megastore. 

Clearly, it’s not just the extent of the assortment range that leads to 

success.”
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Drs Marcel van Aalst, 

Research Director at 

EFMI Business School 

Institute pinpoints the 

pressures that retailers 

are likely to face over the 

coming year as we come 

out of lockdown.

Drs van Aalst’s forecast for the FMCG market in 2021

“This year, the most important aspect for the industry to monitor 

will be national restrictions. In general, economic terms, reduced 

total sales from supermarkets would be good for the country, as 

that would mean that the pandemic would be under control. But 

as we begin the year in lockdown, the first quarter compared to 

2020 will see those numbers even higher year on year.”

“The assumption from then on is that we will reach a desired 

vaccination rate and restaurants, stores and leisure facilities will 

reopen as we gradually return back to ‘normal’ 2019 levels. 

However, this also depends on other factors like the likelihood of 

a recession, the willingness of consumers to use their savings 

and indeed whether Dutch households decide to go on holidays  

abroad or stay in the Netherlands.”
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CONCLUSION

As we look ahead to 2021 there are still many 

unknowns but compared to how unaware of future 

events we were at the beginning of 2020, the picture 

does seem clearer now. More importantly, retailers and 

manufacturers should have a more robust and agile 

footing from which to react over the course of this 

coming year.

Ongoing lockdowns, phased reintroductions to society, 

the reopening of the high street and convenience 

outlets, and the lingering possibility of an economic 

recession means that flexibility is vital. Flexibility in 

investment and assortment, flexibility across the supply 

chain, flexibility between physical and online portals, 

and flexibility to consumer preferences as the 

landscape changes.

It is not possible to foster that level of flexibility without 

clear real-time insight into your bespoke landscape. 

And for that, you need to harness the potential of data 

effectively and quickly. By gaining access to vast 

swathes of consumer and industry information, in an 

ongoing fashion, will ensure you can keep on top of the 

situation as it continues to evolve. Just because we’re 

in unchartered territory doesn’t mean there aren’t tools 

to guide us through safely and productively.

In essence, the past year’s data can serve as a cheat 

sheet for what to expect in the most extreme of 

circumstances. But they also allude to many new 

normals that look set to influence the industry long 

beyond COVID-19. In 2021, the industry will need a full 

picture of both sides to truly capitalise.

© 2021 Information Resources Inc. (IRI). Confidential and Proprietary. 16

Predicting the unpredictable



© 2021 Information Resources Inc. (IRI). Confidential and Proprietary. 17

About IRI. IRI is a leader in delivering powerful market, consumer and media exposure information, predictive analytics and the foresight that leads to action. We go 

beyond the data to create growth for our clients in the FMCG, retail and over-the-counter health care industries by pinpointing what matters and illuminating how it can 

impact their businesses. Move your business forward at IRIworldwide.eu. Follow IRI on Twitter: @IRI_INTL

1 Arlington Square, Downshire Way, Bracknell, Berkshire, RG12 1WA, Tel +44 (0) 1344 746000

Copyright © 2021 Information Resources, Inc. (IRI). All rights reserved. IRI, the IRI logo and the names of IRI products and services referenced herein are either 

trademarks or registered trademarks of IRI. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

Predicting the unpredictable


