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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Convenience shopping has been defined in recent years by store format and a 
rush by retailers to accomodate new shopping habits, for example their developing 
smaller store sizes dedicated to meeting the needs of local, small-basket shoppers. 
In our study, we confirm earlier findings that convenience shopping is defined by 
consumer behaviour rather than store format, size or location. Capturing the needs 
of the convenience shopper, wherever they choose to take their custom, may be 
more valuable for retailers than to focus their energies predominantly on real estate. 
From our studies over the past several years we find that:

Consumers in all geographies are 
driven by specific convenience needs 
that vary across store formats, but with 
some major overlapping similarities

Food or consumables for now, top-
up food shopping for later, and 
emergency shopping are the key 
convenience drivers, with at least 42% 
of hypermarket baskets containing 
seven items or fewer 

Competitive advantage will emerge for 
those stores that prioritise the specific 
needs of convenience shoppers with 
relevant information, staffing, layout 
and technological strategies
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CONVENIENCE AS A FUNDAMENTAL 
CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

Convenience shops are on the rise, hypermarkets 
are on the wane. This has been the often-rehearsed 
retail narrative in recent years. Supermarket chains 
have pursued mostly uniform strategies to retain 
revenue by opening smaller, centrally located stores 
to capture the shopping behaviours that larger store 
formats were thought inappropriate for. But, as we 
argued in our first detailed study on the subject of 
convenience, something may have been missed 
in this superficial story because it turns out that 
convenience is not, in fact, a store size or location 
but actually now a fundamental consumer behaviour. 
And that behaviour is format-agnostic. 

To misunderstand this key insight may be to drive 
customers away from both large and small outlets 
and into the hands of savvier competitors who 
have designed their offerings to serve those needs 
better. What is striking is just how much small- and 
medium-sized basket shopping takes place at larger 
stores, and there are some striking similarities – 
and important differences – in what they will and 
won’t tend to purchase in the various store formats. 
Because as much as 50% of hypermarket shopping 
across the globe is for short-term convenience, the 
competitive issues of serving this segment correctly 
are significant. 

So, for supermarket chains looking at how best 
to manage their ageing hypermarket estate, it’s 
crucial for them to consider the convenience 
shopper’s particular mission when that mission is 
only for a specific and limited number of items. Our 
research highlights this emerging trend in consumer 
behaviour and underscores that it will need to be 
fully understood – and store experience designed 
around it – if profitability and customer loyalty are to 
be defended.

Convenience is not a 
store size or location but 
a fundamental consumer 
behaviour.

50% of hypermarket 
shopping across the 
globe is for short-term 
convenience
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SMALL-BASKET TREND CONTINUES AND STRENGTHENS

Some of the trends we observed qualitatively before have 
only grown stronger, and this year’s study demonstrates 
them with renewed quantitative robustness. The key 
theme then was that the size of baskets is a crucial 
driver of business volumes, and that small and medium 
sized baskets are just as relevant to hypermarkets as 
they are to convenience stores. For the purposes of our 
analysis, small baskets are defined as three items or 
fewer and medium baskets are four to seven items.

Analysing and segmenting the purpose of the individual 
shopping trip is elemental to getting store format right. 
Through the lens of the consumer, a convenience 
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mission may be to pick up items for the day – be they 
cigarettes, soft drinks or lunch for the workday – or 
it might be to top-up shop for items necessary for 
evening food preparation, or a strategic strike for a 
gift or particular cosmetic. This range and diversity of 
shopping habits explains the preponderance of small 
baskets in hypermarket shopping across all geographies. 
Even in the UK, which has the lowest volume of small-
basket shopping at larger stores, one in five baskets is 
small, rising to a whopping 55% in other countries in 
our study. To ignore it or discount the significance of the 
small basket in the larger store is to miss competitive 
opportunities.
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BIG BOX DOESN’T MEAN BIG BASKET

So, meeting the customer with the 
product and service they need, where 
they need it, may be more important 
than to try to sell them more items they 
simply don’t want to carry. Two of the 
key drivers for the rise of small-basket 
shopping are price sensitivity and a 
trend toward easy-to-prepare meals. 
Small to medium-sized baskets account 
for between 52% and 67% of trips 
across all formats, and in hypermarkets 
account for at least 42%, depending on 
geography.

Essentially this means that there are 
many cases where hypermarkets 
are being used by shoppers as a 
convenience store. 

For example, in Central Europe roughly 
half of hypermarkets have 30% or more 
of their visits for small baskets, and 
small baskets account for at least one in 
every five visits for 95% of hypermarkets 
in this region.
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UNDERSTANDING THE MOTIVATIONS

This year we analysed in detail the components of small baskets in convenience stores and 
hypermarkets to establish what are truly multi-channel missions or motivations for convenience 
shopping, and which are the missions or motivations for a shopper to use a convenience store 
versus a hypermarket. And through focus groups we interrogated these behaviours in more detail to 
understand what was likely to work for these shoppers in different venues.

INTERNATIONAL CONSISTENCY

One of the key findings was the similarity in behaviours 
across markets internationally. So, from a research point 
of view, it is definitively worth scrutinising convenience 
concepts and techniques across countries in order to 
import ideas to test in your own market.

Having identified in our 2013 study three principle 
convenience mission types (routine, top-up shop and 
emergency shop), we now see these translating into the 
results of our behavioural analysis. 
For example, multi-format (or that fulfilled through any 
store format) small-basket top-up shopping is dominated 
by staples such as milk, bread, fruit and vegetables, and 
alcohol.

However, convenience-store-only trips can have a 
narrower, in-the-moment purpose including fresh milk, 

CONVENIENCE MULTI-FORMAT HYPERMARKET

• fresh milk
• alcohol
• cigarettes
• soft drinks
• bread

• milk 
• bread 
• fruit 
• vegetables
• alcohol

• meat
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• poultry 
• beauty 
• personal care 

• sandwiches
• chocolate 
• food for now      
  & on the go

• gifting (e.g.   
  flowers and   
  confectionary)

alcohol, cigarettes, soft drinks, bread, sandwiches and 
chocolate. But often these purchases are made in smaller 
packs and there is a higher incidence of food-for-now or 
on the go missions as well as top-up shopping for food for 
later.

By contrast, small-basket hypermarket trips often reflect 
trust issues where convenience stores naturally will find 
it harder to compete, because shoppers don’t have 
confidence that what they need will be in stock. For these 
trips, access to a wider choice and deeper inventory 
of quality products justifies a longer trip. We found key 
product and produce drivers for such missions included 
meat, fish and poultry, beauty and personal care, and 
gifting such as flowers and confectionary where quality 
and brand choice are more critical for a satisfactory 
choice.

Small-basket hypermarket trips often reflect trust issues 
where convenience stores naturally will find it harder to 
compete, because shoppers don’t have confidence that 
what they need will be in stock.
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MEAL PREPARATION

As already observed, and confirmed by online analysis, 
one major driver of convenience shopping is the quest 
for easy-to-prepare meals driven by budget and health 
considerations. Google Trends has evidenced a steady 
rise in internet searches in the past several years for easy 
recipe information, alongside increasing concerns about 
healthy eating. There has been a rise in interest, therefore, 
in both food quality and freshness. Tight budgeting (living 
to the next paycheck) and price sensitivity are also driving 
meal preparation behaviours. So the unplanned menu 
may necessitate a small-basket shop and the anticipated 
availability of keenly priced quality produce might be 
crucial in determining the venue for that mission. 

One major driver of 
convenience shopping is the 
quest for easy-to-prepare 
meals driven by budget and 
health considerations. 
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MISSION 
PROPORTION 
OF VISITS

Food for now 15%

Food for later

Fresh
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Mixed (fresh & grocery)

10%

20%

11%

17%

Because time-management and 
information are playing a significant 
part in the decision-making process 
of the convenience mission, retailers 
may be able to pursue product 
placement and helpful information 
strategies to assist the convenience 
shopper by, for example, co-locating 
pasta, meat and a sauce, or offering 
implicit recipe options to prompt the 
consumer, save them time, and so 
engineer a habit to return regularly. 
Recipe-driven smartphone apps 
may offer an opportunity to draw the 
consumer to specific store sections 
where the constituent parts have 
been carefully placed to reduce 
the burden of choice and make 
for a speedier and more confident 
shopping experience.

Consistent with these findings 
about the increased demand for 
easy recipe information, our data 
show a corresponding rise in top-up 
shopping at larger store formats, 
driven by meal preparation, but 
interestingly also an increase in small 
food-related missions at convenience 
store formats.

We anticipate alcohol, food for now and 
food for later missions to enjoy sustained 
growth over the next few years in small 
baskets.
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AVOIDING DISAPPOINTMENT AND 
FOCUSING ON THE NEXT BASKET

Clearly, hypermarkets will carry a larger range of products in both breadth and depth than can 
a smaller format store. But from the perspective of the small-basket shopper, if a special and 
possibly longer journey has been undertaken to top-up shop, or to purchase an emergency gift, the 
disappointment to this particular shopper of not finding what they need may be disproportionately 
greater than if the same item is missing as part of a larger basket shop, or they would have shopped 
locally. Retailers have the opportunity to help customers make better use of their time (and capture a 
greater number of trips), through web and mobile apps such as Aislefinder to confirm that their store 
stocks a product before making a trip.

Serial disappointment in the convenience experience at the larger store may lead the shopper to an 
alternative hypermarket venue that better caters to the convenience shopper, so priority may need to 
be given to understanding exactly how the convenience mission operates and fulfilling it successfully 
rather than what is often current practice: trying to sell more to the customer opportunistically than 
they actually need for that particular basket. Multi-buy offers, e.g. three for the price of two, may 
backfire by frustrating with choice the shopper who only wants three particular items. You may be 
competing not for the extra revenue from the current mission, but the longer-term revenue from the 
next basket, and the next, and so on.

Retailers have the opportunity to help customers 
make better use of their time (and capture a greater 
number of trips), through web and mobile apps. 
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THE INCONVENIENCE OF CONVENIENCE

Designing stores to match the 
customer mission is not as simple as 
proximity. It may be as much about 
speed and availability of checkout 
options, or ease of use and reliability 
of self-scan technologies, any of 
which create hassle if they fail when 
a quick dash is desired for one or two 
items only. In fact, in our focus group 
research we found feedback that so-
called convenience stores can often 
be anything but convenient for the 
small-basket shopper in a hurry. 
While the convenience store format 
looks at face value to be in the 
ascendant currently, at the margin 
there may be crucial competitive 

opportunities for convenience stores 
themselves to explore through a 
better understanding of convenience 
behaviour. What convenience 
missions are they losing to larger 
stores but might still be able to 
capture by more strategic inventory, 
for example in the gifting or personal 
care arena through stocking a small 
range of more luxury items?

So-called convenience stores can 
often be anything but convenient for 
the small-basket shopper in a hurry
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DIFFERENT STREAMS

While the hypermarket was invented with the once-a-
week, all-in-one shopping trip that characterised much 
consumer behaviour several decades ago – and which was 
then deemed the essence of convenience – customers 
have come to use hypermarkets in a myriad of ways to suit 
shifting patterns of what is convenient now. 
There has been a rise in interest in local and artisanal 
produce and suppliers in some markets as fashions in 
meal preparation behaviours evolve and become more 
sophisticated. It has been suggested that this may mark a 
turning point away from large retail formats. But what our 
research reveals is just how important large store formats 
remain for shoppers who need to shop for a limited 
number of items. Provided they are well served, this 
suggests an interesting and profitable future for the large 
formats.

But they cannot stand still. Managing in-store real estate to 
get the right balance in assisting the convenience shopper 
can be expected to play a big part. This might even involve 
micro-stores within stores aimed at the particular needs 
of the convenience shopper. Of course, it means ensuring 
that when checking out, the seven-items-or-less shopper 
is not left queuing endlessly, and perhaps it might even 
mean a new bespoke checkout format just for them.

PHOTO

STUDY METHODOLOGY

To better understand the motivations and drivers around 
convenience, dunnhumby studied convenience shopping 
behaviours from the customers’ perspective, across 18 
countries (specifically convenience missions, products and 
store formats were evaluated). The predominant source of 
insight came from analysing the behaviour of more than 
seven million customers across 18 different countries 
covering North & South America; Europe and Asia. We 
excluded non-grocery items (electronics, clothing etc.) 
from our analysis. Analysis period: 2 years ending August 
2015.
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Contact us at 
dunnhumby.com to 
put the customer at 
the centre of your 
business decisions.

THE DUNNHUMBY DIFFERENCE
dunnhumby is the world’s leading customer science company. 
We analyse data and apply insights from nearly one billion 
shoppers across the globe to create personalised customer 
experiences in digital, mobile, and retail environments. 
Our strategic process, proprietary insights, and multichannel 
media capabilities build loyalty with customers to drive 
competitive advantage and sustained growth for clients. 
dunnhumby employs over 2,000 experts in offices throughout 
Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas and works with a 
prestigious group of companies including Tesco, Monoprix, 
Raley’s, Macy's, Coca-Cola, Procter & Gamble, and PepsiCo.

CONCLUSION

Our data shows that while there are continued challenges 
for hypermarkets with many parts of the store being 
pressured by online for example, the end of the 
hypermarket era is far from a foregone conclusion; despite 
the rise of the small store convenience format and the 
march of the discounters. Time-poor, budget- and health-
conscious consumers need reliability, information and 
the relevant framing of choices to properly execute their 
convenience missions. Hypermarkets, with their wide 
inventory and flexibility to redesign their offering, stand 
to capture more of the convenience market if they drill 
deeply into their customers’ evolving behaviour and modify 

Hypermarkets, with their wide inventory and flexibility 
to redesign their offering, stand to capture more of the 
convenience market if they drill deeply into their customers’ 
evolving behaviour and modify their offering accordingly. 

their offering accordingly. Therein lies a route to customer 
loyalty. 

Technology, particularly through the smartphone, is driving 
more opportunistic, spontaneous behaviours. In a real-
time economy, the large-basket weekly shop – the original 
raison-d’etre of the big box store – may be in retreat. But 
hypermarkets still have many real options over their small-
store and discount rivals to keep a healthy – and possibly 
growing – share of this new convenience market. 


