
 

 

 

Are Home Deliveries Increasing during the Pandemic?  3/25/2021      

 

 

Are Home Deliveries Increasing during the Pandemic? 

Update 4 

Sorin Garber 3/25/2021  

 

With the 2020 4th Quarter quarterly retail sales data release from the U.S. Department of Commerce, we 
are now able to better understand our dependence on the delivery to our homes of retail products – i.e., E-
commerce – during the pandemic. While E-commerce sales have been growing between 9% and 12% per 
year since 2015, they increased by 28% between 2019 and 2020. That translates to 14% of all retail sales 
completed via E-commerce in 2020; a near doubling in just five years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the height of the pandemic between April and June 2020, E-commerce represented 16% of all retail 
sales, compared to 11% for the same period in 2019.  

Much of the past year’s growth has been out of necessity as stores and restaurants were closed, many 
workers stopped commuting, and customers confined themselves to their homes. The ability of retailers, as 
well as shippers and carriers, to respond so quickly to these rapid changes is nothing short of remarkable. 
They are meeting the challenging delivery requirements by utilizing innovative logistics and inventory 
management strategies, rapidly developing close-in warehouse/distribution facilities, and hiring an 
unprecedented number of employees to carry out E-commerce packaging/handling/delivery, etc. How they 
do it is what interests me most. 

The growth in online sales and home deliveries during the pandemic and its relationship to both our well-
being and its stabilizing effect on the economy is getting a lot of attention from both the press and the 
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research community.  Many parties I interact with on this 
subject are fascinated by the types of delivery vehicles that 
are being employed from cargo bikes to electric step vans 
to drones, bots, and other autonomous vehicles.  Others 
focus their attention on the preferences of different 
demographic groups and the marketing strategies 
employed to attract each one of them. Many urbanists are 
concerned with how downtown commercial environments 
are or will be changing with so many products being 
purchased online. Transportation departments are now 
preoccupied trying to figure out how to best allocate curb 
space with the increased competition for curb space 
generated by the significant increases in deliveries, as well 
as the overall increase in traffic generated by these deliveries. 

For me, again, it is how this all comes together and with so few mistakes, and: 

• How shippers/carriers can guarantee quick delivery of an incredibly wide assortment of goods - i.e., 
not just those on the shelf – at all times of day.  

• How inventories are created when each of us individually are now the actual buyers equipped with 
our unique destinations and schedule requirements.  

• How deliveries are being accomplished at little to no cost to consumers, with free returns (which 
represent 30% of all online retail deliveries), in one to two days, and with no means of traditional 
forecasting of the inventory needed. 

Part of the answer to the above is that new logistics strategies are being employed, including handoffs, 
crowd sourcing and last-mile exchanges to improve the geographic density of deliveries. Then there are the 
land use development changes including fulfillment centers, distribution terminals, etc., that are being 
located closer to consumers, and are equipped with robotics, automated inventory management, and other 
highly efficient systems. 

As with prior updates, I am reporting on changes to E-commerce sales, and E-commerce related 
employment and land use development, which generate the traffic patterns of these deliveries.  There are 
several forecast models and datasets that are providing useful information about the types of vehicles used 
for these deliveries, the routes they use, and the times that they travel, but with the dynamic nature of E-
commerce, and the effects of the pandemic, including changing regulations and practices, it is a moving 
target that we will have to continue paying attention to. 
 
These and other data were previously analyzed in a study SGA prepared - E-Commerce and Emerging 
Logistics Technology - for the City of Portland, which also describes strategies employed by shippers and 
carriers throughout the U.S. and around the world to meet the fast-growing volume of E-commerce 
deliveries, and recommendations for how cities can work with industry to help manage the delivery traffic.  

 

 

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/tRANSPORTATION/article/751002
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/tRANSPORTATION/article/751002
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E-commerce Retail Sales 

As shown in Table 1, during 2020, total sales of retail products in the U.S. increased by 6.6% from 2019, 

but on-line retail sales grew by a whopping 27.7%. In-store sales declined by (0.7%). In the five-year period 

since 2015, consumers spent 130% more on E-commerce products, or an annual increase from $342.8m in 

2019 to $790m in 2020. 

 Table 1. U.S. Retail Sales from 2015 to 2020 (in $millions) 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

In Stores $4,355,510 $4,440,876 $4,629,973 $4,832,078 $4,869,041 $4,835,541 

Via E-commerce $342,788 $395,870 $454,093 $529,810 $601,531 $789,946 

Total $4,696,283 $4,834,730 $5,082,049 $5,359,870 $5,468,553 $5,623,467 

% E-commerce 7.3% 8.2% 8.9% 9.9% 11.0% 14.0% 
 

   Source: Quarterly Retail E-Commerce Sales, U.S. Department of Commerce https://www2.census.gov/retail/releases/historical/ecomm/ 

 

Amazon continues to be the number one E-commerce company in the U.S. (and the world)1.  Several 

other well-known retailers such as Walmart, Target, Kroeger, Home Depot, and others have seen 

significant growth in their E-commerce sales as well, but they do not reach the top-ten in sales revenue 

as those shown in Table 2. 
 

Table 2. Largest E-Commerce Companies in the U.S. in 2021 
 Company Revenue 

($B) 
Commodity Employees Founded 

1 Amazon $386.06 Assorted/Platform 1,298,000 1994 

2 eBay $10.80 Assorted/Platform 13,300 1995 

3 Wayfair $9.13 Home furnishings 16,985 2005 

4 Chewy $4.85 Pet Products 12,000 2011 

5 Carvana $3.96 Automobiles 3,876 2013 

6 Fanatics $2.30 Apparel 1,800 1995 

7 Groupon $2.22 E-commerce platform 2,358 2005 

8 Newegg $2.08 Electronics 3,700 2003 

9 Wish na E-commerce platform 4,000 2008 

10 Overstock $1.46 Assorted 1,613 1999 
   Source: MARKINBLOG, February 2021 

 

As discussed in Update 3, there was some unevenness across the board for different commodities. On-line 
sales of food and beverages, building materials and home furnishings experienced significant sales 
increases between 2019 and 2020.2   

 

1 List of Largest eCommerce Companies in the World in 2021 (Ranked by Revenue), February 24, 2021, MARKINBLOG, 
MARKINBLOG: Let's Build Sales Funnels Together  
2 Are Home Deliveries Increasing during the Pandemic? Update 3, Sorin Garber 12/22/2021, https://www.sgapdx.com/news 

https://www2.census.gov/retail/releases/historical/ecomm/
https://www.markinblog.com/
https://www.sgapdx.com/news
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Table 3 below presents more recent data from Statista of projected on-line sales in 2021 which is led by 
fashion (i.e., clothing, and associated accessories) and followed by electronics, toys/hobby/do-it-yourself 
materials, furniture and food and personal care items.  

Table 3. “Top Online Shopping Categories in the U.S. in 2021”3 

 
Source: Statista.com 

 

E-commerce Related Employment 

As shown in Table 4, total private sector employment in Oregon was down by 171,000 jobs or -9.5% from 
2019, including a decline of 109,000 jobs in the Portland metro area (-8.9%)4. The largest declines 
occurred in the hospitality, manufacturing professional services, education and health services sectors.  

These drops in employment are greater than the 6.2% decline experienced for the U.S. in total.5 

In contrast, employment in those categories that are linked to E-commerce such as courier and 
messenger jobs grew by 20.3% statewide and by 21.3% in the Portland region over the same period. 
Warehouse and storage worker jobs grew by even larger amounts, by 26.9% and 31.1% statewide and 
regionally, respectively. 

The more traditional freight carrier jobs in trucking declined between 2019 and 2020 which is not 
surprising given the general decrease in economic output throughout the U.S., Oregon, and the Portland 
region in 2020. 

These findings mirror national data which found that Amazon hired 350,000 new workers nationally in the 
third and fourth quarters of 2020 bringing their US employment to 800,000 (and 1.3 million 
internationally).6  

 

3 Top Online Shopping Categories (Updated 2021), Oberlo.com, https://www.oberlo.com/statistics/top-online-shopping-
categories  
4 Oregon Employment Department, Current Employment Estimates https://www.qualityinfo.org/ed-
ceest/?at=1&t1=4101000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or&t2=41010000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or   
5 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, https://data.bls.gov/search/query/results?q=anual+employment+data 

https://www.oberlo.com/statistics/top-online-shopping-categories
https://www.oberlo.com/statistics/top-online-shopping-categories
https://www.qualityinfo.org/ed-ceest/?at=1&t1=4101000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or&t2=41010000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or
https://www.qualityinfo.org/ed-ceest/?at=1&t1=4101000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or&t2=41010000000~0~0~00000000~2014~or
https://data.bls.gov/search/query/results?q=anual+employment+data
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Table 4. Changes in Selected Employment Categories State of Oregon and Portland 
Metropolitan Area, 2019 and 2020  

Job Losses between 2019–
2020 

% Change between  
2019-2020 

Statewide Portland Region Statewide Portland Region 

  Total Non-Farm Employment -171,000 -109,000 (9.5%) (8.9%) 

  Truck Transportation -5,000 -4,800 (2.2%) (3.7%) 

  Couriers and Messengers +32,200 +24,700 +20.3% +21.3% 

  Warehouse and Storage Workers +60,600 +49,000 +26.9% +31.1% 
Source: Oregon Employment Department 

 

E-commerce Related Land Use 

As described in previous updates and the E-Commerce and Emerging Logistics Technology Research 

Report, facilities associated with the E-commerce supply chain, such as warehouse, distribution, and flex 

space are in great demand, with up to 2.1 million sf coming into the market in 2019, and 3.7 million sf of 

new warehouse and distribution space open for business in 2020, which may explain the slight increase in 

the 

vacancy 

rate for industrial property from  4.6% to 4.8%. These strong trends are expected to last through the next 

year with another 2.8 million sq ft of industrial, warehouse and flex space under construction in the 4th 

quarter 2020.   

     
 

 
 

 

6 Amazon again posts record sales and profit amid rising pandemic costs, Seattle Times, Oct. 29, 2020 Amazon again posts record sales and 
profit amid rising pandemic costs | The Seattle Times  

          Inside a typical Fulfillment Center                      Amazon Fulfillment Center, Troutdale                   

https://www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/amazon-again-posts-record-profit-amid-rising-pandemic-costs/
https://www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/amazon-again-posts-record-profit-amid-rising-pandemic-costs/
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Table 5. Changes in Warehouse, Distribution and Flex Space 
          in the Portland Metropolitan Area in 2019 and 20207 

New Supply (in 1,000’s of square feet) 

 1st Qtr 2nd Qtr 3rd Qtr 4th Qtr 

2019 508 296 1,249 38 

2020 178 1,686 437 1,377 

Under construction(in 1,000’s of square feet) 

 1st Qtr 2nd Qtr 3rd Qtr 4th Qtr 

2019 1,928 3,602 5,189 5,609 

2020 6,098 4,742 3,823 2,841 

Vacancy Rate 

 1st Qtr 2nd Qtr 3rd Qtr 4th Qtr 

2019 4.0% 4.0% 4.3% 3.9% 

2020 4.2% 4.4% 4.4% 4.8% 
Source: Portland Metro Industrial Report, Colliers International 

The largest of the projects under construction is the PDX Logistics Center West  Buildings 1 and 2 along 
Airport Way with 928k sf, followed by Prologis Meadows Phase 2 (633k sf) and Prologis Park Broadmoor 
along Airport Way at 345k sf. 
 

Trends in Transporting E-commerce Goods 

In previous updates I’ve reported on how carriers and shippers are 
increasing their workforces, vehicle fleets, facilities, and equipment to 
meet demand for E-commerce delivery.  I’ve also described the range of 
delivery modes in use and the progress being made with use of some 
innovative modes such as drones, bots, autonomous cars and vans, 
electric cargo bikes, and others.  In addition, carriers and shippers have 
reduced supply chain complexities by building distribution centers nearer 
to the consuming public and have automated IT systems and warehouse 
operations to dramatically improve inventory management, and overall 
efficiency and accuracy of shipping.  

Also, more companies have entered the distribution business, and some 
airlines have converted passenger aircraft into cargo aircraft 

Many companies are also employing dynamic pricing strategies to smooth 
supply chain bottlenecks during the crisis8. 

 

7 Portland Metro Industrial Report, Colliers International, 2019-2020, Qtrs. 1, 2, 3 and 4 
https://www2.colliers.com/en/Research/Portland/Q4-2020-Portland-Metro-Industrial-Market-Report 
8 Can Delivery Companies Keep Up with the ECommerce Boom? by Rodrigo Escudero, Felipe Alves, Martin Ehmler, Kartik 
Goel, and Vitaly Filonov, Boston Consulting Group, 7/1/2020, https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/can-delivery-companies-
keep-up-with-the-ecommerce-boom  

https://www2.colliers.com/en/Research/Portland/Q4-2020-Portland-Metro-Industrial-Market-Report
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/can-delivery-companies-keep-up-with-the-ecommerce-boom
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/can-delivery-companies-keep-up-with-the-ecommerce-boom
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Some companies have increased shipping time estimates and / or imposed temporary surcharges on 
packages to less popular destinations to hopefully curtail same day, free delivery, etc., options offered by 
retailers to those locations with lesser delivery densities.  Finding chassis and other equipment to dray 
goods from steamships and aircraft to trucks, “and intermodal companies have raised surcharges by as 
much as $5,000 a load to move containers across the country.”9 

Some more recent pandemic-related trends having an impact on delivery of E-commerce goods include:  

• Scarcity of available containers in Asia – pandemic has resulted in 
a surge of orders from factories in China which has outstripped 
China’s supply of containers 

• Containers that were shipped to Africa and So. America and much 
of So. Asia are laying empty and uncollected as steamship lines 
have focused their operations on the most popular routes linking 
North America with Europe and east Asia. 

• Pandemic driven demand is resulting in longer traffic jams at ports 
and delays in unloading cargo ships 

• Labor disputes at Amazon including increasing demands to 
disinfect facilities, provide for personal protective equipment such as face masks, and more breaks, 
may result in increased employment or automation, or slower travel times.  

• Zero-Contact Delivery – carriers are offering contactless delivery, and some are doing so for all 
deliveries. 

• Control Over Deliveries – allowing customers to pick a delivery date and time and other preferences 
including specific location at address. 

• Sustainable logistics and sustainable packaging – customers are increasingly turning away from 
unsustainable brands. In fact, a recent study5 found that 85% of consumers want to buy products that 
use as little packaging as possible or ecofriendly packaging material, and almost a third (29%) admit 
that they have stopped buying brands altogether because their packaging was not sustainable10. 

 

 

9 Carriers Prepare for Increasing Surge to Supply Chain in E-Commerce Push, Transport Topics, 10/6/2020, Carriers Prepare for Surge in E-
Commerce Push | Transport Topics (ttnews.com) 
10 Recycling Myths Busted: We dig into the truth about recycling, DS Smith blog, DS Smith – Packaging, Paper, Recycling 

https://www.ttnews.com/articles/carriers-prepare-increasing-surge-supply-chain-e-commerce-push-0
https://www.ttnews.com/articles/carriers-prepare-increasing-surge-supply-chain-e-commerce-push-0
https://www.dssmith.com/
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“E-commerce can be more sustainable than you might think -  there is evidence 
to show that it actually has less impact on the environment than physical stores 
do, once all elements of the customer journey are factored in (building malls, 
town centre congestion, customers driving to the store, for example). A recent 
study in the US found greenhouse gas emissions for e-commerce are 17% lower 
than bricks and mortar retail in a base case scenario.”11  

 

More information on vehicle technology and warehouse operations is found in the E-Commerce and 
Emerging Logistics Technology report. 

 

What does this all mean? (adapted from  Update 3) 

As with my last review 12 , there are few consistent trends about how e-commerce customers and 
suppliers of retail products are reacting to the pandemic that we can rely on because there are so many 
unprecedented global events that dictate both product availability and customer confidence.   

First and foremost are the dramatic swings in the U.S. economy.  Real GDP (Gross Domestic Product) 
fell by 3.5% annually in 2020 compared with 2019, but it was still on track with 2018 GDP levels13. In the 
second quarter the U.S. economy shrank 9.5%; the worst quarter decline ever – including the Great 
Depression – but that’s also the period in which E-commerce sales hit their highest level ever. when the 
economy shrank by 7.2% in one quarter14.  Further, the U.S. GDP shrank at an annual rate of 32.9%15 in 
the second quarter, and the unemployment rate fluctuated between 11.1% and 14.716. In contrast, GDP 
grew by 4.3% and the unemployment rate was 6.7%17 in  the fourth quarter.  

In other words, we need to exercise caution when reviewing data and anecdotes about the changes in the 
retail sector during the pandemic before reaching conclusions about what the future will bring. Retailers 
have always innovated to outperform their competitors, and suppliers and carriers have always 
responded to their changing demands. It’s unclear whether the growth in on-line retail sales will continue 
at its current pace or whether customers will return to brick-and-mortar stores in droves.   

Most experts believe that consumers will not return to shopping at stores like they did in past years, but 
there is no hard evidence that the growth we’ve witnessed in the past year will continue. For examp le, 
would this growth curve change if large numbers of shippers shifted to variable pricing to help balance 

 

11 The Carbon Footprint of Retail, Generation Insights, March 2020 ECommerce vs Bricks & Mortar | Generation Investment 
Management LLP (generationim.com) 
12 Are Home Deliveries Increasing during the Pandemic?, Sorin Garber 5/31/2020, https://www.sgapdx.com/news 
13 Gross Domestic Product, Fourth Quarter and Year 2020, Bureau of Economic Analysis 2/25/2021, gdp4q20_2nd.pdf  
14 U.S. economy contracted at fastest quarterly rate on record from April to June as coronavirus walloped workers, businesses, 
Washington Post, Rachel Siegel & Andrew Van Dam, 7/30/2020,  https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/07/30/gdp-q2-
coronavirus/ 
15 Gross Domestic Product, 2nd Quarter 2020 (Advance Estimate) and Annual Update, U.S. Department of Commerce, July 30, 
2020, https://www.bea.gov/news/glance 
16 Unemployment Rates Seasonally Adjusted (USLAUS Tool), Quality Info. Org  Unemployment Rates (LAUS) - QualityInfo 
17 Bureau of Labor Statistics 3/21/2021, United States Economy at a Glance (bls.gov) 

../../Final%20Report/Final%20Report%20%20ECommerce%20and%20Emerging%20Logistics%20Technology%20Research%20Report%2012_4_2019%20.pdf
../../Final%20Report/Final%20Report%20%20ECommerce%20and%20Emerging%20Logistics%20Technology%20Research%20Report%2012_4_2019%20.pdf
https://www.generationim.com/research-centre/insights/ecommerce-vs-bricks-mortar/
https://www.generationim.com/research-centre/insights/ecommerce-vs-bricks-mortar/
https://www.generationim.com/research-centre/insights/ecommerce-vs-bricks-mortar/
https://www.sgapdx.com/news
https://www.bea.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/gdp4q20_2nd.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/people/rachel-siegel/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/andrew-van-dam/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/07/30/gdp-q2-coronavirus/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/07/30/gdp-q2-coronavirus/
https://www.bea.gov/news/glance
https://www.qualityinfo.org/ed-uesti/?at=1&t1=4101000000~unemprate~y~2000~2021
https://www.bls.gov/eag/eag.us.htm
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resources, or one-day or two-day shipping came with a cost to consumers, or carriers began adding new 
charges to their operations, or there was a charge to consumers for returns?  

Just as we began to accept charges for ATM withdrawals, and spiraling phone costs, we may simply pay 

for services we now get for free or at little cost, but at this point – and in the post-pandemic era, it’s 

challenging to imagine how shippers can continue to manage and move products as quickly and 

inexpensively as they currently do. 

 

 

 

This is the fourth installment of updates to the 
study - E-Commerce and Emerging Logistics 
Technology - I prepared for the City of Portland, 
which also describes strategies employed by 
shippers and carriers throughout the U.S. and 
around the world to meet the fast-growing 
volume of E-commerce deliveries, and 
recommendations for how cities can work with 
industry to help manage the delivery traffic.  

I’m going to continue tracking data e-commerce sales, employment by type of delivery worker, vacancy 
rates for industrial/warehouse space, and sales by retail category., and publishing them on both my web 
site (www.sgapdx.com) and LinkedIn site.  

 

There is a wide range of data about E-commerce sales behaviors during the pandemic such as E-
commerce sales by age group, E-commerce sales by commodity, E-commerce sales by company, and 
more.   

If you are interested in learning more about these and other trends, please contact me at 
sorin.garber@sgapdx.com   

 
  

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/tRANSPORTATION/article/751002
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/tRANSPORTATION/article/751002
http://www.sgapdx.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sorin-garber-48331a7/
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Appendices 
 
  

TOTAL RETAIL SALES      

 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 

4th Qtr $1,476,952 $1,386,158 $1,344,911 $1,304,289 $1,235,535 $1,184,753 

3rd Qtr $1,469,769 $1,380,058 $1,345,363 $1,269,763 $1,212,677 $1,184,473 

2nd Qtr $1,311,345 $1,361,913 $1,339,375 $1,254,819 $1,201,330 $1,171,458 

1st Qtr $1,363,381 $1,338,405 $1,328,203 $1,251,161 $1,183,172 $1,153,584 

 $5,623,467 $5,468,553 $5,359,870 $5,082,049 $4,834,730 $4,696,283 

       

ECOMMERCE RETAIL SALES     

 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 

4th Qtr $206,666 $158,049 $137,747 $119,021 $102,674 $89,078 

3rd Qtr $209,251 $153,976 $132,992 $115,303 $100,742 $87,225 

2nd Qtr $211,595 $147,141 $130,068 $111,369 $97,392 $84,019 

1st Qtr $160,414 $140,346 $126,985 $106,383 $93,046 $80,451 

 $789,946 $601,531 $529,810 $454,093 $395,870 $342,788 

       

       

ECOMMERCE % of TOTAL RETAIL SALES    

 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 

4th Qtr 14.0% 11.4% 10.2% 9.1% 8.3% 7.5% 

3rd Qtr 14.2% 11.2% 9.9% 9.1% 8.3% 7.4% 

2nd Qtr 16.1% 10.8% 9.7% 8.9% 8.1% 7.2% 

1st Qtr 11.8% 10.5% 9.6% 8.5% 7.9% 7.0% 

 14.0% 11.0% 9.9% 8.9% 8.2% 7.3% 
 
Source: https://www2.census.gov/retail/releases/historical/ecomm  

https://www2.census.gov/retail/releases/historical/ecomm

