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Covid-19 brought the new reality into every-day life, global economy, and various sectors, including independent
convenience stores. After the first and during the second wave of Coronavirus in the United Kingdom (mid-November 2020),
the overall situation was very dynamic and turbulent. This paper is thus aimed at answering the question how the
independent convenience stores sector in the United Kingdom functions in the Covid-19 reality. We analyse such issues as
the recession phase in the global economy, and challenges the independent convenience stores sector in the UK faces,
including the changing aspects of the consumer shopping behaviour. We identify the changes in the footfall, basket spend,
sale, product categories, etc. Finally, we conclude that the convenience store sector in the UK is relatively resistant to
Covid-19 pandemic and emphasise the most challenging consumer behaviour aspects in the middle of the Covid-19

pandemic.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought many unexpected
and uncommon regulations and circumstances that societies
and economies face. Some consequences are already known
(mid-November 2020), some are still impossible to be
identified and predicted. The situation is extremely complex
and dynamic in all various fields, e.g. health (Brose et al.,
2020; Zvolensky et al., 2020), safety (Tahir & Batool, 2020;
Urch & George, 2020), economics (Bonaparte, 2020; Fetzer
et al., 2020), retail (Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020;
Vaitkevicius et al., 2019), and consumer behaviour (Kirk
and Rifkin, 2020; Sheth, 2020). Uncertainty becomes the
most prevalent characteristic of the current reality in all
dimensions, from the global economy to every single
household and/or individual. The overall trends, including
globalisation, are not as certain as before and the ‘new
normal’ is very difficult to define (Leiva-Leon et al., 2020;
Sulkowski, 2020). We address the issue of these Covid-19
consequences and new circumstances from the perspective
of the convenience stores sector that generates an
impressive number of vacancies in the job market and
highly influences local communities (Rybaczewska &
Sparks, 2020). The contribution of this paper is thus

twofold: firstly, to document and analyse the situation of the
independent convenience stores sector in the UK after the
first and during the second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic;
secondly, to interpret the changes caused by Covid-19. We
focus on specific aspects of consumer shopping behaviour
in independent convenience stores under the unprecedented
circumstances of lockdown and pandemic. Consequently,
our study is aimed at widening the discussion on the current
reality (mid-November 2020) and possible scenarios for the
future of the independent convenience stores sector facing
the challenging short- and long-term implications of the
Covid-19 pandemic.

The paper comprises six main sections. The
introduction is followed by the conceptual framework. It
addresses the following: firstly, the complex Covid-19
reality and consequences from the perspective of the global
economy (2.1); secondly, the meaning of the independent
convenience stores sector in the UK (2.2); thirdly, the
knowledge gap in the current situation of the independent
convenience stores sector in the UK under the Covid-19
pandemic (2.3). The fourth section of the paperdiscusses the
research findings, preceded by the methodology that
explains the applied research procedure. Conclusions and
Implications comes as the fifth section of the paper and is
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followed by Limitations and Future Research showing our
awareness of the issues and remaining tasks where new
efforts need to be made.

COVID-19 Pandemic and Independent Convenience
Stores: Conceptual Framework

Covid-19 Pandemic: Global Economy, Social and
Cultural Changes

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought significant
changes: worldwide recession, deglobalization, and
societies/economies going increasingly online (e.g. Bui et
al., 2020; Gallant et al., 2020, Sulkowski, 2020).

This self-evident statement results from the
observations of the ‘second wave’ of the pandemic in many
countries around the world, where schools are closed down
again. Social distancing measures are being reinforced by
governments, and global stock exchange indexes are noting
rapid drops (Ramelli & Wagner, 2020). The conomies of
many countries plunged into recession in the second quarter
of 2020, which was followed by a rebound in the third
quarter and a further recession (the fourth quarter of 2020).
Considering the extent of the Covid-19 pandemic, its
effects are bound to be momentous (Carlsson-Szlezak et al.,
2020; Fernandes, 2020; Leiva-Leon et al., 2020)., Showing
a few ways the epidemic-effected US economy can
possibly develop, Bonaparte (2020) is in favour of taking
the most radical actions. There are scholars suggesting that
the consequences of the pandemic will cause a crisis in the
supply chains and demand, and will eventually lead to the
decline in productivity and employment (Fornaro & Wolf,
2020). Considering the existing inequality in income
distribution even in the most developed countries before the
pandemic situation (Mishchuk et al., 2018), recent sudden
stops in economic activity and sectoral changes in
employment can lead to further negative consequences.
Interest rates have dropped below zero, and central banks can
by no means react effectively (Nicola et al., 2020). Both
economic activity and employment are noting sharp
declines. As a result, businesses make budget cuts, which
leads to the decrease in productivity, that may consequently
be followed by further recession (Fornaro & Wolf, 2020).
First of all, these effects will be manifested in labour
markets, deepening inconsistencies in labour demand and
supply (Bilan et al., 2020). As evidenced by the literature
and financial institutions, all of these factors, along with the
quarantine and lockdown regime introduced by individual
countries, make their economies enter the recession (Gupta
et al., 2020). Even though the development of the Covid-19
is likely to impact different areas of the economy to varying
degrees, a wide and cross-sectoral decline will be a
recognizable phenomenon (Guerrieri et al., 2020). The real
impact on economic efficiency and social safety can be
more evident within changes in social security systems,
particularly, social safety nets activity, due to their
influence on quality of life of the population. This impact
will be espesially significant for those parts of the
population, whose income is generated from the
redistribution of tax revenues (Mishchuk et al., 2020). The
most sensitive and therefore most gravely affected sectors
of the economy relate to culture and leisure time
(gastronomy, hotel and tourism, culture and show

business, moviemaking industry), health, education, and
transport (Albulescu, 2020a). Other business areas, which
are most likely to be seriously affected by the pandemic,
include financial services (trade, banking, insurance) and
fuel extraction and processing (Albulescu, 2020b; Parisi,
2020). For financial markets represented by the foreign
exchange sector , fluctuation risks is a ubiquitous feature
(Helisek, 2019). In immature markets with high share of
mutual funds, financial risks,however, grew unexpectedly,
causing essential shifts in activity (Nicolescu et al., 2020).
Regional differences in the pandemic consequences reflect
the distribution of enterprises and labour force involved in
the specific activity (Kuzmenko et al., 2020), including the
fields strongly influenced by the pandemic crisis (Cepel et
al., 2020; Vo, 2020). This list is by no means complete. Very
few areas can count on keeping or increasing their growth
rate, and these include the production of pharmaceuticals and
medical infrastructure, OHS, and some ICT activities. SMEs
without the necessary resources to outlive the crisis will be
most threatened by the spread of the pandemic. The
interventions of national governments and international
financial bodies are likely to belong to the consequences of
the growing global economy crisis.

Another effect of the pandemic can be seen in the
increasing deglobalisation trends (Balsa-Barreiro et al., 2020;
Bollard, 2020; Kozlov & Sokolova, 2020). To date (mid-
November 2020), national governments pioneer decisions
regarding the fight against the pandemic. They decide on such
matters as the introduction of national emergency states,
epidemic risk zones/levels/degrees, closing national borders,
banning international flights, putting citizens on quarantine
and isolating them if necessary, construction of hospitals
(including field hospitals), mobilisation of the military and
health services or allocating more financial resources to
medical staff. Other institutions such as WHO, EU, or
churches play a complementary role to national governments,
helping them get stronger after the pandemic. From this point
of view, the UK, experiencing the Brexit process and fighting
the pandemic at the same time, is a laboratory for
deglobalisation solutions in the retail sector.

The spread of the coronavirus has caused a rapid change
in the way people communicate in such areas as business,
education, local, central, and even global administration,
which has noticeably moved online due to the reasons related
to health security. This involves not only the growing use of
technical infrastructure and software but also means the
formation of new social and cultural behaviour. The rapid
move to online communication methods will apparently
include such activities as controlling, motivating, and training
the workforce.

Independent Convenience Stores Sector in the UK

The importance of the convenience store sector in the
UK has been widely acknowledged and confirmed by
various credible statistics over the years. The Local Shop
Report 2020 prepared by the Association of Convenience
Stores shows that there are 46,955 convenience stores in
mainland UK. This sector currently employs around
412,000 people, generating sales of over £44.7bn over the
last year (Association of Convenience Stores, 2020).
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At a time of retail restructuring and changing consumer
demands, the convenience sector has been one of the few
‘bright spots’ in UK retailing (Hood et al., 2016). The
expansion of convenience stores has been attributed to
meeting changing customer preferences, the enhanced
variety of services and products offered and their locational
alignment with work, travel and residence. That is why it
became an important feature of retail (Rybaczewska and
Sparks, 2020).

Independent Convenience Stores Sector in the UK and
Covid-19

Convenience stores are a format that can be operated by
various organisational forms. Corporate convenience stores
have expanded in the UK (Tesco Metro, Express etc.), but
so too have affiliated and symbol groups (e.g. Spar,
Premier). Independent and unaffiliated convenience stores
are a part of all convenience stores sector (17.7 % according
to the Association of Convenience Stores, Local Shop
Report 2020) as the majority tends to affiliate to symbol
groups to obtain benefits of sale, marketing, supply chains
etc. In most cases they remain, though locally-owned in day
to day operation. We concentrate on such stores since it has
been suggested that locally-owned convenience stores play
a stronger role in both local economy and local society than
previously and tend to have stronger and more extensive
links than, for example, corporate stores (Rybaczewska &
Sparks, 2020). Taking this into consideration, we emphasise
the importance of the independent convenience stores sector
in the turbulent Covid-19 pandemic circumstances. If the
independent convenience stores play the role of a ‘glue for
the community’ (Sparks, 2019) how their meaning increases
in the context of the loneliness and mental problems arising
as a kind of lockdown and self-isolation (Miller, 2020; Palgi
et al., 2020) widely implemented around the globe in the
Covid-19 reality? At the same time when the society and
many households and individuals experience the uncertainty
to the highest level, how important are the locally-owned,
independent convenience stores offering stable jobs (80 %
more than one year, including 19 % of more than 10 years
employment according to the Association of Convenience
Stores, Local Shop Report 2020)? What is this sector’s role
in assuring the local societies that all their groceries and
other everyday product demands can be fully covered in all
circumstances (including the Covid-19 pandemic which
disrupts transport and supply chains)?

Therefore we address the gap in knowledge regarding
the current situation of this meaningful (not only for local
economy and society) sector of independent convenience
stores in the UK by formulating and answering the below
research question;

RQ: How does the independent convenience stores
sector in the United Kingdom function in the Covid-19
reality?

Methodology

Being aware of the advantages and disadvantages of
both qualitative and quantitative approach to answer the
formulated research question (Bryman & Bell, 2015;
Neuman, 2013; Woodside, 2016), we decided to implement

the quantitative methods. It is also connected with the fact
that we are interested in up-to-date data and value here the
overall objective picture more than in-depth, detailed and
subjective opinions.

This research was conducted on a unique dataset created
by The Retail Data Partnership Ltd. TRDP has worked with
retailers for more than twenty years to help them improve
their businesses by developing ShopMate - the convenience
sector’s most dependable EPoS system. Thanks to the
contribution of TRDP we analyse the real-life (not
declarative), transactional data drawn from 2,921
independent symbol and unaffiliated convenience stores
located in the United Kingdom. All regions were taken into
consideration, and specific numbers are as follows: 343
stores in Wales, 259 stores in Scotland, 21 stores in
Northern Ireland, 2,298 stores in England. TRDP dataset is
highly credible and consistent over time.

The investigated period includes January — September
2019 and January — September 2020. In most cases we
concentrate on year-to-year comparisons. Sometimes we
underline the overall trend in 2020 or make the long-term
observations, starting from previous year(s), depending on
the context.

Findings and Discussion

We identified several determinants enabling the
diagnosis of the situation of the independent convenience
stores sector in the UK facing the whole variety of
symptoms announcing the second wave of Covid-19
pandemic. Among these determinants we put the average
store footfall, basket spend, average monthly store gross
sales, average store unit sales, products category etc., all
contextualised within 2019 data to provide the year to year
comparison.

Analysing monthly average footfall between January -
August 2019 and January - August 2020 (Figure 1), year-to-
year comparison shows that, not unexpectedly, the most
significant decrease in footfall took place in April 2020. The
lockdown was then fully introduced and implemented in the
UK (announced on the 12" March 2020, it was not as
impactful immediately in March as it was the following
month i.e. April 2020). The most current records from July
and August 2020 confirm the overall trend of lower footfall
in 2020 than in 2019. Interestingly the points in time when
the difference was the lowest were January and February
2020 when the Covid-19 pandemic was acknowledged but
not that spread yet and the restrictions in the UK were not
that strict.
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Average Store Footfall and Basket Spend, 2019-2020
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Figure 1. Monthly average footfall, Basket Spend and Sales (January - August 2019 and January - August 2020).
Source: The Retail Data Partnership Ltd.

These observations are supported by the survey data
concerning the whole convenience stores sector presented in
the Local Shop Report 2020 (Association of Convenience
Stores, 2020), stating that 40 % of respondents reported
decrease in 2020 footfall to a large extent and a small extent
17 % of respondents (in comparison with 2019). At the same
time 14 % of respondents admitted that 2020 footfall
increased to a large extent and a small extent 23 %, all in
comparison with 2019.

Another observation refers to the basket spend in the
analysed period of time (Figure 1), which shows the totally
different situation in 2019 and 2020. There was a huge
dynamics in 2020 and rather stable situation in 2019. All
records in 2019 were around £6.6, whereas 2020 differed
between £6.8 and £9.8. The decreasing footfall was
explicitly combined with the increasing basket spend
(especially in April). Since April 2020, when the peak was
reached, the overall basket spend was decreasing but still
was at a far higher level than in 2019.

Contextualising these observations within the situation
of the whole convenience stores sector (Association of
Convenience Stores, 2020) supports this sector’s
consistency, irrespectively of the kind of the investigated
stores. The reason for that is the fact that almost 50 % of
respondents claimed that average basket spend in 2020
increased to a large extent and 29 % reported increase to a
small extent. At the same time, only 23 % stated that there
was a decrease in the average basket spend (to a large extent
17%, a small extent 6%).

Average Monthly Store Gross Sales (£) YOY Growth %

25%
20
10%
5
0 f—

January February March April May June July August

YOY Growth

Month Commencing (2020)

Figure 2. Average Monthly Store Gross Sales
(year to year % growth).

Source: The Retail Data Partnership Ltd.

Another set of variables characterising the current
situation of the independent convenience stores sector is the
average monthly store gross sales. If the year-to-year growth
between January - August 2020 would be taken into
consideration (Figure 2) the peak point would not be April
2020 but May 2020. Interestingly there was no growth
recorded in January 2020, but it gradually increased since
February 2020 and regularly decreased since June 2020.
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YoY Average Store Unit Sales Comparion 2019-2020

Figure 3. Average Store Unit Sales (year to year comparison 2019 — 2020).

Source: The Retail Data Partnership Ltd.

All these correspond with the average store unit sales
comparison (Figure 3), which shows that in January 2020
the average number of units sold per store was almost the
same as in 2019. Since then though, it started growing
(again the peak in May 2020) and became far closer to 2019
in July and August (but still not at the same level).

The peak point can also be contextualised within the
very uncommon situation in many countries, including the
UK, connected with the lockdown and transport difficulties.
Many consumers, for the very first time in their life, have

seen the empty shelves in supermarkets and other stores.
How has it changed their shopping behaviour/spend? How
did it influence their shopping behaviour at that time? The
literature introduces the first voices discussing these
questions (Kirk & Rifkin, 2020; Sheth, 2020) and we would
like to join and expand this discussion with our findings.
Among others, we can see that March 2020 was the time
when canned food was far more frequently shopped than in
any other recent times (Figure 4).

Canned Goods by Product Type Average Daily Sales

Sold

Figure 4. Average Daily Sales of Canned Goods (by product type)

Source: The Retail Data Partnership Ltd.

Sales value of the whole convenience stores sector
(Association of Convenience Stores, 2020) supports these
observations since 66 % of respondents noted an increase in
this context (to a large extent 38 % and a small extent 28 %).
Simultaneously only 34 % of respondents reported a
decrease in the sales value (to a large extent 26 % and a
small extent 8 %).

Another observation refers to product categories most
frequently sold in 2019 and 2020 (Association of
Convenience Stores, 2020). It shows that the first and
second most popular category stayed unchanged (i.e. tobacco
and e-cigarettes and alcohol). What’s more, in the
independent convenience stores, these categories are even
more frequently bought in 2020 (32.7 % tobacco and e-
cigarettes, 20.1 % alcohol) than they were in 2019 in the

whole convenience stores sector (20.9 % tobacco and e-
cigarettes, 15.1 % alcohol). The third and fourth most
frequently bought categories changed as in 2019 it was chilled
foods (12.8 %) followed by soft drinks (7.1 %), and in 2020
these included soft drinks (third biggest shares 10.0 %) and
confectionary (on the fourth position 6.6 %).

Conclusions and Implications

The footfall analysis showed that year-over-year
comparison confirms the impact of the Covid-19
regulations, (including lockdown) on the functioning of the
retail in general, and the independent convenience stores
sector specifically. Our observations prove the fact that
whatever the policymakers decide, every introduced
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solution/regulation comes with wide repercussions for a
variety of organisations, business activities, and individuals.
The footfall analysis also supports the understanding of the
independent convenience stores sector as a part of the entire
convenience stores sector being not that different from other
kinds of convenience stores (e.g. multiples, symbols) and
often characterised by the trends that correspond to the rest
of this sector. This is also confirmed by our further findings.

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic itself and all the
related regulations, is meaningful in the context of both
consumer behaviour and the independent convenience
stores sector. Nevertheless, the implications of this impact
can be identified only partially at this stage (mid- November
2020) as the long-term changes are still in progress and can
only be forecasted, not specified. Nevertheless, the overall
impression of the existence of the trends caused by the
Covid-19 pandemic has been confirmed by our and other
research findings (Kirk & Rifkin, 2020; Roggeveen &
Sethuraman, 2020; Sheth, 2020). Therefore, we join the
discussion concerning the Covid-19 implications for the
overall retail and high streets and town centres addressed by
many institutes (e.g. Institute of Place Management, 2020),
reports (e.g. PWC, 2020), blogs (e.g. Sparks, 2020), etc.
They all confirm the turbulent circumstances that are being
faced by all stakeholders in various sectors and emphasise
the importance of openness for change and flexibility in
current conditions.

Additionally, our analysis underlines the relatively
stable and strong position of the convenience stores sector
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