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• Online grocery shopping has expanded at an 
accelerated rate (45% since 2019) for many higher 
income and affluent customers, and also for 
households of low-income backgrounds.

• The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)  
expansion of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) Online Purchasing Pilot (OPP) allowed 
for SNAP/EBT benefits to be accepted by authorized 
grocery retailers by allowing SNAP recipients to 
purchase groceries using their SNAP/EBT cards online.

B a ck g r o un d



• Adults across 7 counties in KY, MD, and NC were recruited to participate in 
an 8-week online grocery shopping intervention via community-based 
channels.

• Participants (n=129) were recruited into one of three arms:
• Brick-and-mortar "BM" (n=56)
• Online shopping only "O" (n=44)
• Online shopping with intervention nudges "O+I" (n=29)

• O+I behavioral intervention consisted of three text messages/week plus a 
private Facebook group offering healthy recipes, food prep tips, and 
affective messaging to encourage healthy eating and shopping.
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M eth o d o lo g y

• Grocery store managers from four states were contacted in 
the Fall of 2021 to participate in a 30-minute semi-
structured interview. 

• Stores were purposefully identified to include those that 
offered online grocery shopping for pick up or delivery, 
offered online shopping for SNAP redemption, or traditional 
brick and mortar stores accepting SNAP benefits. 

• A Grounded Theory Approach was used as a framework to 
establish patterns in the data. An iterative inductive-
deductive approach was employed, and common themes 
formed the basis of codes which were then analyzed using 
NVivo software.



Online ordering primary themes reported by grocery managers 
(n=15):

• Employee order challenges​
• Perceived customer barriers​
• Perceived customer benefits​

Brick-and-mortar locations, without online services, primary 
themes reported by managers (n=8):​

• T houghts  on implementing online shopping 
• C OV ID-19 pandemic impacts  ​
• C ompetition with other s tores  ​
• B enefits  of maintaining brick-and-mortar shopping

R esults



Staffing

Technology

Employee Order C ha llenges

Third-Party Delivery 
Options

O n lin e S h o p p ing  B a r r ier s  &  Fa cilita to r s

“ The la bor s itua tion is  the 
wors t I've ever s een it.  I've 

worked for [s tore na me] for 15 
yea rs  a nd there's  nothing even 

c los e to wha t we're dea ling 
with right now.”

“ And s o right now we're us ing ta blets  to 
proces s  thos e pa yments  a nd [s tore na me]

likes  to run before they wa lk s ometimes . 
And the pus h to get thos e ta blets  out wa s  

pretty big. And they're grea t when they 
work. But if the wind blows  the wrong...  they 

don't rea lly ha ve grea t connectivity.”

Primary Theme

Subthemes

“ There's  not a  lot of a ccounta bility 
on [third-pa rty delivery compa ny]

end when things  go wrong” … “ Which 
is  very frus tra ting beca us e if you get 
on [s tore na me] webs ite a nd you go 
to order delivery, it looks  like we're 

doing it.”



Cost

Perceived C us tomer Ba rriers

O n lin e S h o p p ing  B a r r ier s  &  Fa cilita to r s

“ There is  a  4.99 fee a t our loca tion, a t 
a ll [s tore na me] loca tions . Tha t is  

s ometimes  a  cus tomer concern. S ome 
other reta ilers  ma y not cha rge a  fee. 
But we do ha ve a  fee currently, a nd 

tha t might be s omething tha t cha nges  
in the future.”

Primary Theme

Subtheme

Substitutions

“ And I gues s  the a pp is  not 
tied to our a ctua l on-ha nd 

inventory. S o it does n't 
know tha t s uch a nd s uch is  

out of s tock.”

Perceived C us tomer Benefits

Primary Theme

Subtheme

C onvenience

“ They do a  good job. If you 
got you good pers onnel tha t 

communica tes  correctly. 
And s o when they do tha t 

job well, a nd tha t cus tomer 
gets  us ed to them, it's  jus t 
like tha t is  their pers ona l 
s hopper, a nd they know 

their na me. They know who 
they a re. They ta lk to them 

every week. Tha t mea ns  
s omething.”

Personal C onnection



Perceived Customer Response to 
Offering Online Ordering

Barriers to Implementation & 
Overall C hange

Thoughts  on Implementing 
Online S hopping

B r ick - A n d - M o r ta r  B a r r ier s  &  Fa cilita to r s  To  
O ffer in g  O n lin e S h o p p ing

“ In genera l I think it is  a  grea t idea . And I'm looking forwa rd to.. .  
Es pec ia lly if we a re a ble to incorpora te EBTs  with food s ta mps  
into tha t in a  offic ia l or lega l ca pa city, I feel like tha t would be 
a ma zing a nd I feel like tha t could rea lly boos t our bus ines s .”

Primary Theme

Subtheme

C ompetition with Other S tores

“ I would s a y there is  s till s ome loya lty, a s  
fa r a s  the cha nge, but I ha d found tha t 

you rea lly got to fight a  little ha rder now."

“ We're very rura l.  There's  s till a  va s t 
a mount of people who s till do go 

s hopping. S o [S upercenter], I would 
s a y, would be the more.. .  Wha t's  the 
word? C ompetitive, I would s a y, in 

terms  of fighting for our bus ines s , the 
bus ines s  of our cus tomers ."

Primary Theme



B r ick - A n d - M o r ta r  B a r r ier s  &  Fa cilita to r s  To  
O ffer in g  O n lin e S h o p p ing

Benefits  to M a inta ining BM  S hopping 

M a inly our cus tomer qua lity is  beca us e of the 
friendly a tmos phere, the fa mily a tmos phere. I 

mea n, tha t's  wha t we thrive on. We thrive to be 
fa mily-like to our cus tomers , a nd we know s ome 

of them intima tely. I mea n, jus t, we know their 
children, we know their children's  children.”  

Primary Theme

“ We went da ys  tha t it wa s  every da y, he ha d to s hift a nd a djus t. There wa s  
one da y tha t we didn't ha ve a nybody in produce. No one to do produce 

beca us e we were wa iting to hea r ba ck a bout who wa s  good a nd who wa s n't 
good. And one da y we didn't ha ve two ba g boys .”  “ And s o I jus t went to [co-

worker] a nd I s a id, I gues s  we're ba ggers  this  a fternoon.”

C OV ID-19 Pa ndemic Impa cts

Primary Theme

Changes to store operations 

C ustomer behavioral shifts

Subtheme



• The shopping behavior changes among customers seemed to be most 
apparent in brick-and-mortar stores. 

• Issues with the supply chains, staffing, and technology were more prominent 
for online stores. These issues seemed to impact online stores more when 
looking at how store managers operated during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• SNAP-related responses were limited -- Why?
⚬ SNAP customer status is blinded during the shopping process when 

fulfilling an online grocery order. 
⚬ Majority reported not having access to purchasing data – either 

because the online ordering was through a third party, or because it 
was handled at the corporate level. 

W h a t W e Lea r n ed



• The grocery manager perspective is necessary to inform policies and to 
enhance the evolving virtual food marketplace.

• The OPP’s goal is to promote an equitable expansion of healthy food 
access through online grocery shopping. 
⚬ Attention and investment from policymakers and corporate retailer 

leadership needed to improve access for underserved populations. 

• Innovative ways to  increase healthy purchases could be effective to 

improve dietary intake and shopping choices. This can be done via:

⚬ Behavioral nudge messaging strategies

⚬ Pre- filled grocery carts with healthier food and beverage items 

⚬ Retailer-supported marketing strategies (3 P's) for healthier grocery 

items

Fu tur e  W o r k
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