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Tackling the surge of online shopping demands 
has been an industry-wide challenge for grocers in 
the first half of 2020. Between panic buying, social 
distancing, and nationwide stay-at-home measures, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has left many grocer’s 
shelves empty, overrun budding online platforms, 
created nightmare staffing issues, and flooded 
online order storage areas.

Pre-pandemic, growth in online grocery shopping 
was slow, accounting for less than 5 percent of 
overall grocery sales, according to research by 
consulting firm Bain & Company. Since March, we 
have seen record-breaking online grocery sales and 
usage numbers. In the month of May, we saw a 24 
percent increase in sales from April, reaching $6.6 
billion, according to research from Brick Meets Click 
and Mercatus. The total number of online grocery 
orders grew 18 percent month over month to 73.5 
million orders in May, with the average monthly 
purchase frequency increasing by 10 percent. This 
continued growth suggests that consumers are 
becoming comfortable with online ordering and are 
beginning to make online shopping a part of their 
“new normal”, rather than just a pandemic-induced 
flash in the pan. 

As we know, consumers flocked to online ordering 
options in unprecedented numbers during the first 
few months of the COVID-19 pandemic. In response, 
most grocers and third-party delivery companies 
were forced to quickly modify their processes 
to keep up with demand. For example, Instacart 
implemented new delivery functions like “group 
cart” options for customers to place orders with 
neighbors or family members, and “first-available” 
time slots that match a customer’s order to a first-
available shopper. Other grocers, like Walmart and 
Kroger, have expanded pickup and delivery timeslots 
to accommodate immunocompromised customers. 
At the same time, grocers across the country are 
having to close their doors early to perform more 
stringent cleaning around the store. 

All these new challenges are pushing grocers to look 
for cost-effective solutions to this unanticipated 
surge in online orders. In this eBook, we are going to 
explore how embracing automation, such as multi-
use automated pickup, storage, and returns systems, 
can help:
• Improve the customer experience 
• Mitigate order storage issues 
• Streamline workflows

Introduction
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The Issue: 

COVID-19 has tested every grocer’s current online 
system and process. But the pandemic has gifted 
grocers with the first and hardest step to gaining 
traction with their online grocery program: getting 
customers to try it. Now that COVID has accelerated 
that for grocers across the board, it’s incumbent 
upon them to provide an experience that will keep 
them coming back and using the service, even once 
the current pandemic subsides.

This pandemic has introduced a unique consumer 
concept that was unheard of before: “touchless” or 
“contactless” pickup and payment. In a new study 
by Rakuten Ready, a provider of predictive order-

management technology, 58 percent of respondents 
said that they now prefer contactless payment 
methods. Nearly 80 percent of the same respondents 
also said that they don’t want to have to wait to 
collect their orders when they arrive at a retail 
location to pick up their order. 

With the dramatic increase in the amount of orders 
being placed, the issue of item availability and order 
accuracy percolates to the surface. In the short 
term, customers have been much more forgiving of 
flaws and are, frankly, just happy to get their order. 
But this grace will quickly fade, making the need 
for a reliable and efficient process that provides a 
seamless, convenient customer pickup experience a 
necessity for long-term success.

Improve the Customer Experience 
CONVENIENCE IS STILL KING
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What Can You Do as Your  
Program Expands?

• Know what is important to your customers
• Invest in technology and automation where it 

makes sense
• Provide your customers with a multitude of 

order pickup/delivery options 

One avenue that grocers can explore is offering 
customers a multitude of contactless or nearly 
contactless online order pickup options. This not 
only diversifies how customers can retrieve an online 
grocery order, but it also expands the way that third-
party delivery services can retrieve their customer’s 
orders to accelerate delivery timelines. 

 

A few examples of these options include high-
volume automated drive-thrus on the side of 
a grocer’s building, remote pickup locations 
closer to your customers, like subways or high-
density neighborhoods, and designated curbside 
temperature-controlled lockers to help streamline 
the manual curbside pickup process for employees 
and third-party delivery services. Providing 
consumers with multiple order pickup and delivery 
options make it possible for grocers to create truly 
customer-friendly experiences.

Possible Solutions to Keep in Mind

1. Automated pickup kiosks on the side of stores
2. Self-service pickup lockers in the store
3. Temperature-controlled pickup pods in the 

parking lot

How We Can Help: 
Bell and Howell’s mission is to help retailers and grocers 
embrace automation to better delight their customers. 
We know that no grocer or pickup program is the same 
as another. That’s why our automated pickup, storage, 
and returns systems are customizable to fit your unique 
set of needs and circumstances. We have a diverse 
portfolio, dedicated support network, and technology 
in place to ensure that you have the tools, analytics, and 
infrastructure to cost-effectively offer your customers 
more convenient pickup options.
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The Issue: 

With the increase in online grocery volumes, grocers 
have a unique issue when it comes to storing their 
customer’s online orders. According to research 
by Retail Feedback Group of online shopping habits, 
41 percent of online orders include produce items, 
36 percent meat, 35 percent bakery, and 26 percent 
prepared foods & meals. So cold food must be kept 
cold, frozen food must be kept frozen, and fresh 
food must be kept fresh. That means that grocers 
have to sort already picked orders by temperature 

zone: ambient, refrigerated, and frozen and store 
them accordingly. Not only that, but they also must 
be organized and stored according to the scheduled 
pickup time as well.

Key Space Components:

• Storing frozen foods
• Storing refrigerated items
• Ambient storage
• Space to sort orders by time and customer

Mitigate Storage Issues within the Store
THERE HAS TO BE A BETTER WAY…

“ “
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There are no  
“one-size-fits-all” 

solutions to an online 
order storage setup; every 
grocery store footprint is 
unique and has its own 

set of challenges.



Grocer’s backrooms were simply not designed to 
accommodate this type of “sort and store” for online 
orders. Many grocers have implemented temporary 
solutions, like storing ambient orders in grocery 
carts and placing the carts in the middle of aisles. 
This not only creates challenges for efficient sorting 
and staging workflows but can also negatively 
impact the in-store customer shopping experience.  

For cold or frozen orders, some retailers are being 
forced to store their orders in their frozen and 
refrigerated section of their store. Other major 
grocers are replacing their snack aisles at the front 
of their stores to store orders in newly purchased 
freezers and refrigerators. Some have made the 
decision to discontinue marginal in-store services, 
like cafes and poor performing pharmacies, to 
allocate more in-store space for online order staging 
and storage. 

What Can You Do as Your  
Program Expands?

• Invest in systems that accommodate multiple 
temperature zones 

• Investigate solutions that automate the storage 
and delivery of orders

• Pursue vertical storage solutions to minimize 
storage footprint in your backroom

There are no “one-size-fits-all” solutions to an online 
order storage setup; every grocery store footprint is 
unique and has its own set of challenges. As grocers 
begin to strategize for long-term growth, investing 
in temperature-controlled lockers or multi-use, 
automated storage, pickup, and retrieval can solve 
the space constraint issues grocers are facing today.

How We Can Help:
Having a partner with a diverse portfolio of 
solutions that can accommodate just about 
any online grocery pickup, storage, and returns 
situation is key to implementing an efficient, cost-
effective program. Our systems are easy-to-use 
and ideal for both backroom and customer-facing 
deployments. Our solutions can be used in your 
stores, in your parking lot, or even at a remote 
location, saving valuable space in your stores.  

“

“

As grocers begin to  
strategize for long-term 
growth, making modest 

investments in temperature-
controlled lockers or multi-use, 

automated storage, pickup, 
and retrieval systems would 

enable them to store their 
orders vertically, instead of on 

pallets and carts. 
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The Issue: 

Because the current backroom footprint was not 
designed to be an online order processing location, 
grocers have had to create new ad hoc workflows 
to sort and store their customer orders. They are 
struggling to handle the rapid volume increase in 
online orders. Keeping that new process efficient 
and cost-effective is an impossible task. 

Traditionally, there are between seven and nine 
steps to fulfilling a customer’s order. This is time-
consuming and cumbersome at best. Anything 
that can eliminate steps in the process or automate 
parts of the process bring speed, efficiency and cost 
savings.

The Online Order Fulfillment Process 
Before Automation:

1. A customer’s order is placed
2. A personal shopper picks the order
3. Personal shopper sorts based by pickup time
4. Personal shopper then sorts orders by temperature 

range 
5. Once a customer arrives, the Associate must 

identify a customer’s order
6. Associate then goes to find a customer’s order 

starting with ambient
7. If required, the associate must go to a refrigerator
8. If required, the associate must go to a freezer 
9. Associate brings the order out to the customer’s car 

or to the pickup counter

Streamline Workflows
EVOLVE FROM “SORT, STORE, FIND” TO “SHOP & DROP”

By automating the back end of the fulfillment 
process with a multi-use automated pickup, 
storage, and return system, grocers can get away 
from a “sort and store” process to a more efficient 
“shop and drop” method. This eliminates many 
steps in the fulfillment process, improves workflows, 
order throughput, and ultimately saves grocers the 
costs associated with sorting, storing and retrieving 
orders. 

When You Automate the Back  
End of the Process

1. A customer’s order is placed
2. A personal shopper picks the order
3. Personal shopper places order in the designated 

locker or unattended pickup system
4. Once customer arrives at the self-service unit, 

scans their barcode and retrieves their order
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How We Can Help: 
Bell and Howell’s unattended pickup, storage, and 
return systems enable grocers to consolidate their order 
processing footprint into a single dynamic solution. 
Each system streamlines the order induction workflow 
to a three-step process: Employee identification, order 
identification, and induction validation. This helps 
grocers consolidate the entire order sorting and storage 
process to a matter of seconds, enabling your staff to 
keep shopping, and customers to enjoy the freedom of 
self-service pickup.



2020 has been a tumultuous year for grocers and much like any adventure, there has been tremendous highs 
and lows. Inefficiencies in pickup program processes have become front and center. Grocers have reacted 
nimbly and admirably to help meet customer demand, but now is the time for grocers to plan for their long-
term success. Many grocers are already making investments in pickup automation, whether that be backend or 
customer-facing. Those who invest in multi-use automated pickup, storage, and returns systems will be better 
positioned to improve their workflows and storage capabilities, while also being able to deliver a friction-free 
experience for their customers.

Conclusion
INVEST IN THE OPERATIONAL AND REVENUE GROWTH OF YOUR PICKUP PROGRAM 
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To learn more about Bell and Howell’s multi-use automated pickup,  
storage, and return systems, please visit www.BellHowell.net
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