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COVID challenged the grocery industry this year. With food service locations closed 
nationwide, grocery store sales were up an average of approximately 27%i. As many 
retailers rose to the occasion and accommodated new types of shopping with online 
ordering and delivery solutions, some still struggled to keep up with demand resulting 
in out of stock products or limited selection. Reflecting on the year, it’s clear that the 
challenges grocers faced this year were not completely new: the added stress of COVID 
amplified existing weak points in the grocery supply chain and accelerated the need for 
change.  

For years before COVID, rapid changes in consumer demand added pressure to grocery 
retailers. As a result of the Internet and direct to consumer solutions, people began to 
demand food that was perceived as “better” and suited specifically to their needs. 
Despite this ongoing consumer shift and the resulting rise of emerging brands, retailers 
could only rely on legacy suppliers to stock their shelves. Traditional distributors that buy 
and resell products to grocery stores have failed to satisfy retailers that need to create 
customized, data-driven planograms in today’s consumer-driven landscape. With the 
systemic shock of COVID in 2020, smaller brands and retailers were squeezed out as 
distributors prioritized their highest volume customers. 

2021 will be defined by the events of this year, and we hope that the insights we share 
here will better prepare all retailers and brands to thrive throughout the chaos.  
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As consumers demand more personalization, point-of-sale data increasingly fails to reflect the full story of what 
consumers want in retail. This is because point-of-sale data misses the plethora of brands retailers were unable 
to procure with incumbent supply chain solutions in the first place. This was especially true in 2020. 

Pod Foods is a platform solution for wholesale food distribution. It is a new grocery supply chain that allows 
breadth of supply to be unlimited, delivered on-time, and driven by real-time data and demand forecasts. 
These requirements of breadth, high quality logistics services, and data driven planning, are critical in an 
increasingly consumer-driven (and volatile) landscape.  

In just two years, Pod Foods has grown to 
service hundreds of businesses 
nationwide. Our software and nimble, 
asset light logistics allow us to match the 
right retailers with the right brands and 
deliver consolidated solutions to 
customers, regardless of location. 

In this report we will share what we have 
seen in the consumer space at our scale, 
focusing on emerging brands. We will 
also shed light on what we are seeing at 
the procurement level for retailers. In the 
appendix, we provide some insights for 
our customers on how to navigate the 
space and distribute today. 

 

Pod Foods is a wholesale distribution platform connecting grocery retailers with brands. 
Visit podfoods.co or contact hi@podfoods.co for more information.
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RETAIL TRENDS 

Pre-pandemic trends - Catered for a healthy lifestyle on-the-go 

The grocery world before March 2020 was already in the midst of significant change. Consumers were looking 
for something better and food and beverage trends reflected the lifestyle and mindset of a population trying 
to make every mouthful count. In 2019, more than half of consumers were willing to pay more for products 
that were perceived as more “sustainable.”ii As a result of the shift and declining consumer trust with big 
consumer packaged goods (CPG) manufacturers and “Big Food”, emerging brands led the growth in the 
industry. 

In addition to the rise in demand for “good” food and emerging brands, healthy prepared products have been 
trending at the macro-scale. The $13billion category saw an 8.2% growth in 2019 with the grab-and-go format 
paving the way.iii Pod Foods also saw the highest velocity pre-pandemic with refrigerated grab-and-go 
products, as well as baked goods and functional beverages, with a combined average growth of 53% month 
on month.  

 

 

 

The COVID world - A surge for comfort then shelf-life 

Panic buying took most retailers by surprise as they watched their shelves empty. As sales of Big Food snack 
brands rose by 20-50%iv, some wondered if emerging brands would be left behind. Did all the momentum 
around sustainability, wellness, and local get reversed? 

Here are a few interesting data points we noticed over these turbulent months. 

1. Snacking is here to stay 
Regardless of what was happening around the world, the category that remained steady in its growth 
was snacks. As everyone stayed indoors more and restaurants and offices were closed, we saw an 
average of 31% monthly growth in sales for products such as jerky, popcorn, chips, cookies, nuts, bites, 
and chocolate. 
 
Beverages remained a strong category as well, with an average of 16% growth in monthly sales. 
 

2. Fresh is out, Frozen is in 
Products with longer shelf lives reigned supreme as consumers braced for an uncertain future. Within 
the Pod Foods network, this was reflected in the increasing popularity of dried fruits and meat as well 
as frozen, ready-to-eat meals. According to industry analysts, frozen food sales at the consumer level 

COMPANIES HAVE TO RESPOND AT 
A PACE NEVER BEFORE EXPERIENCED. 
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were up 20%v from last year as consumers focused on keeping their pantries stocked amid uncertain 
pandemic restrictions. 
 

3. Health is wealth 
With the pandemic to worry about, consumers weren’t taking any chances. Products that advocated 
for health saw a surge in popularity and newer categories like zero-proof and medicinal beverages 
grew over 5X in total sales. 
 

4. Animal product substitutes increasingly popular 
As consumers and mainstream restaurants familiarized themselves with Impossible Foods and 
Beyond Meat, grocery stores expanded their shelf space for other plant-based alternatives. This was in 
response to heightened consumer interest in the environmental and health benefits of eating less 
animal products. Meat shortages during the height of the pandemic also fueled the adoption rate of 
plant-based alternatives. 

Consumers still want emerging brands, but in order to cater to that demand, grocery retailers need an efficient 
solution. With ten to fifty thousand unique SKUs in a store, retailers require consolidated ordering and receiving 
through a distributor, rather than ordering directly from each manufacturer or brand. Especially during the 
pandemic, buyers have not had the bandwidth to keep up with so many of the individual suppliers that do not 
work with distributors.  

Post-pandemic prediction 

The post-COVID world will be different. There will be an increased appreciation for ingredients that will benefit 
health and environment, as well as a desire to seek out new and emerging brands cultivated from months of 
roaming the store aisles as the week’s outing. As the economy rebuilds itself, 2021 will resemble this year in 
many ways, with less travel and more home cooking.  

 

 

 

  

THE GLOBAL CLIMATE CRISIS FORCES US 
TO RETHINK OUR CHOICES, AND WITH THE ADVANCEMENT OF 

FOOD TECHNOLOGY, PLANT-BASED OPTIONS 
NEVER TASTED BETTER. 
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These are the categories that we predict will be in focus: 

 
PLANT-BASED 

ALTERNATIVES 

Plant-based alternatives will continue to grow. To date, 2020 has seen 
$1.1billionvi of investments into plant-based companies, already more than twice 
what was invested in 2019. With this surge in investor interest, we will continue 
to see increasing variety and innovation in all categories of plant-based 
products. 

 
FUNCTIONAL 

BEVERAGES 

As consumers awareness and interest in heathy foods continues to grow, the 
focus is not only on what they eat but also on what they drink. Functional 
alcohol and caffeine substitutes continue to make their way onto shelves, and 
we expect this trend to grow in a post pandemic world. 

 
FROZEN MEALS 

AND SNACKS 
Frozen meals are starting to shake off their reputation of being full of 
preservatives and chemicals. New innovations are flooding the market. 
Consumers will continue to love the convenience, taste and affordability of 
these products. In an uncertain world, having a freezer stocked full of food that 
can last for a year sounds like a pretty good idea. 

 
SUSTAINABLY 

PRODUCED 
Consumers are moving towards a more sustainable lifestyle in a bid to make an 
impact and slow the rate of global warming. We will continue to see sustainably 
produced home goods move from DTC to retail shelves, with companies like 
Brandless competing with traditional large CPG brands. 
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Despite the cancellation of trade shows like Expo West and the initial resistance of retailers to take on new 
products in the first two months of the pandemic, most established outlets kept reset schedules in place and 
independents continued foraging efforts for the right new brands as we established a new normal. If you have 
a new brand, it is still possible to get placement for your product. That said, getting the initial sale is only the 
tip of the iceberg. Attracting the consumer and continuing to get reorders from your buyers is the way to 
sustainably grow your business. 

1. Getting the right shelf placement 

Many consumers go shopping with a brand name in mind, so an important way to shift consumer 
interest and attention with new products is to place them in optimal spots. Offering promotions is a 
strong strategy to get to the best spot on a shelf. Based on our data, brands who offered a promotion 
on Pod Foods saw a 20% higher reorder rate as well as a 23% shorter time to reorder on average. 

 
OFFER A PLACEMENT 

DISCOUNT 
A 25-50% discount off the first order can make the buyer more willing to place your 
product in a visible location. Some may even place it on the shelf immediately. Retailers 
may ask for a free fill to try out the brand before making a commitment of purchase 
and shelf space. 

 
OFFER A MONTHLY 

TEMPORARY PRICE 

REDUCTION 
On shelf promotions for specific stores allow consumers to notice the brand amidst its 
competitors. This is especially helpful for new brands trying to capture their share of 
the wallet. 
 

2. Price correctly 

Ensuring that your products are priced competitively with products in similar categories at the retail 
level signals your value proposition. This allows you to target the right consumer segment and stand 
beside similar competitors. It is important to note that underpricing your product can be just as 
detrimental as overpricing it, especially if the retailer is unable to make a sufficient margin or 
consumers see your product as inferior. 

3. Put in the sales effort 

No product magically sells by itself. Everything that makes it to checkout is a result of significant sales 
and marketing effort put in by the people behind it. The most successful brands have a team of 
dedicated sales representatives who work with brokers, distributors and retailers to come up with a 
sales and support strategy that leads to retail level success. 

4. Packaging 

Often overlooked, packaging is the first impression of the product to the consumer. Packaging should 
also be designed to maximize shelf-presence. Not only should it be eye-catching, the design should 
also capture the value proposition of the product. Ingredients, certifications and the product itself 
should be clearly visible to the consumer at first glance. If you have multiple SKUs, observe how they 
look standing next to each other as well as next to your competitors.  
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In collaboration with Zipline Logistics 

FREIGHT AND WAREHOUSING 

The CPG industry for both brands and retailers is closely intertwined with freight and warehousing. From 
sourcing products for manufacturing to distributing finished product, it’s important for brands and retailers 
alike to stay aware of fluctuations in freight costs and warehousing capacity as they can affect margins. This is 
especially true for cold chain. 

When the pandemic hit and businesses closed in late March, rates plummeted to an eight-year low due to the 
uncertainty of the virus and the temporary shut-down of most businesses that were not producing or shipping 
essential goods. This put many transportation companies out of business as they were forced to operate at a 
loss. As the economy began to reopen and consumer spending began to grow, there was not enough of a 
supply of trucks and drivers to meet the demand of the transportation marketplace. This resulted in surging 
rates, which are expected to continue to rise through mid-2021. Less than load (LTL) rates are forecasted to only 
decline 0.8% overall in 2020vii, a contrast to the low rates available during the early months of the pandemic. 

Consumer spending has fueled growth in the months since the pandemic began. Experts are predicting that 
there will be a 6.3% annual increase in total shipping costs in 2021 and a 5.3% annual increase in 2022viii 
primarily due to transportation costs increasing. Although shippers expected material savings earlier in 2020 
at the onset of the pandemic, the market has since rebounded and those savings are expected to disappear. 

 

 

About Zipline Logistics 

Zipline Logistics is a digitally enabled, managed transportation partner located 
in Columbus, Ohio that specializes exclusively as a logistics provider in the 
consumer goods sector. 

For more information, visit ziplinelogistics.com. 

  

COST OF SHIPPING CONTINUES TO REBOUND 
STRONGLY THROUGHOUT Q3 OF 2020. 
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Best practices to optimize freight spend 

1 BUDGET LEAD 

TIME 

Make sure to give proper lead time when requesting LTL. It can be one of the 
biggest factors in rates and service received, if sufficient lead time is not given. 
Typically at least 3 business days is recommended. 

2 MAXIMIZE WEIGHT 

PER PALLET 

Each LTL carrier has an absolute minimum charge, “AMC,” which is their baseline 
price based on distance and weight. It may cost the same to ship 50 cases as it 
is to ship 100 cases. Confirm with your LTL rep what the maximum weight you 
can ship is on a given route. Keep in mind, if you add pallet position(s), or space, 
like shipping 2 pallets instead of 1 pallet, costs will increase about 1.5 times the 
rate for 1 pallet. 

3 
CONFIRM YOUR 

FREIGHT 

CLASSIFICATION 

The National Motor Freight Classification (NMFC) classifies freight into 18 
different categories. Shipping class takes into account type of product, if it’s 
easily damageable, takes up more space, isn’t stackable, etc. Making sure your 
freight classification is representative of your product can have a direct impact 
on your costs. 

4 TIME IT WELL 
Cold storage space is limited in the second half of Q3 and through Q4, with 
shippers gearing up for the holidays. It is peak season for the industry and 
warehouses are less likely to take on new business. The best time to negotiate 
rates or move into a new warehouse is late Q1 or early Q2, to establish 
connections early and forecast accordingly. 

5 PAY ATTENTION 

TO YOUR PALLET 
Ensure that you have an optimal pallet configuration for your product(s). Choose 
all of the same type of pallets and make sure that your configuration of cases 
does not allow for any overhang on the side of the pallet. Try to overlap each 
layer to ensure even distribution throughout the pallet, making it secure for both 
storage and transportation and plan ahead. 
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