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PHARMACY SALES BOOM, BUT WHAT NEXT? 

A
ustralian retail pharmacy scan 

sales exceeded $800 million 

in the four weeks to March 

22 (up 26 per cent versus 

the same period in 2019) as COVID-19-

induced anxieties drove a surge in store 

traffic, transactions and stockpiling of 

self-care products. 

Whether pharmacy retailers and 

merchandised brands can build on 

this unprecedented boom in domestic 

demand is now the key question 

amid signals of diminishing panic 

and glimmers of optimism about the 

(post-isolation) future. 

March was an especially turbulent 

month for Australia, as the COVID-19 

pandemic shook already fragile 

consumer and business confidence. 

It resulted in unprecedented new 

social norms and manifested into a 

health and economic crisis of historic 

magnitude. Among a plethora of 

socio-economic outcomes, the FMCG 

industry played a fundamental role 

in making Australians feel safer and 

better protected by ensuring access 

to affordable essentials (supply chain 

challenges notwithstanding). 

IRl's shopper panel, derived from more 

than 13,000 households recording their 

purchases across channels, revealed 

the average Australian household spent 

an additional $17 in OTC pharmacy 

expenditure versus the same four-

week period last year. The increase 

in spending was underpinned by a 

54 per cent increase in store visits 

(or transactions) across the pharmacy 

channel, compared with a 27 per 

cent uplift in grocery (four weeks to 

March 29). 

OTC pharmacy transaction growth 

was apparent across the range of store 

formats, with Priceline, My Chemist 

Group and 'rest of pharmacy' all 

recording transaction growth above 

25 per cent. However, My Chemist 

Group stood out across the entirety 

of our national shopper panel by 

recording 0.6 percentage point growth 

in share of wallet allocated to the 

retailer among existing banner buyers. 

My Chemist Group also recorded the 

largest increase in basket size per trip 

(up 10.3 per cent). 

Underpinned by these core shopper 

fundamentals, retail pharmacy added 

$164 million in additional POS sales in 

Stockpiling was evident in soaring FMCG sales in March, especially in 

retail pharmacy. 

Source: IRI analysis; IRI Shopper Panel, Total Till Receipt, 4 weeks to 29/03/2020 versus 31/03/2019; 

IRI Store Visits. 

Stockpiling of essentials throughout March resulted in soaring sales in OTC 

pharmacy self-care categories. 
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"COVID-19 has brought 

into focus how the FMCG 

industry provides critical 

value daily for those in need 

of basic necessities." 

the four weeks to March 22. By acting 

as a 'first line of defence', categories 

aligned to self-care and immunity were 

the lynchpins of growth. Analgesics 

(up 87 per cent), which accounted for 

a 26 per cent share of all pharmacy 

sales growth, led the channel's gain. 

Cough and cold (led by cold and flu 

remedies) and personal care (led 

by personal wash) rounded out the 

top three growth driving categories, 

which collectively amassed $87 million 

in additional sales growth in the 

four-week time frame. 

Immunity boosting vitamins and 

supplements also enabled the overall 

category to lap strong double-digit 

category growth (up 19 per cent) 

recorded a year ago. Gains were 

not exclusive to pharmacy retail: 

IRI recorded weekly vitamins growth 

beyond 50 per cent for three successive 

weeks in March in the grocery channel, 

which is a micro-example of how we 

observed shoppers becoming even 

more promiscuous towards channels, 

banners and brands in doing whatever 

was required to secure their elevated 

purchase requirements. Highlighting 

this, 50 per cent of our shopper 

panellists told us in the first half of April 

that they'd either visited another store 

or bought a different brand when faced 

with out of stocks (which 96 per cent of 

shoppers experienced). 

The robust performance of premium/ 

community pharmacists was mirrored 

by the strong showing from community 

embedded IGA stores, whereby 

Australians were embracing destinations 

that have largely become secondary 

choices to the 'big two' with far greater 

regularity. Mature channels, categories 

and brands acquiring new consumers, 
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