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Before coronavirus hit, the UK had a thriving coffee shop
culture, with around 26,000 coffee shops across the country.
But by the end of March 2020 many coffee shops were closed, or
only  open  for  takeaway.  Up  to  92%  of  coffee  shops  are
estimated to have closed at some point during the lockdown, as
it  was  not  viable,  or  possible,  to  continue  on  a  purely
takeaway basis.

By September 2020, many have reopened, although it is thought
that around one third of coffee shops remain closed and some
may never reopen. The Eat Out To Help Out scheme, which gave
diners big discounts, boosted sales in August. But the amount
spent  in  coffee  shops  remains  significantly  reduced,  with
spending on takeaway hot drinks still at 50% of 2019 levels.
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Coffee  shops  are  struggling  to  survive  COVID.  William
Perugini/shutterstock.com
Coffee shops had become important places in many people’s
lives, for some as a place to get a caffeine fix on the way to
work, for others as a place to gather and meet friends, or as
a place to work. In a previous research project I explored how
coffee shops were important community spaces in the urban
landscape. But this landscape has been completely transformed
by COVID-19. The pandemic forced coffee shops to close, or
shift their business to a greater focus on takeaway and online
sales. And coffee consumers, suddenly with much more time at
home, shifted their consumption patterns too.

Coffee drinking during the lockdown
I’m carrying out some ongoing research with coffee drinkers to
find out how their consumption patterns have changed over the
course of lockdown. So far, a survey I’ve conducted of 1,000
people who regularly visited coffee shops before the pandemic
offers some insights into what the future holds for the coffee
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industry.

Unsurprisingly, people bought more coffee to drink at home, as
well as coffee making equipment, during lockdown. Numerous
reports detail how sales of coffee soared in supermarkets, as
well as direct from coffee roasters too. My research indicates
that the most popular pieces of equipment to purchase included
a coffee grinder, espresso machine, coffee pod machine, and
filter equipment like the V60 and the Aeropress.

Lockdown saw people investing in more coffee equipment like
the V60. Eugene Simonenko / Shutterstock.com
In  terms  of  where  coffee  was  purchased,  around  half  of
respondents said they had bought more coffee than usual in the
supermarket, but over 30% also bought more online from coffee
roasters  directly.  One  in  ten  respondents  recognised  they
needed  a  steady  stream  of  coffee  and  started  a  coffee
subscription, recognising that the return to normal wasn’t
likely to happen any time soon.

For consumers who bought equipment there was usually also an
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interest in learning about how to better prepare coffee too,
with YouTube being a popular source of information. With their
new-found coffee knowledge and equipment there was indication
from some that they would be less likely to buy as much coffee
in shops going forward, in part because they had invested
money on preparing it at home.

A return to the coffee shop?
While there is encouragement from the government to get back
to the office, a large proportion of people in the UK are
still working from home. This has significant implications for
the coffee shops whose customer base is commuters and office
workers. It is not surprising that even the large coffee shop
chains are having to consider their future. Costa Coffee has
said that up to 1,650 jobs are at risk; Pret a Manger is
closing 30 outlets, along with cutting nearly 2,900 staff.

For  many  coffee  shop  chains,  there  is  the  option  to
reorganise,  restructure  and  scale  back  activities  while
uncertainties remain. But for the smaller independents these
options are not necessarily available.
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Many coffee shops rely on office workers. Syda Productions /
Shutterstock.com
Research from coffee industry analysts Allegra revealed that
after lockdown restrictions eased 55% of their respondents had
visited a coffee shop – this came second only to visiting
friends or family. As coffee shops began to reopen, there were
scenes of long queues at shops and drive-throughs.

But this does not necessarily paint an accurate picture of
what the future holds. While people are visiting coffee shops
again, they are not doing so as frequently as before. And this
is  unlikely  to  change  while  working  from  home  remains
prevalent and while the risk of COVID-19 remains present. Our
research found that around half of respondents intended to
visit coffee shops the same amount as before but only when
back in a “normal” working pattern. Around 20% indicated they
would visit less, primarily because of concerns around getting
COVID-19.

This  did  leave  around  a  third  of  respondents  saying  they
intend to visit coffee shops more, however. They explained
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this was because they wanted to support local businesses and
also  because  they  felt  more  connected  to  their  local
communities  since  lockdown.  This  raises  a  question  about
whether the future of the coffee shop industry is less tied to
the areas around offices and commuter hubs, but more to the
residential areas where people are now spending more time.

For coffee shops to remain a thriving part of where we live
and work, they need a regular customer base. Without this the
industry will have to change to reflect the new consumption
habits of the COVID-19 era.
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