
What the Rapid Change in 
Consumer Needs Means for Retail

March 2021

Danish Consumer  
Sentiment 2021



At a
glance

Danish consumer sentiment has been negatively 
impacted by the global pandemic. Our survey data 
suggests that a net 12% of consumers are reducing 
spend today versus pre-COVID. Consumers are not 
thinking about increasing their expenditure within 
a foreseeable future, but rather once restrictions 
are fully lifted (which should cause a positive 
net 13% of consumers to increase spend). The 
pandemic has clearly impacted day-to-day life in 
Denmark, causing new at-home habits to emerge 
and accelerating existing consumer trends. Our 
Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey reveals three 
insights that will impact retail in the coming years 
of economic recovery.   
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Danish homebodies will survive, and online groceries will 
thrive beyond COVID
21% of consumers expect to permanently spend more time at home, even 
after the pandemic is over. For these homebody consumers, convenience 
drives their online preference and e-commerce adoption will likely remain 
beyond lockdown. While consumers indicate that their increased usage of 
takeaway food is temporary, they expect 80% of grocery growth to come 
from online channels. Danes are embracing stay-at-home habits and enjoy 
the timesaving benefits of online food shopping.  

It is about time to re-define the role of the brick-and-mortar store 
COVID has accelerated e-commerce penetration, and several low-
involvement shopping missions have forever migrated online. At the 
same time, there is pent up consumer demand for social interaction 
and inspiration. As stores begin re-opening, retailers should re-consider 
the end-to-end consumer journey and the role of physical spaces. This 
will require seamlessly integrating physical locations and e-commerce 
platforms to enable a unified experience and coherent brand proposition. 
Some retailers will have to optimize their store network, more rapidly 
than anticipated, adjusting store sizes & store numbers, re-inventing 
formats and changing locations to meet shopper demands.

Sustainability will not be a differentiator, but a new baseline 
for doing business 
The year 2020 has driven the sustainability agenda further forward. 
20% of Danish consumers have a strong habit of buying sustainably 
and locally produced items. The payoff for retailers is likely to be long-
term as consumers indicate prioritizing price and satisfaction before 
sustainability in their most recent purchase. But even during the 
pandemic, consumers have not lost the sense of urgency for social 
and environmental action.   
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Once restrictions are lifted in Denmark, consumers expect 
to increase spend versus today. Expected economic growth 
outlook hides the true story in retail: during post-COVID 
recovery, some categories will be winners and other will 
be losers. The initial return of consumer spending will 
depend on the category – some will make a quick recovery 
(ex. movie theaters), while others will take some time to 
regain consumer spending and may not reach pre-COVID 
levels for a few years (ex. business travel and cosm   etics). 
Equally, some categories, such as take-away and tobacco, 
will experience a decrease in spend once restrictions are 
lifted. Consumers are expecting pre-COVID spend levels as 
early as 2022, a sentiment most likely driven by the latest 
EU vaccine rollout predictions. 

Even if Denmark is faring better than many other 
countries in Europe, a net 12% of consumers have reduced 
overall spending during COVID. Danish consumers 
attribute this to (1) a want to increase savings, (2) a fear of 
lower income, or (3) a general decline in demand. Retailers 
cannot mitigate economic uncertainty in 2021 as that 
relies on political initiatives and medical coordination, but 
they can consider responding to consumer sentiments that 
point to long-term behavioral change and retail trends.

During lockdowns, consumers not only increased 
sanitation practices, but also their e-commerce purchases, 
digital consumption, and at-home activities. 54% of 
consumers surveyed, adjusted their purchasing habits 
during the virus outbreak. But what about next month, 
next year, or even three years from now?

Consumers expect to permanently spend more 
time at home and shop online

Among Danish consumers, 49% cite they will stay at home 
more in the short term and 21% of consumers expect to 
permanently spend more time at home. As a nation known 
for “hygge,” lockdown has cemented the comfortable feeling 
of home for years to come. In the past, retailers could still 
succeed without prioritizing online channels and home 
delivery. However, now 90% of Danish consumers shop 
online. They have increased their frequency to several times 
per month and half of the survey respondents have bought 
new products and services through e-commerce.

The Post-COVID 
economic growth outlook 
hides the large variance 
that will exist between 
category recovery

Danish homebodies will survive, and 
online groceries will thrive beyond COVID

DANISH CONSUMER SENTIMENT 20214  



1 in 5 consumers 
expects to  
permanently spend 
more time at home

Exhibit 1: Consumers have imposed  
stay-at-home habits and some expert  
to continue 

Source: BCG Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey 2021

28%
Temporary

change

49%
will stay at 
home more

21%
Permanent 

change

Of those that tried buying new goods or products during 
lockdown, only a third cite health fears and government 
restrictions as the primary motivator. Many are 
shifting online to gain more convenience, buy cheaper 
alternatives, and find products that are not available in 
store. As consumers adopt a more homebody lifestyle 
and seek a greater assortment of goods and products, 
online shopping is expected to continue even after 
restrictions are fully lifted.

Younger generations are most likely to adapt  
to online shopping and takeaway

Consumers between 18 and 39 years of age were more 
likely to adopt e-commerce during COVID. Amongst the 
young generation, 3 out of 4 who had not shopped online 
before, have now tried shopping online. Older consumers 
are less likely to convert to e-commerce, leaving about 16% 
of those 70+ who have never shopped online compared to 
5% of those under 40. 

When looking at why consumers prefer online shopping, 
convenience - and time-saving more precisely - is the 
number one reason to purchase online for almost 
all retail categories. Pricing and promotions are also 
important for e-commerce, underscoring the importance 
of personalization and advanced analytics in digital 
communication. Meanwhile, quality (or at least 
perceptions of quality) drive consumer preference for 
offline shopping. 

3 out of 4 young 
consumers who had 
previously not shopped 
online, started during 
COVID 
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Exhibit 2: Consumers are waiting for restrictions to be lifted to increase spending 

Source: BCG Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey 2021

Online grocery 
market is 
estimated to 
grow 15% y-o-y 
towards 2030

Economic outlook is U- (rather than V-) shaped because of lost consumption during COVID restrictions

Net change in 
spending

Consumers 
increasing 
spending, %

Consumers 
reducing 
spending, %

12% 
reducing

Today vs. 
before Covid

-24%

12%

1% 
reducing

Next 12 months 
vs. today

-17%

15%

13% 
increasing

Restrictions fully 
lifted vs. today

-11%

24%
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Online groceries and home activities are stickier 
than takeaway deliveries 

Almost 15% of consumers tried online grocery shopping 
for the first time during the pandemic and frequent users 
increased from 35% to 45%. Online grocery shopping 
can be more expensive than brick-and-mortar, but the 
convenience and health considerations helped boost the 
e-grocery segment during COVID – and stickiness is high.

Online grocery market is estimated to grow 15% year-
over-year towards 2030, accounting for ~80% of the overall 
grocery growth.1

Take-away and delivery have also grown significantly, as 
consumers seek indulgence and convenience in lieu of a 
closed restaurant scene. But unlike online grocery, takeaway 
consumption is expected to decrease once restrictions are lifted.

Outside of online grocery, a few categories will experience 
continued growth both until and after restrictions are 
lifted. These categories are still related to home life and 
include fresh food, streaming services, DIY, and furniture. 
The home office improvements and at-home attempts 
of sourdough bread appear to be lasting interests for 
homebody consumers in Denmark.  

Exhibit 3: Convenience is the top driver for 
online purchases  

Source: BCG Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey 2021

1 Online will account for ~80% of growth in grocery retail value of brick 
& mortar and online (Foodservice, convenience and specialty not in-
cluded) Source: Retail Institute Scandinavia, November 2020, brought 
in Fødevarewatch

While some behaviors are merely 
temporary to help survive the COVID 
lockdown, others are sticky enough to turn 
into consumer habits. These new consumer 
preferences present an opportunity in 
e-commerce. Retailers should consider 
taking three actions based on the growing 
Danish homebody segment: 

Map the consumer 
journey to compare 
your online shopping 
experience to competitors 
and consumer 
expectations 

Address any pain points 
in the consumer journey – 
such as delivery times

Increase digital maturity 
of marketing, sales, & 
promotions activity to 
acquire e-commerce 
shopping missions 

Strengthen the strategic 
interplay between online 
and offline shopping to 
capture various shopping 
missions with same 
consumer 

Convenience

53%1
Price

30%2
Health

29%3
Assortment

25%4
Inspiration

22%5
Quality

9%6

Key actions 
to consider 
to succeed  
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Once restrictions are lifted, 68% of those surveyed expect 
to use stores as much as before, 13% want to use them 
more, and only 14% less. If we net out the increase and 
decrease segments, the survey concludes that there will 
be no change to physical store traffic once lockdown is 
over. But it is risky to conclude at an aggregate level. We 
expect significant change to the physical store landscape 
over the coming 10 years. Some categories will inevitably 
see their store footprint shrink and others will re-invent 
their formats to stay relevant to the consumers and stand 
to gain traffic. As the pandemic accelerated e-commerce 
penetration, there is increased urgency to re-define the 
role of a physical retail location.  

Consumer sentiments around social interactions  
and inspiration indicate a need for more than  
hyper-convenience in the shopping journey

In our survey, 25–30% of Danish consumers indicate 
wanting to save time when making purchases in stores 
once restrictions are lifted. Retention and loyalty will 
require a seamless retail experience with checkout-free 
shopping, personalized interactions, and offline-to-online 
consistency to bring the now-more-familiar benefits of 
e-commerce into the physical store. 

However, our data also suggests that consumers will return 
to physical stores to satisfy needs that cannot be met with 
e-commerce. 22% of consumers over 50 want to speak to 

staff who know the product before purchasing consumer 
goods. Staff interaction appears to be less desirable and 
important for fresh food, which reflects the increase in 
online groceries. Comparatively, younger consumers seek 
a place to hang out with friends or family, meaning the 
physical stores still has a future role to play as a social 
meeting point for local communities. 

Additionally, the most frequent reason cited by consumers 
to return to physical stores post-COVID is the search for 
inspiration, followed by holding the product. The latter is 
trying to be addressed with augmented and virtual reality 
solutions, but mass adoption of those technologies in retail 
is still relatively low. Chatbots and video calls have tried to 
offer inspiration in certain categories – such as health and 
beauty. Each shopping mission will have a different path to 
purchase, so retailers need to adapt both stores and online 
to meet distinct consumer needs.

It is about time to re-define the role of the 
brick-and-mortar store

22% of consumers over 
50 want to speak to staff 
who know the product 
before purchasing
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Exhibit 4: Consumers will use online versus stores depending on shopping mission 

Source: BCG Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey 2021

Christine plans to spend 
time on Sunday to buy 
groceries that will last the 
whole week. For a whole 
family, she found it more 
convenient to buy her 
frequent food items online.

Christine has to 
make an unplanned 

trip after work on 
Thursday evening to 

buy items for a 
dinner at home with 

close friends.  

Ecommerce provides suggested items 
and easy price comparison for frequently 
bought categories. She can schedule an 
easy delivery for Monday evening and 
return to quality time with the family. 

Grocery section at nearby store 
offers wide range of fresh food and 

natural wine. The staff can offer 
advice and inspiration on alcohol 

pairing with her chosen recipe. 

Christine
35 years old
Lives with spouse and two children in Central Jutland

Each shopping mission is driven by a different set of needs:

Convenience

Price

Unexpected mission 
to buy dinner ingredients

Weekly mission to 
restock family fridge 

Assortment

Quality

Inspiration
Speed

Quality
Staff Knowledge 
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If retailers simply put 
their brick-and-mortar 
store online, they will fail
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Physical properties and online domains must 
complement each other           

It is important for retailers to acknowledge the different 
roles of online assets versus physical stores. Digital 
websites won’t fully compete with brick-and-mortar. In 
some cases, a consumer has pre-decided a shopping 
mission will be completed online and is only comparing  
different e-commerce offerings. Ultimately, the two 
channels complement each other to build a holistic 
experience for digitally native consumers. A positive 
interaction within a physical store can result in purchase 
online just as much as online research and reviews can 
impact in-person sales.

Direct-to-consumer and digitally native brands have been 
using pop-up locations and showrooms to connect with 
consumers beyond digital interactions. Even Amazon 
has been launching physical stores in the United States. 
Consumers do not differentiate between the experience 
and the brand, just as they do not delineate the online and 
offline touchpoints of a retailer. It’s essential for retailers of 
the future to utilize e-commerce as well as physical spaces 
to build a holistic shopping experience that captures both 
online and offline share of wallet. 

Physical stores need to re-think their measurement  
of success  

A few retailers are already fundamentally rethinking the 
purpose of their stores. Some view stores as “shopper 
recruitment” vehicles, where store managers are rewarded 
for the number of e mail addresses they gather not 
for the volume of sales they generate. Other retailers 
are using their stores as product showrooms – such as 
The Sofa Company in Copenhagen – where consumers 
can socialize, touch, and feel the merchandise before 
committing to a purchase. 

Additionally, luxury retailers must embrace clienteling 
for high-end consumers by combining people and data. 
The shopping experience can be improved through digital 
personalization and informed salespeople, armed with 
information about personal preferences. As the purpose 
of stores changes to complement e-commerce, retailers 
need to develop new metrics and attribution models to 
measure store effectiveness. This could include cost-per-
loyalty-program-sign-up or customer lifetime value instead 
of turnover rate or gross margin per square meter.

To win the future of physical stores, 
Danish retailers should consider:

Rethink the number 
and location of physical 
stores required to meet 
consumer demand 

Re-design the store 
layout to meet 
consumer needs that 
cannot met online – 
such as inspiration, 
holding the product and 
social interaction 

Reconsider the 
attribution model and 
key metrics used to 
measure performance 
of stores

Re-fresh retail spaces 
for more innovative 
uses in the future, such 
as warehouses inside 
city center or pop-up 
spaces for suppliers 

Key actions 
to consider 
to succeed  
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Exhibit 5: More than half of danish consumers claim to have a habit of buying sustainably

Source: BCG Danish Consumer Sentiment Survey 2021

Share of consumers that have adopted a given habit (%)

Permanently 
adopted

Temporarily 
adopted

Don’t knowNot doing it

Buy more 
locally

Buy more 
sustainably

5%20% 9% 31%

6%19% 8%

Already doing it 
extensively

35%

32% 35%

Just like e-commerce will become ‘business-as-usual,’ 
sustainability goals will become a baseline for retail 
operations. This will include everything from optimizing 
supply chains to reduce wastage to adapting the product 
mix for environmentally conscious consumers. Are 
Danish consumers thinking about sustainable purchases? 

Consumers are interested in buying locally 
produced and socially responsible goods   

Among the Danish consumers surveyed, 65% cite having 
adopted the habit of buying more sustainably. Of those, 

20% expect their preference for socially responsible 
consumption and/or local purchasing to be permanent, 
9% expect it to be temporary, while 35% claim to already 
be doing it extensively. It also appears that younger 
audiences are more concerned with social responsibility, 
while older audiences lean towards locally produced food.

Yet, consumers did not rank sustainability as 
key criteria for last purchase    

Despite expressing a value-driven buying preference, 
Danish consumers ranked sustainability quite low on 
the list of factors that influenced their most recent 
purchase. Within groceries for all Danish consumers, 
locally produced and sustainably sourced ranks 
respectively 10 and 8. For other consumables, it ranks 
14 and 12. We have seen a similar over-attribution 
from consumers when working with retail clients, but 
around the label ‘organic.’ An exponential increase in 
profitability is unlikely to follow these sustainability 
trends; however, this commitment from companies will 
increasingly become a demand to operate, from both 
governments and consumers.

20% of consumers 
expect their recent shift 
towards sustainability  
to be permanent

Sustainability will not be a differentiator, 
but a new baseline for doing business
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2 BCG Publication, Sustainability Matters Now More Than Ever for Consumer 
Companies; August 11 2020

Could sustainability be 
the new boiling water of 
retail industry? 

Key actions 
to consider 
to succeed  
Retailers should consider developing 
a roadmap for sustainability to ensure 
long-term survival. This roadmap should 
include: 

Integrate sustainability 
across core operations 
using sprint-based 
approach and 
coordinating with 
external stakeholders, 
such as governments 

Prioritize change 
initiatives based on 
expected short- and 
long-term consumer 
willingness to pay as 
well as investment 
requirements 

Utilize digital solutions 
to advance transparency 
and measurement 
ESG impact to build 
credentials 

Live your purpose to 
engage employees, 
strengthen the brand, 
and deepen relationship 
with the increasingly 
sustainability-minded 
consumers

The heightened need to focus on environmental 
awareness 

You may remember the urban myth of the frog in boiling 
water. The story goes: if you put the frog into an already 
boiling pot of water, it will instantly leap out; however, if 
you fill the pot with lukewarm water and gradually heat it, 
the frog will boil to death. Similarly, could sustainability 
be the new boiling water of retail?

The importance of a retailer’s Environmental, Social, and 
Corporate Governance (ESG) credentials are likely to 
increase as younger consumers gave more weight to social 
and environment responsibility than older generations 
when shopping. A global BCG study in July 2020 found that 
participants are as or more concerned with environmental 
issues than health issues during COVID. In addition, 87% 
said companies should integrate environmental concerns 
into their products, services, and operations to a greater 
extent than they have in the past. Even in the middle of a 
pandemic, consumers have not lost sight of the urgency for 
environmental action. 

A quarter of the European Union’s €750 billion ($868 
billion) COVID recovery fund has been reserved for climate 
action.2 Companies that invest in sustainable practices 
during economic recovery from the pandemic will be 
better positioned to mitigate regulatory requirements and 
capture consumer interest in the future. ESG factors need 
to be a part of the organization’s strategic fabric, whether 
by minimizing packaging, cutting food waste from demand 
forecasts, or optimizing delivery routes. 
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There’s no doubt that some findings from the Danish 
Consumer Sentiment Survey were expected and 
unsurprising. Many of the consumer trends existed 
before COVID and the lockdown merely accelerated 
the adoption of digital technologies and happy-at-home 
lifestyles. There are some consumption habits identified 
that are only temporary, but we believe many of the 
trends discussed in this report are part of existing 
evolutions in consumer habits. 

Three key areas for retailers to address as Denmark 
removes restrictions: (1) continue building e-commerce 
offering for homebodies, convenience-driven grocery 
buyers, and quick online transactions; (2) ensure physical 
stores have interactive and inspirational roles to play in 
the consumer experience; (3) re-build core operations 
coming out of the pandemic with future requirements in 
mind, including sustainability measures. 

On a final note, the Danish consumer and economy 
appear to be surviving the latest lockdown by accepting 
the required restrictions. COVID provided an innovative 
push for Danish retailers towards digital with short- 
and long-term opportunities to thrive. While it may 
be winter and a bit dark right now, our sentiment 
survey shows a level of optimism for the future. There 
is a positive outlook as consumers not only expect to 
increase spending and start travelling once restrictions 
are lifted, but also continue the positive habits and 
convenience benefits of at-home life.  

Conclusion 
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