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Executive 
Summary 

The Food Retail Environment Study for Health & Economic 

Resiliency (FRESHER) is a rapid response to the widespread 
closures of, and modified operating conditions for, many food 

retail (e.g., grocers and convenience stores) and food hospitality 

businesses (e.g., restaurants and bars). FRESHER examines the 

economic and social impacts of COVID-19 in Ontario. The 
purpose of FRESHER is to identify the struggles and strategies 

of business owners/operators and employees due to COVID-

19 and explore how these contribute to the resiliency of food 

businesses and food security. FRESHER utilizes mapping, 
surveys, and interviews to document and examine these 
impacts of COVID-19.  

FRESHER has documented high closure rates of food 

hospitality businesses across Ontario. Although most food 

retailers were spared from permanent closure, negative impacts 
of COVID-19 were still evident, including economic hardships, 

diminished personal well-being of both employers and 

employees, and infrastructure problems. Personal economic 

strain was a common theme: 50% of surveyed employees 

28,307 Businesses mapped 

490 Survey Responses 

152 Interviews 
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reported decreased wages. Additionally, 37% of employees reported feeling some level of pressure 

to go into work sick during the pandemic. Employees expressed feelings of isolation at work. They 
also reported experiencing compounded stress levels from having to deal with difficult customers, as 
well as the personal stressors of facing the pandemic at home.  

Despite the documented hardships during the pandemic, participants demonstrated clear evidence 

of resiliency, at both business and personal levels. Many food retail and food hospitality businesses 

took advantage of available technology, building their online infrastructure and adapting products to 

reach personal consumers online. Community and government programs offered relief for many 
owners and seem to have alleviated some financial uncertainty for businesses and individuals. 

Communities also found unique ways to push the 'buy local' mentality and feelings of solidarity were 

high, especially in the early months. As trends point to a recovery on the horizon, it will be 

imperative for those in the industry to identify who and what was most impacted and the key policy 
strategies to create a more resilient industry.
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Chapter 1 - 
Introduction 
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Project Context 

On January 27, 2021, Ontario’s first case of the COVID-19 virus was confirmed. Cases quickly 

spread throughout the country and by March 17, 2020, Ontario Premier Doug Ford had declared a 

state of emergency. This declaration was associated with multiple restrictions on public activities, 
affecting a variety of businesses, including the closing of food retail and hospitality businesses. For 

the next 16 months, periodic lockdowns were enacted across the province, and certain restrictions 
are still in place, as of August 2021. 

In February 2020, the retail and food services sector in Ontario employed 1,518,000 people. By the 

end of April 2020, the number of people employed in this industry had decreased to 1,094,600, a 
decline of 28% in two months.1 This large decline provides evidence of a substantial impact of 

COVID-19 on the food industry. Local economies often rely heavily on the success of their food 

retail2 and food hospitality sectors,3 especially in urban areas. These businesses serve both residents 

and visitors, and their success is often an indicator of community economic strength. The contents 
of this report will illustrate the changes that Ontario's food retail and food hospitality industry has 
experienced because of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

1 Statistics Canada. Table 14-10-0355-02 Employment by industry, monthly, seasonally adjusted. 2021 
June;10.25315/1410035501-eng. 

2 Food retail is defined in this report as businesses that offer fresh and pre-packaged foods for sale in a store format. 
This includes grocery, convenience, specialty foods. farmers' markets, alcohol retail, etc. 

3  Food hospitality is defined in this report as businesses that offer prepared foods made to order, takeaway, and deliver. 
This includes restaurants, cafés, food courts, fast food, bars, ice cream parlours, etc. 
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Figure 1.1 provides a graphical illustration of new daily COVID-19 cases in Ontario, as well as 
relevant dates throughout the timeline of regulative decisions. 

Figure 1.1 - Ontario COVID-19 daily case count with highlighted dates.4 

January 27, 2020 - First confirmed case of COVID-19 in Ontario 

March 17, 2020 - Ontario enacts first lockdown (all non-essential business is closed) 

May 11, 2020 - Retail with street entrances are allowed to provide for pick-up and delivery 

June 22, 2020 - Patios allowed in every region (some regions were allowed earlier in June)  

July 29, 2020 - Indoor dining with restrictions is allowed 

October 9, 2020 - Indoor dining is prohibited 

December 26, 2020 - Ontario enacts second lockdown (no in-person shopping or dining) 

February 16, 2021 - Most regions return to variations of pre-lockdown restrictions 

April 7, 2021 - Ontario enacts third lockdown (no in-person shopping or dining) 

June 11, 2021 - Patios and in-person retail is allowed with restrictions 

July 15, 2021 - Indoor dining with restrictions is allowed 

 

4 Throughout the pandemic, grocery stores remained open to in-person shopping with limited capacity 
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Purpose  

The purpose of the FRESHER project is to identify the 

struggles and strategies of business owners/operators and 

employees due to COVID-19, describe the programs and 
policies introduced by different levels of government, and 

explore how these may contribute to the resiliency of food 

businesses and food security, today and in the next pandemic 

or crisis. The project also aims to describe the response of 
business owners and employees toward these support 

programs and policies. The information in this report will help 

stakeholders plan for subsequent pandemics and other major 
emergencies. 

This evidence will be useful for government policymakers to 
assess the impacts of financial support programs on business 

survival and employee wellbeing. It can be used to inform 

adjustments to policies and programs to strengthen 

community capacity, ensure Ontario’s food security, and 
incentivize economic growth when recovering from the 

pandemic. It can also be used to help identify strategies that 

could encourage effective economic, social, and public health 

responses to future pandemics or societal crises. Moreover, 
this project will be useful for business owners, as it identifies 

the variety of strategies that they used, or found helpful from 
others, to help prevent their businesses from closing.  

Project Objectives 

FRESHER examines the economic and social impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on the food retail and food hospitality 
environment across urban, suburban, and rural contexts in 

Ontario. This research identifies the struggles faced by 

business owners and operators, and their current and former 
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employees, as well as the variety of strategies they have used to keep their 

businesses from closing. It also identifies responses by governments, 
economic development agencies, business improvement areas, and other 

organizations to the COVID-19 crisis, exploring how these policies and 
programs have contributed to the resiliency of food retail businesses. 

The research aims to address two overarching research questions:

1. What food retail and food hospitality businesses modified 
their operations, temporarily closed, or permanently closed 
in response to the pandemic? 

 

Further, how have these changes impacted food accessibility in 

different areas (urban, suburban, and rural)? 
 

How have these changes and new pressures affected each type 

of food outlet? 

 
2. How has the pandemic affected food retail and food 

hospitality businesses and their employees? 

 

What have been the impacts on employee wellbeing, business 
security, and growth plans? 

 

What strategies did these businesses use to respond to the 

pandemic? 
 

Which strategies were successful (or not)? 

 

What strategies, policies, and programs created by governmental 
entities and other organizations in response to COVID-19 did 
these businesses and employees find useful? 
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Report Overview 

The project methodology incorporated multiple data collection activities and analytical procedures 
to identify and triangulate the impacts of COVID-19. The three key research activities are: 

 

Since the Spring of 2020, the team has mapped 28,307 businesses, surveyed 490 employees and 

employers,5 and conducted 152 interviews6 with stakeholders from across the province, using a 

robust mixed methods approach.  This report is separated into four chapters, including this one, 

which introduces the project. Chapter Two provides a description of the methods used to collect 
and analyze the data and how they are used to meet the project objectives. Chapter Three discusses 

the key findings, and finally, Chapter Four lays out next steps for FRESHER and how this project 
can continue to contribute to the resiliency and recovery of the industry. 

 

 

5 This figure refers to completed surveys only.  

6 Numerous additional pilot interviews were completed with various organizations and local governments which are not 
included in the official study sample size. These interviews provided guidance and outreach opportunities for 
FRESHER. These organizations can be viewed in Appendix A. 

Mapping: 
Operational status & 
closures of businesses 
across Ontario.  

 

Interviewing: 
Business owners, 

employees, & policy 
supporters. 

Surveying: 
Impacts on employees 

& employers in food 
retail. 
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Chapter 2 – 
Activities 
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Industry Engagement 

The FRESHER team adopted a collaborative, cross-sectoral approach to 

this project. The multidisciplinary research team worked closely with a 

steering committee of key knowledge users who not only helped to identify 
aspects of the problem and make connections with other governmental and 

industry stakeholders, but who also are in positions to implement the 

research recommendations. Our key cross-sector partner organization since 

the project inception has been the Elgin Middlesex Oxford Workforce 
Planning and Development Board. However, throughout the course of this 

project, the FRESHER team consulted over 50 different community 

organizations, unions, industry associations, business improvement areas, 

and other groups of knowledge users (see Appendix A). The key members 
of our steering committee are acknowledged earlier in the report. COVID-

19 posed a unique situation in economic development practice, as every 

region in the province felt some level of impact on its local food industry. 
This stressed the importance of collaboration rather than the usual 

competition, especially on issues related to the interdependence of 

Ontario’s regional food industries. FRESHER discovered that many local 

associations were dealing with similar problems, yet they were often too 
overwhelmed to confer with other regions. Soon after launching the 

project, sharing best practices and facilitating sector collaboration became 
one of FRESHER’s key roles. 

Mapping 

One of the largest undertakings by the FRESHER team was to map food 

retail and food hospitality businesses across the province. Over 28,000 

businesses were identified, contacted through (often repeated) phone calls 
to confirm their operational status, and then geocoded to their precise 

location on a map within a geographic information system (GIS). While we 

were able to compile data and estimate closure rates for businesses across 

the entire province, we concentrated our efforts in two regions of Ontario 
(as shown in Figure 2.1): 1) the area covered by Middlesex County (plus 

City of London), Elgin County (plus City of St Thomas), Oxford County, 
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and Waterloo region (MEOW), and 2) the region represented by the Western Ontario Wardens’ 

Caucus.  Our research team used a variety of official sources (e.g., public health inspector databases) 
to locate food businesses, and then confirmed which ones were open or closed by making repeated 

phone calls and checking online. Simultaneously, data were also collected to map variables that may 

have influenced whether a business remained open or not. These additional variables included 

whether the business offers delivery, is it a chain or a locally owned business, does it have a patio, 
does it have a drive-through, and is it located in a local business improvement area (BIA). 

  

 Figure 2.1 – FRESHER Study Area Map with Focus Regions 
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Surveys 

To engage with business owners and employees in the food sector, FRESHER deployed 

an online survey using the Qualtrics platform to collect data on the impact of COVID-19 

on issues such as: employment status, daily struggles (including any changes to mental 
well-being), and perceptions of financial programs offered by local and provincial 

governments. Postcards inviting participants to take part in the survey were mailed to 

more than 10,000 businesses in the region represented 

by the Western Ontario Warden's Caucus (seen in 
Figure 2.1). Social media advertisement was also used 

to reach business groups, employees, and community 

organizations who also shared the survey through their 

contact lists. Despite using multiple recruitment 
strategies, it was difficult to encourage individuals to 

complete the survey, possibly due to survey fatigue and a general feeling of being 
overwhelmed, that was commonly reported during the pandemic. 

Interviews 

Interviews provided an opportunity to investigate the effects of the restrictions more 

thoroughly; business owners, managers, employees, and related support and policy 
professionals were invited to participate. Interviews were semi-structured to ensure 

certain topics were addressed, but also allow for flexibility in how participants wanted to 

describe their experiences. Respondents were recruited through multiple methods 

(survey, snowball sampling, business cards, advertisement on websites, call lists, and 
through email). The interviews were conducted by researchers on the FRESHER team 

and were later transcribed verbatim and analyzed to find key themes and the overall 

sentiment by those involved in the food retail and food hospitality industry. Despite the 

wide variation in participants, location, and area of the industry, many commonalities 
arose from the discussions.  
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Chapter 3 – Findings 
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Activities  

Mapping Businesses 

Phone Calls Made 

Surveys Completed 

Interviews Completed 

Geocoding food retail and 
hospitality businesses across the 
province 

Calling businesses to confirm 
operational status and describing 
the FRESHER project 

Employee and Employers 

A wide range of those 
involved in the food retail and 
hospitality sector 

152 

490 

>60,000 

28,307 

Team 

Professors 

Staff 

Graduate Students 

Undergraduate Students 

From 6 Universities and Colleges 

From the Human Environments Analysis 
Laboratory, Western University 

From Western University 

 

From Western University, 
University of Guelph, and 
University of Waterloo 

11 

10 

>800 

8 

FRESHER 
By the Numbers MENU 

Western Universi ty 
f resher@uwo.ca 

Human Environments Analysis Laboratory 

fresher.theheal.ca 
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3a. General Trends and Mapping Overview 

In this chapter, the study findings are presented in two ways. The chapter begins with a general 

overview of the results of the mapping, survey, and interview activities (subsections 3a, 3b, and 3c 

respectively). The second half of the chapter, entitled “Integrated Findings” (section 3d), offers a 
deeper exploration of the study findings according to several key themes identified in the data.  

The map in Figure 3a.1 shows the number of food businesses across Ontario by region as of June 
30, 2021. The data are presented for all food business types together, both retail and hospitality. 

 

Figure 3a.1 - Number of food businesses across Ontario by region. This map shows both food hospitality and food retail combined 
as of June 30, 2021. 
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The map in Figure 3a.2 shows the number of food businesses across Ontario per square km (i.e., 

business density) by region. Again, this map shows all food business types together, both retail and 
hospitality. As expected, these maps reveal that the greatest number and greatest density of 
businesses are found in the areas with the largest and most dense populations.   

 

Figure 3a.2 - Density of food businesses across Ontario by region. This map shows both food hospitality and food retail combined 
as of June 30, 2021. 
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Table 3a identifies the number of food hospitality businesses by county within the Western Ontario 

Warden's Caucus (WOWC) region and Waterloo region, along with the closure rate in each county 
as of June 30, 2021.   

Table 3a.1 - Closure Rate of Food Hospitality Businesses by County in the Western Ontario Warden's Caucus (WOWC) region and 
Waterloo region as of June 30, 2021.7 

 
County 

 

Closure Rate % # of Hospitality Businesses 

Brant 26.7% 434 

Bruce 18.3% 268 

Chatham-Kent 18.8% 336 

Dufferin 11.5% 157 

Elgin 16.7% 198 

Essex 22.2% 1316 

Grey 19.3% 353 

Haldimand 8.2% 110 

Huron 11.9% 176 

Lambton 10.0% 351 

Middlesex 20.5% 1211 

Norfolk 15.1% 192 

Oxford 16.1% 279 

Perth 8.2% 207 

Simcoe 18.9% 1403 

Waterloo 23.1% 1642 

Wellington 14.2% 608 

For the purposes of our study, a business was deemed closed using two methods: 1) closure was 

confirmed directly by researchers through phone calls, web searches, media releases, and other 

contact methods; or 2) after repeated attempts through phone calls, emails, and social media, the 

researcher could not get in touch with a representative, nor find any other evidence that they were 

 

7 County statistics includes business data in the first-tier municipalities encompassed by a county (e.g., City of London 
data is included for Middlesex).    
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operational.  Brant experienced the highest closure rates (26.7%), followed by Essex (22.2%) and 

Middlesex (20.5%).  Figure 3a.3 provides a closer look at closure rates across the WOWC area by 
mapping the percentage of food hospitality businesses that closed by municipality. 

 

 

Figure 3a.3 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses that closed across the region of Western Ontario Warden's Caucus region 
and Waterloo region as of June 30, 2021. 

As revealed by the colours on the map in Figure 3a.3, some municipalities fared better than others in 

terms of business closures. In the lightest shaded areas (0-5%), fewer than one out of 20 food 

hospitality businesses closed, whereas in the darkest shaded areas (50.1-100%), greater than one-half 

of food hospitality businesses closed.  Figure 3a.4 maps the same data as in Figure 3a.3 but focuses 
closer on the MEOW study area. 
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Figure 3a.4 – Percentage of food hospitality businesses that closed across the region of Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford, and Waterloo 
region as of June 30, 2021. 

While the food hospitality sector was hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, with many business 

closures, very few grocery stores closed during the pandemic. Figure 3a.5 maps accessibility within 5 

km to grocery stores (including supermarkets and other retail outlets that sell fresh produce) across 

the WOWC region of Southwestern Ontario.  As can be seen from the dark shading, in most 

regions, over 80% of the population lives within 5 km (e.g., a short drive) of a grocery store.  
Nevertheless, there are some regions (in light shading), where fewer than one-fifth of households 
have access to a grocery store within 5 km. 
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Figure 3a.5 – Accessibility of grocery store locations within 5km across the Western Ontario Warden's Caucus region and Waterloo 
region as of June 30, 2021. 

Like the previous map, Figure 3a.6 maps accessibility to grocery stores across the WOWC region; 

however, this map examines accessibility within ‘walking distance’, which is commonly considered to 

be 1.6 km. As illustrated by the predominantly light shading, in most areas less than 20% of the 

population has access to a grocery store within walking distance (1.6km) of home. Nevertheless, 
there are some areas (in dark shading), primarily in urban settlements, where more than 80% of the 
population has access to a grocery store within 1.6 km. 
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Figure 3a.6 – Accessibility of grocery store locations within 1.6km across Western Ontario Warden's Caucus region and Waterloo 
region as of June 30, 2021. 

3b. Survey Overview  

The employment survey had 490 respondents, with 290 employees and 200 employers completing 

the survey. Respondents were asked to identify if they were an employee or an employer, and 

additionally, to categorize their responsibility level within the business. This section provides an 
overview of survey participants. More detailed findings are included in Chapter 3d. Integrated Results. 

More women (262/53.5%) than men (159/32.4%) responded to the survey (Table 3b.1). Employee 
respondents were more likely to be women (62.4%) than men (26.2%); however, employer 

respondents were more evenly split (41.5% men, 40.5% women).  The median age of employees was 

28 years old with a range of 16 to 66 years old, while the median age of employers was 47 years old, 
with a range of 22 to 69 years old. 
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Table 3b.1 - Distribution of survey respondents by employment category and gender identity at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Gender Identity  
Employment Category 

Employee (n=290) % Employer (n=200) % All types (n=490) % 

Man 26.2 41.5 32.4 

Woman 62.4 40.5 53.5 

Non-Binary 1.4 0.0 0.8 

No response 10.0 18.0 13.3 

Among employees who responded to the survey, women were more likely to be unemployed than 

men at the time of the survey (Table 3b.2). In addition, women were more likely to hold a temporary 
position than men. 

Table 3b.2 - Labour force status by gender identity among employees (n=290) at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Gender Identity 
Labour Force Status 

Permanent (n=127) % Temporary (n=41) % Unemployed (n=84) % 

Man 50.0 28.6 23.8 

Woman 50.3 34.5 15.2 

Non-Binary 50.0 50.0 0.0 

No response 57.1 42.9 0.0 

All responses 50.4 33.3 16.3 
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On average, employees also reported a considerable decrease in the number of hours worked from 

pre-pandemic to the time of survey (Table 3b.3). In percentage terms, men lost more working hours 
per week than women. 

Table 3b.3 - Hours worked per week (n=290) before and during the pandemic by gender identity at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Hours Worked 
(Mean) 

Gender Identity Overall 
(weighted) Man Woman Non-Binary 

Pre-Pandemic 29 32 35 32 

During Pandemic 24 28 29 28 

Change (%) - 17.2 % - 12.5 % - 17.1 % - 12.5 % 

Representation across sectors among survey respondents was concentrated in the hospitality 

industry, with fewer responses from the retail sector (Table 3b.4). The convenience store sector was 
considerably underrepresented among survey respondents. 

Table 3b.4 - Distribution of survey respondents (n=490) by employment category and industry sector at time of survey (June 30, 
2021). 

Industry Sector 
Employment Category 

Employee (n=290) % Employer (n=200) % All types (n=490) % 

Fast Food (n=85) 15.9 19.5 17.3 

Restaurant (n=95) 15.2 25.5 19.4 

Bar & Pub (n=35) 7.2 7.0 7.1 

Grocery (n=56) 16.6 4.0 11.4 

Bulk Foods (n=2) 0.0 1.0 0.4 

Convenience (n=17) 3.1 4.0 3.5 

Alcohol Retail (n=8) 1.4 2.0 1.6 

Other (n=100) 9.3 36.5 20.4 

No response (n=92) 31.4 0.5 18.8 

All sectors (n=490) 100 100 100 
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Survey respondents reported a wide range of educational experience, with many having completed 
some form of post-secondary education (Table 3b.5). The most popular response to the question 
regarding highest level of education achieved was “college or trades”, for both employees and 
employers, at 18.6% and 26.0% of respondents respectively. Employees had a median of 8 years of 
experience in the industry, with a standard deviation of 12.4 years. Employers had a median 17 years 
of experience in the industry, with a standard deviation of 12.5 years.  

Table 3b.5 - Distribution of survey respondents (n=490) by highest level of education and employment category at time of survey 
(June 30, 2021). 

Highest level of education 
achieved 

Employment category 

Employee (n=290) % Employer (n=200) % All types (n=490) % 

Some high school (n=26) 7.9 1.5 5.3 

High school diploma (n=63) 15.5 9.0 12.9 

Some college or trades (n=39) 8.6 7.0 8.0 

College or trades (n=106) 18.6 26.0 21.6 

Some university (n=63) 15.5 9.0 12.9 

University degree (n=99) 17.6 24.0 20.2 

Some postgrad studies (n=17) 4.1 2.5 3.5 

Postgrad degree (n=17) 3.8 3.0 3.5 

No response (n=60) 8.3 18.0 12.2 
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The survey responses (Table 3b.6) were concentrated in the Middlesex, Elgin, and Oxford area 

(n=128; 26%). There was also good representation from the broader Southwestern Ontario region 
(n=287; 58%). There was also considerable representation from Central Ontario (n=101; 21%), with 
some representation from Eastern Ontario (n=22; 4%) and Northern Ontario (n=11; 2%).  

Table 3b.6 - Distribution of survey respondents (n=490) by municipality based on self-reported postal code at time of survey (June 
30, 2021). 

Regional Area Respondents – n (% of total) 

Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford, Waterloo Region area 179 (36.5%) 

Western Ontario Warden’s Caucus area 237 (48.4%) 

Southwestern Ontario 287 (58.6%) 

Central Ontario 101 (20.6%) 

Eastern Ontario 22 (4.5%) 

Northern Ontario 11 (2.2%) 

Not Reported 69 (14.1%) 

Survey respondent locations were determined based on self-reported six-digit postal code (ex. A1A 1A1). The Middlesex, Elgin, 
Oxford, Waterloo Region area includes the municipalities of Elgin County, London, Middlesex County, St. Thomas, Oxford 
County, and Waterloo Region. The Western Ontario Warden’s Caucus Area includes the municipalities of Brant, Bruce, 
Chatham-Kent, Dufferin, Elgin, Essex, Grey, Huron, Lambton, Middlesex, Norfolk, Oxford, Perth, Simcoe, Wellington, and 
associated independent municipalities that are geographically within these counties. Geographic classifications of the province 
(ex. Central, Eastern, Northern, Southwestern) are based on Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs' definitions.  
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3c. Interview Overview  

The interview portion of the study collected testimony from 152 individuals 

from across Ontario.  The responses by interviewees were grouped into four 

major thematic categories: financial hardship, mental and physical well-being, 
infrastructure, and resiliency. The following sections provide an overview of 

each thematic group and include quotations from the interviews, as well as 
supporting results from other activities conducted by FRESHER. 

The interviewees were separated into five groups:  

(1) Food retail employees: Workers who were employed at businesses that 

offer fresh and pre-packaged foods for sale in a store format. This included 
grocery, convenience, specialty foods, farmers' markets, alcohol retail, etc. 

(2) Food retail employers: Owners or upper management at businesses that 
offered fresh and pre-packaged foods for sale in a store format. This included 
grocery, convenience, specialty foods, farmers' markets, alcohol retail, etc. 

(3) Food hospitality employees: Workers who were employed at businesses 

that offer hot and prepared foods made to order, takeaway, and deliver. This 
included restaurants, cafés, food courts, fast food, bars, ice cream parlours, etc. 

(4) Food hospitality employers: Owners or upper management at businesses 
that offered hot and prepared foods made to order, takeaway, and deliver. This 
included restaurants, cafés, food courts, fast food, bars, ice cream parlours, etc. 

(5) Extra-sectoral stakeholders: Supporting actors of the food retail and food 

hospitality sector that were not directly employed at a business defined above. 

This included those involved in business associations, local and regional 
government, urban and economic planning, real estate, and delivery workers. 

A breakdown of the 152 interview participants by industry classification can be 
viewed in Table 3c.1.  While the greatest number of interviewees were 

employers of food hospitality businesses (55/36.2%), each industry 

classification was well represented by the distribution of interviewees.  Indeed, 
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our research team continued to conduct interviews with participants of each 

classification until we believed that we had reached a point whereby 
conducting additional interviews would not lead to any new information 
relevant to our research questions.   

Table 3c.1 – Interviewees by Industry Classification at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

 

3d. Integrated Findings 

Financial Hardship 

The most evident impact of COVID-19 on the food retail and food 

hospitality industry is the economic hardship experienced by both 

employees and employers. Since the initial shutdowns in the Spring of 2020, 
many food businesses dedicated to food hospitality, such as restaurants and 

bars, regardless of previous profitability, have been struggling to stay open; 

many have permanently closed. Owners have cited dramatic declines in sales 

and profits, while employees have described the hardships of job loss and 
the inability to find new positions during the pandemic.   

Food hospitality businesses often had little, or no, warning of the rotating 
lockdowns initiated by the Province to control the pandemic. The inability 

for owners to plan for lockdowns often caused substantial food waste and 

revenue loss. Many owners felt overwhelmed as supply chains were 

disrupted and products were not coming in for the deliveries they had to 

Classification   Interviewees  
n (%) 

Food Retail Employees 21 (13.8%) 

Food Retail Employers 19 (12.5%) 

Food Hospitality Employees 28 (18.4%) 

Food Hospitality Employers 55 (36.2%) 

Extra-sectoral Stakeholders 29 (19.1%) 

Total 152 (100%) 
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make. Small food retail store owners (e.g., specialty food shops) 

shared similar shutdown and supply chain issues. Many had to 
rapidly move to online stores and delivery systems. The most 

common strategy was to alter the business model to serve 

household consumers rather than the large hospitality 

wholesale customers who had lower demands as they were not 
operating at their normal levels. These pivots brought 

alternative revenue streams, but also resulted increased 

production costs as packaging and labeling had to be 
integrated. 

Employees reported many changes to their compensation 

during the pandemic, with more than 50% reporting a decrease 

in weekly earnings and hours of work (Table 3d.1). Among 
those with extended employment benefits and bonuses, there 

was a more normal distribution, with some reporting decreases 

and some reporting increases. Employees also reported some 
economic pressure to go to work sick (Table 3d.2). 

“Our revenue is up but so is 

our spending, so our profit has 
actually dropped. Everything is 

packaged now, we used to 

benefit from a higher price 

point for volume from beer 
from our taps but now the 

price point per litre on beer 

and bottles is generally lower 

when you consider all the extra 
packaging materials, bottles, 

caps, labels, labour…etc.” – 
Brewery from Kitchener, Summer 2020 

“When we could only do 

takeout and delivery, we were 

doing 25% of our normal sales. 
When only patios were 

allowed, people stopped 

ordering since they could go 

out to other businesses. Our 
sales dropped to 7% of a 

normal month…and this 

business has been profitable 

for 12 years.” - Food Hospitality 

owner in London, Summer 2020 



 

 

   
37 

Table 3d.1 - Reported change from pre-pandemic levels in compensation for employees (n=290) at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

 
Change  

in… 

Greatly 
decreased 

% 
Decreased 

% 
Stayed the 

same 
% 

Increased 
% 

Greatly 
increased 

% 

Not 
Applicable 

% 

Weekly 
Earnings 24.5 25.5 18.6 15.2 3.5 12.8 

Hours of Work 35.5 20.3 13.1 12.1 4.5 14.5 

Health Benefits 8.6 11.4 28.3 13.8 4.1 33.8 

Retirement 
Benefits 10.0 8.3 13.8 11.4 1.4 55.2 

Bonuses 12.1 8.6 8.3 10.7 3.8 56.6 

Table 3d.2 - Reported level of economic pressure to go to work sick among employees (n=290) at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

 
Gender 
Identity 

Level of Economic Pressure to go to Work Sick 

A lot of pressure % A little pressure % No pressure % No response % 

Man 23.7 25.0 40.8 10.5 

Woman 16.0 19.9 51.9 12.2 

Non-binary  50.0 0.0 50.0 0.0 

No Response  6.9 0.0 6.9 86.2 

All responses 17.6 19.0 44.5 19.0 

Owners and managers in both food hospitality and food retail often used government support 

programs if they were deemed eligible, but they also cited how restrictive criteria left many in 

unsupported loopholes. Lack of accessible support led many to take out personal loans, cut staff, 
and increasingly become more directly involved in their day-to-day operations. 

The financial suffering experienced by owners flowed down to the employees. For those who did 

not outright lose their jobs, the majority (56%) reported having reduced working hours. The 
minority were often those who worked in grocery, where increased demand left many with increased 

hours, but feelings of being overworked. Employees in the hospitality sector experienced lost tips, 
reduced hours, and constant financial uncertainty.  
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Employees and employers both reported concerns about housing security and food security. More 

than 50% were concerned at the time of the survey about being able to pay for their housing, while 
around 30% were concerned about being able to pay for food (Table 3d.3). 

Table 3d.3 - Housing and food security concerns during the pandemic of employees (n=290) and employers (n=200), at time of 
survey (June 30, 2021). 

Level of 
Concern 

Affording Housing % Affording Food % 

Employees Employers All Types Employees Employers All Types 

Very worried 25.7 19.5 23.3 14.1 6.5 11.0 

A little worried 28.6 28.0 28.4 23.8 15.5 20.4 

Not worried 35.2 31.5 33.7 52.1 58.0 54.5 

No response 10.3 21.0 14.7 10.0 20.0 14.0 

Many employees in both retail and hospitality attempted to find second jobs, or new jobs altogether. 

Some stayed on CERB and described that they felt unsafe returning to work, especially since they 

perceived that they would end up earning less than with the financial support programs. Employees 

also cited the dilemma when working too many hours made them ineligible for relief benefits, but 
still did not provide enough funds to support themselves.  

 “I have been laid off seven of 

the last twelve months. 
Financially this has been pretty 

dramatic, pretty catastrophic” – 
Restaurant Employee from Windsor, 
Spring 2021 
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Extra-sectoral stakeholders were aware of the economic issues faced 

by businesses and individuals. Policy supporters often felt like they 
were in ‘catch up’ mode, trying to get businesses and individuals in 

contact with resources, rather than developing large policies or 

programs to mitigate the issues themselves. Some also cited local 

labour issues and the difficulty of finding a workforce to service the 
industry. The financial difficulties experienced by the food retail and 

hospitality sector, especially by employees and employers of small-

scale, local businesses, has been one of the most visible impacts of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Some communities have rallied around 
local businesses, while other businesses have pivoted product 

strategies; however, overall, every participant in the FRESHER 

project discussed some degree of financial hardship caused by 
COVID-19. 

 “We have a lot of beach 

towns and seasonal 
businesses, so how quickly 

can you find a workforce to 

help, without putting them 

on layaway ready for you? 
That is a bit of a concern in 

terms of finding people to 

work for you seasonally and 

not letting them get snapped 
up in areas that are more 

open than you are, or, you 

know, students that might 
look for work outside their 
hometowns. ” – Extra-sectoral 

stakeholder from Elgin County, 
Spring 2021 
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Business owners reported a considerable decline in the performance of their business from pre-

pandemic to the time of survey (Table 3d.4). More than 60% of businesses that reported having 
excellent or good performance pre-pandemic, had declined to satisfactory or poor (Figure 3d.1). 

Table 3d.4 - Self-reported change in business performance among employers (n=200) at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Financial Performance, prior 
to pandemic (%) 

Financial Performance, during pandemic 

Excellent % Good % Satisfactory % Poor % 

Excellent (34.9%) 10.3 14.7 35.3 39.7 

Good (39.5%) 11.7 19.5 28.6 40.3 

Satisfactory (21.0%) 9.8 24.4 26.8 39.0 

Poor (4.6%) 0.0 22.2 22.2 55.6 

All Employers (100%) 10.3 19.0 30.3 40.5 

Figure 3d.1 - Self-reported change in business performance among employers at time of survey (June 30, 2021).  
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Well-being 

The pandemic has caused numerous challenges in the food 
industry for employees and management alike, including 

decreased profits, staff layoffs, increased stress, and elevated 

workplace health risks. These incidences have contributed to 

worsening mental and physical wellbeing for individuals 
working in this field. 

Many food industry employees experienced increased 

emotional and physical exhaustion throughout the pandemic 

as the demands placed upon them by both the public and 

their employers escalated. Intense workloads compounded 
the fear of contracting COVID-19, and social isolation 

created additional barriers to wellbeing. For instance, staff expressed discomfort connected with 

their duties, such as exposing themselves to people who are 

unmasked, and handling used cutlery. Employees also 
experienced decreased tips and layoffs. This financial 
insecurity spiralled into high levels of mental distress. 

Management was also under considerable pressure on 

multiple fronts. Decreased revenue and customer volume 

created uncertainty about whether they would be able to stay 

open and provide for their families. This threat loomed over 
employers and managers, exacerbating their other anxieties. 

They also often felt responsible for their staff, which led to 

feelings of guilt when they had to lay them off. Employers 

felt abandoned by the government and other organizations 
and frustrated with government programs. These emotions 
contributed to declining mental health. 

“Oh, it's made everything a lot 
more stressful like, anxiety 

inducing…. [It] has just created 

a lot of, mood issues among 

myself, and other co-workers. 
So, for sure, ranging from 

frustration, to sadness, to lack 

of motivation, to just not even 

wanting to go into work.” – 
Food retail employee from Windsor, 
Winter 2021 

 “So, looking at the potential to 
pivot. I think I'm going to 

poke somebody in the eye and 

in the nose when I hear that 

word, because it's an annoying 
word... you know, this ain't 

basketball we're playing. This 

is, we’re playing with grenades 

and live ammo is the way I 
look at it. And that's the only 

word I can think of because it 

is warfare. And it is, and it is 

unfortunate, but that is the 
reality.” – Restaurant Owner from 

Kingsville, Fall 2020 
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However, both employees and management had systems in 

place that helped to ease their mental and physical burdens. 
Employees cited management as a key supporter of their 

wellbeing. Supervisors increased their communications with 

staff, sought to create a more supportive workplace, and 

made efforts to accommodate staffs’ scheduling needs. On 
the other hand, management and owners did not have 

supervisors to support their wellbeing. Instead, they relied on 

positive customer feedback and help from family members 

to support their mental and physical health through the 
pandemic. Some employers also felt that government 
programs helped ease their fears of financial insecurity. 

Additionally, the food retail industry’s coping strategies centred around establishing connections. 

Some examples included accessing workplace support programs, creating a support network with 

co-workers, and making efforts to connect with employees. Business owners also listed going ‘above 

and beyond’ customer expectations as a means of making their business feel safer. This had the 
added benefit of helping staff and management feel better connected to their community and find 
meaning in their work, thus improving their mental wellbeing. 

Interviews with stakeholders, including those from 

community and government organizations, provided 

insight into the wellbeing of their workplace, and the 
overall state of the industry. Several individuals described 

anxieties about the public’s perception of their organization 

and affiliated businesses. This had negative effects on the 

overall mental health of workplaces. There were also 
concerns about increasing workloads with limited staff. 

When stakeholders discussed the supports and strategies, 

they tended to focus on utilizing community connections to create an environment that is protective 

of mental and physical health. They also highlighted workplace programs as a means of personally 
coping with the toll of the pandemic. 

Survey respondents also reported considerable changes in their overall health and wellbeing (Table 

3d.5).  Many reported considerable declines in their general physical and mental health. While time 

 “So, my manager has always 

been really good with that. He 

always let all of us know that if 

we ever need to talk or discuss 
anything he's always there to 

help. Even if it's something he 

can’t change for us, he's still 

always available.” – Restaurant 

Employee from London, Fall 2020 

 “My company always had 
different resources for health 

and wellness. I do feel like 

they've been increased and 

definitely marketed them more 
so than ever before.” – Food 

retail manager from Guelph, Winter 2021 
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spent sleeping (also known as sleep duration) held constant with many reporting only slight 

improvements, declines, or no change, some reported a decline in the average quality of their sleep 
each night, which is critical for overall well being. Perceptions of eating well held a normal 

distribution, with 35% of respondents indicating it stayed the same, and about an equal proportion 
reported improvements compared to those who reported declines. 

Table 3d.5 - Changes in general health and wellbeing among employees (n=290) and employers (n=200), at time of survey (June 
30, 2021). 

Change in… Greatly 
improved % 

Slightly 
improved % 

Stayed the 
same % 

Slightly 
declined % 

Greatly 
declined % No response % 

Physical Health 

Employees 4.5 11.7 32.4 29.7 9.3 12.4 

Employers 2.5 10.5 31.5 25.5 9.0 21.0 

All Types 3.7 11.2 32.0 28.0 9.2 16.0 

Physical Activity 

Employees 8.3 16.6 18.3 23.8 24.1 9.0 

Employers 8.5 17.0 20.5 21.0 13.5 19.5 

All Types 8.4 16.7 19.2 22.7 19.8 13.3 

Mental Health 

Employees 4.1 5.2 23.5 43.8 14.5 9.0 

Employers 0.5 7.5 27.0 35.5 10.0 19.5 

All Types 2.7 6.1 25.0 40.4 12.7 13.3 

Time Sleeping 

Employees 14.1 26.2 20.3 19.0 11.4 9.0 

Employers 3.0 14.0 25.0 25.5 13.0 19.5 

All Types 9.6 21.2 22.2 21.6 12.0 13.3 

Sleep Quality 

Employees 5.2 12.8 26.6 31.7 14.8 9.0 

Employers 0.5 7.0 23.5 32.5 17.0 19.5 

All Types 3.3 10.4 25.3 32.0 15.7 13.3 

Eating Well 

Employees 7.9 19.3 34.5 16.9 12.4 9.0 

Employers 5.0 10.5 36.0 22.0 7.0 19.5 

All Types 6.7 15.7 35.1 19.0 10.2 13.3 

  



 

 

   
44 

Infrastructure 

Business owners were required to make changes to their 

infrastructure, both physical (e.g., set up a patio or restrict 

movement around a store), and technological (e.g., website, 
mobile phone app) because of lockdowns and other 

provincial restrictions during COVID-19. Businesses 

remained open, when possible, by adapting to meet 

provincial guidelines. Dedicated entrance/exit doors were 
established, business lay-outs were altered, barriers installed, 

personal protective equipment (PPE) provided for staff, 

hand sanitiser stations were provided for customers, and 

heaters were provided to extend the patio season. To retain 
business, many food hospitality businesses also upgraded, or 

developed their online presence (website and social media). 

This move resulted in unexpected costs and for those who 

had systems already in place, they had less 'catching up' to 
do. 

Provincial regulations relating to the number of people that 
were allowed into a business led to some common 

difficulties. For example, several businesses lacked sufficient 

inside space to comply with the new restrictions, or the 

outdoor space to enable the set-up of a patio. In addition, 
these rapidly changing regulations resulted in a lot of extra 

physical work for staff. Rearrangements that were required 

inside to enable social distancing limited selling strategies for several food retail businesses, and new 
labelling to promote social distancing proved to be ineffective in some instances. 

“From beginning to end, we 

were going to offer non-

contact, whether that be 

curbside pick-up, or delivery to 
the front door... We’ve had to 

then bring staff in and re-train 

them… and then everything 

had to go to digital.” – Food 

hospitality owner from Kingsville, 
Summer 2020 

 Since we don’t have dine in 

anymore, we had to move all 
the tables to the back and then 

every time the government 

announced that they might lift 

restrictions, we put it back up, 
and they say, ‘oh never mind, 

we’re going into lockdown’, we 

put it back.” – Food hospitality 

owner from Mississauga, Spring 2021 
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There were also difficulties associated with technological changes such as upgrading or developing a 

website or app. This was expensive as many business owners lacked expertise, and some staff found 
the new systems difficult to learn. 

Despite these difficulties, accommodations at the 
city/regional level such as street closures or changes to patio 

allowances (e.g., no fee required for a permit, or accelerated 

processes) were extremely helpful for food hospitality 
business owners. 

Some communities helped each other by pooling their 

expertise and collaborating. Communities such as 

Belleville, St. Catharines, London, and others created 

online e-commerce marketplaces that allowed multiple 
small businesses to use the same platform. The intent was 

to provide a local alternative to large platforms such as 

Amazon, while also giving small food retail businesses the 

opportunity for increased exposure. These were often 
facilitated through the local business improvement 
association (BIA). 

Grants were provided by local and provincial governments to support both physical and 

technological infrastructure changes. These often came in the form of PPE and safety restart grants 

that enabled both food retail and food hospitality businesses to purchase items such as masks, plex-

glass dividers, signage, and disinfectant stations. Programs such as Digital Main Street and other 
related local grants and programs provided many businesses the information and resources to move 
operations online and create an e-commerce strategy.  

 “We had initially applied for a 
patio in January (2020), and it 

was in conversation for a few 

months…but then things fell 
off once COVID hit and the 

city shut down. Once the 

policy changes happened in the 

Spring, we resubmitted, and it 
was approved the next day. We 

opened a 180-seat patio 48 

hours later.” – Food hospitality 

owner from London, Spring 2020 

“It was almost like people 

didn't know if they were 
actually supposed to follow the 

signs. They kind of just go on 

autopilot and do what they 

normally did. So that was really 
frustrating.” – Food retail employee 

from Hamilton, Summer 2020 
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Among food retail and food hospitality employers, an equal proportion reported starting their 

delivery service before the pandemic as did during the pandemic, at the time of the survey (Table 
3d.6). More employers reported their businesses starting to offer online ordering and pickup during 

the pandemic, than having it in place before. However, 37% of employers surveyed reported not 
offering either delivery or online ordering of any kind.  

Table 3d.6 - Uptake of delivery and online ordering among employers (n=200) at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

When did you start offering your 
delivery service? (%) 

When did you start offering your online ordering & pickup service? (%) 

Prior to the pandemic 
(24.0%) 

During the pandemic 
(32.0%) 

Do not offer 
(44.0%) 

Prior to the pandemic (26.5%) 18.0 % 5.5 % 3.0 % 

During the pandemic (26.5%) 4.5 % 18.0 % 4.0 % 

Do not offer (47.0%) 1.5 % 8.5 % 37.0 % 
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Figure 3d.2 maps the percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Western Ontario 

Warden's Caucus and Waterloo region that had an open patio to serve customers as of June 30, 
2021. On average, 22.3% of food hospitality businesses had an open patio in the WOWC region. 

 

Figure 3d.2 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Western Ontario Warden's Caucus region and Waterloo region 
that have an open patio to serve customers as of June 30, 2021. 
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Figure 3d.3 is similar to the previous map, however it zooms into the Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford, 

Waterloo region to take a closer look at the percentage of food hospitality businesses within each 
municipality that had an open patio to serve customers as of June 30, 2021.  As can be seen by the 

darkest shades on the maps, patios were particularly popular among food hospitality businesses in 
the eastern end of Elgin County, as well as the Township of North Dumfries. 

 

Figure 3d.3 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford, Waterloo region that have an open 
patio to serve customers as of June 30, 2021. 
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Figure 3d.4 maps the percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Western Ontario 

Warden's Caucus and Waterloo region that had a drive thru as of June 30, 2021.  There does not 
appear to be any clear geographical pattern from the map; however, we know that drive thrus are 

more popular among certain fast food chain restaurants and particularly along arterial roads. 
Approximately 8.8% of food hospitality businesses in the region had drive thrus. 

 

Figure 3d.4 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Western Ontario Warden's Caucus region and Waterloo region 
that have a drive thru as of June 30, 2021. 
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Figure 3d.5 takes a closer look at the percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Middlesex, 

Elgin, Oxford, Waterloo region that had a drive thru as of June 30, 2021.  Using a slightly different 
categorization of shading compared to the previous map, this map reveals how drive thrus appear to 
be more popular in the larger cities and towns.  

 

Figure 3d.5 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses across the Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford, Waterloo region that have a drive thru 
as of June 30, 2021. 
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Resiliency 

Despite the many negative themes conveyed to the team, there were signs of adaptability by 

businesses and the individuals who staff them. FRESHER has documented a variety of approaches 
to building resilience, both personally and on a community scale. 

In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ontario, rapid lockdowns and other restriction 
measures enacted by governments caused many owners in the food retail and food hospitality 

industry to immediately alter their business strategies and find creative ways to continue to sell their 

products to consumers. Selling craft beer out of windows, business owners making deliveries in their 

own cars, and personal shoppers who bought and delivered groceries to at-risk populations are only 
a small sample of the quick pivots made by owners, some of whom adapted multiple strategies at 
once.  

As lockdowns continued, businesses became more 

dependent on alternative business models. Deliveries 

became the mainstay for restaurants, with ghost kitchens 

operating to serve the increased demand in delivery orders. 
One of the primary ways that restaurants and other food 

hospitality businesses responded to lower sales volumes was 

to reduce staff. Many owners reported having increased 

their own work hours and being more ‘hands-on’, by taking 
over activities that were once done by part-time staff. On 

the flipside, hospitality business managers and employees 

often shared their experiences of living with reduced hours 
or being laid off completely.  

 “At the beginning of the 

pandemic, we created a 
grocery-style delivery service 

where we delivered fresh fruits 

and vegetables, and others. We 

are basically running four 
different business models and 

seeing which one is the best to 

go with.” – Food hospitality owner 

from London, Summer 2020 
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Naturally, business modifications resulted in changes to 

personal livelihoods. Workers involved in the food retail 
and food hospitality sector were required to build resiliency. 

Workers struggled with decreased mental well-being and 

increased stress associated with their workplace. Many 

employees in both food retail and food hospitality 
discussed an increased awareness by their employers of 

mental health and the draining effect of COVID-19. 

Although food retail breakrooms (e.g., grocery stores) were 

socially-distanced and often empty, some employees 
managed to forge stronger relationships with co-workers 

and were more likely to check-in or offer support to their 

colleagues. A few workers noted how they were more likely 
to cover each other’s shifts when one was feeling ill.  

Building resilience in the broader community through the support of food retail and food hospitality 

businesses was a key goal described by every extra-sectoral stakeholder in conversations with 
FRESHER. ‘Buy local’ was by far the most common strategy described by these stakeholders. The 

very public struggles of food retail and food hospitality businesses caused community members to 

rally around them and offer support by ordering food for pickup or delivery or patronizing outdoor 

patios when sanctioned. Policymakers facilitated the community momentum by extending patio 
permits, offering financial supports for businesses to upgrade PPE and signage, working with 

businesses to create advertisement campaigns or promotional offers, and collectively working to 
build a food retail and hospitality system that is self-sufficient. 

  

 “I (Director) and two other 

managers have become 

frontline staff. We are at the 

host stand answering the 
phone, taking orders, 

processing payments, and then 

the kitchen managers and two 

of the former front of house 
managers (who had past 

kitchen experience) make all 

the food in the kitchen now.” – 
Food Hospitality Director from 
Waterloo, Winter 2021 
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Survey respondents also reported their plans within the next year to either remain in the sector or 

pursue an alternate path. Many employees (Table 3d.7), described a desire to look beyond the 
industry, with 47% indicating a likeliness to do this within one year, in addition to 46.9% likely going 

back to school, and 22.9% contemplating retirement. On the other hand, employers (Table 3d.8) 

were less likely to express a desire to move on, as nearly two-thirds (63.8%) indicated that it was 
likely they would still be working in the food sector in one year. 

Table 3d.7 - Labour market pathway plan in one year among employees (n=290), at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Plan in a year… Extremely 
likely % 

Somewhat 
likely % Not sure % Somewhat 

unlikely % 
Extremely 
unlikely % 

Work in the sector 27.0 22.7 28.1 7.6 14.6 

Work outside of the 
sector 17.7 29.0 27.4 10.5 15.3 

Further education 28.7 18.2 19.8 11.7 21.5 

Retire from working 14.5 8.4 10.0 4.8 62.3 

Table 3d.8 - Labour market pathway plan in one year among employers (n=200), at time of survey (June 30, 2021). 

Plan in a year… Extremely 
likely % 

Somewhat 
likely % Not sure % Somewhat 

unlikely % 
Extremely 
unlikely % 

Work in the sector 53.3 10.5 19.1 5.3 11.8 

Work outside of the 
sector 5.2 13.7 28.8 10.5 41.8 

Further education 11.8 17.7 16.3 17.0 37.2 

Retire from working 5.2 6.5 11.1 4.6 72.6 
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3e. Third Party Delivery Services 

Food hospitality businesses across Ontario have had a particularly tough year, but the same cannot 

be said for third-party delivery services such as Uber Eats, Skip the Dishes, and Door Dash. In 

2020, third-party delivery services saw a substantial increase in revenue due to COVID-19 
restrictions on indoor dining.8 Specifically, the city of Toronto experienced one of the longest bans 

on indoor dining in the world. According to Uber Investor’s report on the third quarter of 2020, 
Uber Eats’ bookings rose by 135% and its revenue increased by 125% to $1.45 billion.9 

Food hospitality owners have had little choice but to use 

third-party delivery services as they offer wide exposure to 
thousands of customers without the hassles that come with 

in-house delivery. However, these delivery services take 

around a 30% commission on each order, decreasing 

already tight profit margins for many restaurants.10 
Originally, these services were marketed to businesses as 

supplementary income that would grow regular dine-in 

customers. Although profit margins were low or non-

existent, many businesses in the pre-COVID-19 world 
viewed third-party delivery services as a creative marketing 

 

8 The National Law Review. (2021). Regulating Third-Party Food Delivery Services During COVID-19. Retrieved from 
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/regulating-third-party-food-delivery-services-during-covid-19  

9 Uber Investor. (2020). Uber Announces Results for Third Quarter of 2020. Retrieved from https://investor.uber.com/news-
events/news/press-release-details/2020/Uber-Announces-Results-for-Third-Quarter-2020/default.aspx  

10 Evans, P. (2020). Food delivery apps cut come restaurant fees amid surging demand due to COVID-19. CBC News. Retrieved 
from https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/food-delivery-apps-fees-1.5765790 

 “Making the switch from 

doing deliveries myself to using 
Uber Eats was a tough 

decision. I want to reach a 

wider audience, especially 

young people, but Uber Eats 
takes a big chunk of my sales.” 

– Food hospitality owner from London, 

Fall 2020 
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tool. However, during the pandemic, these services moved from being a supplementary source of 

income to the primary source of income. With the restrictions on indoor dining during waves of the 
pandemic, charging these levels of commission on third-party delivery became unsustainable. The 
costs were simply too high to see any sort of profit.  

In response to this issue, in December of 2020, Ontario’s 

premier capped third-party delivery commissions to 15% 

in regions such as Toronto.11 Additionally, the third-party 

delivery platforms themselves have made some effort to 
lower their exorbitant fees. For example, in 2020 Uber 

Eats announced that they would lower their delivery-only 

fees to 7.5% until the end of the year for restaurants that 

were able to process the order themselves and only 
required the delivery service.12 However, these offers of 

‘financial breaks’ to restaurants are of marginal help in the 
overall landscape of pandemic-based delivery services. 

The industry is starting to shift away from being third-

party delivery dependent to being more self-sufficient. 
There has also been an apparent shift in consumer 

attitudes towards third-party delivery services during the 

pandemic. Many are no longer willing to accept the high 

delivery fees, along with other common issues such as 
receiving the wrong order, the food being cold, and the 

food not arriving at all. New local delivery alternatives 

have been emerging all over Canada. For example, in 

London, the Good Foods Project was created to give local 
restaurants an alternative to third-party delivery. 

 

11 Loriggio, P. and Thompson, N. (2020, November 26). Ontario moves to cap delivery app fees in regions where indoor 
dining banned. CTV News. Retrieved from https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/ontario-moves-to-cap-delivery-app-fees-in-regions-
where-indoor-dining-banned-1.5205267  

12 Evans, P. (2020). Food delivery apps cut come restaurant fees amid surging demand due to COVID-19. CBC News. Retrieved 
from https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/food-delivery-apps-fees-1.5765790 

 “Yes, that’s what we’ve been 

seeing – many restaurants 
offering delivery have just had 

a continuation of their 

expenses, but no revenue 

generation, so a lot of them 
have been hit extremely hard.” 

– Extra-sectoral stakeholder from Elgin 

County, Fall 2020 

 “We made the switch to a 
local delivery service from 

Door Dash and saw four times 

the amount of orders. There 

was a huge difference in sales 
based on what platform we 

were using.” – Food hospitality 

owner from Ottawa, Spring 2021 
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As can be seen in Figure 3e.1 on the following page, the distribution of hospitality businesses with 

third-party delivery services is concentrated around the cities and larger towns in the region (e.g.., 
Kitchener-Waterloo, Cambridge, London, Woodstock). This pattern is primarily due to the 

locational strategies of many of the major companies who rely on high densities of businesses and 
customers to make it worth establishing the infrastructure and retention of drivers. 

 

Figure 3e.1 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses with third-party delivery services in the Middlesex, Elgin, Oxford and 
Waterloo region area, as of June 30, 2021. 
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When viewing a map of the broader area of Southwestern Ontario (Figure 3e.2), there is also 
evidence of the major lakeside towns having higher percentages of businesses that use these services. 

 

Figure 3e.2 - Percentage of food hospitality businesses with third-party delivery services across the Western Ontario Warden's 
Caucus region and Waterloo region, as of June 30, 2021. 
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Chapter 4 – Tools 
and Next Steps 
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Recommendations and Tools 

The following lists are a collection of recommendations and tools that were compiled in 

consultation with a cross-section of industry stakeholders, using the information gathered from all 
the business owners, employees, and extra-sectoral stakeholders who took part in the FRESHER 

study. The recommendations are split into three sections: Strategies for Food Retail and Food 

Hospitality Owners, Strategies for Food Retail and Food Hospitality Workers, and Strategies for 

Extra-sectoral Stakeholders. These recommendations are made in response to the pandemic, but are 
also proactive strategies for addressing long-term changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic that 
will help build stronger, healthier, and more inclusive communities.  

Strategies for Food Retail and Food Hospitality Owners 

• Create an online presence (website or 
social media) that allows customers to 
browse or purchase products without 

entering the physical store 

• Establish a personal shopper role on your 
staff to assemble orders and facilitate 

curbside pickup and/or delivery 

• Utilize a point of sales system that 
streamlines both online and in-person 
purchasing within a single system 

• Work with other retailers to buy supplies 
in bulk and/or coordinate supply 
deliveries to minimize costs and increase 
purchasing power collectively 

• Partner with other businesses to share 
and expand product offerings, thereby 
maximizing your sales locations and hours 
of operation, making it easier for 

customers to find and purchase your 

products 

• Promote staff mental wellbeing by 
creating, supporting, and/or promoting 
employee assistance programs 

• Provide staff with ‘no questions asked’ 
mental health days or encourage 
employees to take brief mental health 
breaks after dealing with a high stress 
situation (e.g., angry customer) 

• Maintain an emergency inventory of 
personal protective equipment such as 
face masks, hand sanitizer, gloves, and 

cleaning materials that will last your 
business at least three months 

• Rather than losing profits to third party 
delivery applications, consider creating an 
in-house delivery service with 
underutilized staff during lockdowns or 
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partnering with other local business 
owners to create a more affordable 
communal delivery service 

• Build resiliency to lockdowns by 
diversifying how consumers access your 

products or service (e.g., delivery, online, 
curbside pickup) 

• Design a flexible emergency floor plan for 
your indoor (and outdoor) spaces to keep 
on hand in the event of future restrictions 
on customer capacity (include plans for 
distanced tables, plexiglass dividers, safe 
flow of staff and customers) 

• When indoor dining is restricted, find 
new ways to meet customer demand, such 

as by introducing restaurant meal kits, 
special set take out menus, or grocery 
items and alcohol for pick-up or delivery 

• Collaborate on promotional activities with 
other local businesses (e.g., dining 
passports, gift-card giveaways, and novel 
local taste events) to expand your 
customer base and encourage people to 

eat local 

• Implement and/or retain digital menus 
(e.g., using QR codes), which allow 
restaurants to quickly, and efficiently, 
change menus and be more 
environmentally friendly 

• Virtual restaurants, or ‘ghost kitchens’ are 
an option for food hospitality businesses 
that are seeking to serve a growing 

delivery market while avoiding high costs 
of rent and overhead 

• Audit your patio prices strategically to 
increase average margin by raising prices 
on targeted items while lowering prices 
for less popular items to increase value 
perception, or by slightly lowering prices 

on items that pair well together 

• Increase visible safety and preventative 
measures (e.g., plexiglass barriers, 
distanced tables, hand sanitizer stations, 
etc.) to lessen the “fear of eating out” 
anxiety that many will have for the 

foreseeable future

Strategies for Food Retail and Food Hospitality Workers 

• Focus on your personal well-being 
outside of work to manage the impact of 
work-related stress (e.g., spend time 
outdoors and connect with loved ones).  
Eat healthily and get sufficient exercise 

• Do a social media/news audit, consider 
which accounts you follow and try 
turning off push notifications on your 

phone 

• Take ‘technology breaks’ from watching, 
reading, or listening to the news. 
Repeated updates about the pandemic 
and current affairs can be mentally 
exhausting 

• Ask coworkers about their wellbeing and 
offer support when possible 

• Initiate, or participate in, workplace 
support programs that aim to increase 
communication between staff members 
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during lockdowns (e.g., sending out 
check-in texts or connecting with staff 
members by video calls regularly) 

• Increase your sense of control by 
developing a consistent daily routine 

when possible — ideally one that is 
similar to your schedule before the 
pandemic 

• Work with management to access training 
in conflict resolution, to help deal with 
difficult customer responses to mandatory 
COVID public health measures 

• Complete government and local 
workforce training programs to develop 
alternative skills and make yourself a 

competitive candidate in case you need to 

search for other employment 
opportunities 

• Share knowledge about support and 
training programs with coworkers and 
supervisors 

• Be creative – offer alternative services to 
your employer or other local businesses 
during lockdown (e.g., running a delivery 

service or virtual cocktail making events) 

• Limit the use of alcohol or other drugs 
(including prescription drugs) as a means 
of coping, reach out for help if you 
believe your consumption is increasing 

• Use vacation and/or mental health days 
to recharge yourself. Discuss with your 

boss the importance of mental breaks 

Strategies for Extra-sectoral Stakeholders 

Municipal 

• Expedite applications for new or 
expansion of existing patios to reduce 

delays and allow for more interactive 
streetscapes 

• Amend zoning by-laws to allow for 
businesses without a dedicated permanent 
patio to set up patio furniture, enclosures, 
and other associated materials on adjacent 
property such as parking spaces, large 
sidewalks, parks, plazas, and vacant lots 

• Convert a portion of on-street parking 
spaces to dedicated temporary free 

parking spaces nearby restaurants and 
shops to support customer pickup 

• Create a collective e-commerce platform 
for multiple small businesses to sell their 
goods online in one marketplace 

• Post information on local food retail and 
hospitality locations that can be shared 
with the public to promote local 
businesses 

• Implement a Community Improvement 
Plan (CIP) for areas within the 
municipality that have a high 
concentration of food retail and 

hospitality businesses, allowing for a more 
robust and quick policy response 

• Extend existing CIP programs citywide, 
providing financial supports to businesses 
(e.g., physical infrastructure improvement 
grants, improved ventilation grants, 
façade improvement, etc.) 
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• Provide accessible and clear information 
to local businesses on how to apply to 
available municipal grants and support 
programs 

• Direct municipally controlled entities to 
develop shared marketing campaigns, and 
targeted promotional offers (ex. 
Downtown Dollars), to support local 

businesses 

• Waive parking tickets for non-safety or 
position violations, based on proof of 
purchase(s) at a local business(es) that 
exceeds the ticket amount during 
lockdowns 

• Institute definitions and controls for new 
forms of food-related businesses such as 
“ghost kitchens”, restaurant-grocery 

hybrids, outdoor-only restaurants, etc. 
that may not comply with, and/or are ill-

defined in, existing land use regulations 

Provincial 

• Implement a direct benefit paid sick leave 
system that immediately pays out to small 
business owners, rather than a retroactive 
tax credit 

• Demonstrate flexibility and compassion 
in the enforcement of regulatory changes 
on business operations immediately 

following a transition 

• Introduce legislation to create a highly 
competitive and sustainable third-party 
delivery industry that should involve 
capping increases of transaction and order 
fees, transparent display of fees charged 
to businesses and customers, and 

additional protections with avenues for 
recourse within Ontario’s legal system for 
businesses, consumers, and drivers 

• Pursue investigations, and if necessary, 
regulatory enforcement of anti-

profiteering laws on insurance and other 
ancillary service companies that have 
substantially increased premiums and fees 
charged under the guise of “pandemic-
related costs” 

• Provincial relief for businesses from fixed 
costs, such as insurance premiums, 
municipal and provincial taxes, and 

business licensing fees 

• Increase the legislative scope and power 
of municipal administrators to make 
changes to CIPs to more effectively and 
efficiently respond to issues in 
commercial areas 

• Establish parity between the server 
minimum wage and minimum wage, and 
institute employee control over “tip-
sharing” policies in the workplace 

• Establish a public inquiry to investigate 
municipal, provincial, and allied industry 

responses to food retail and hospitality 

businesses during the pandemic 

Federal 

• Revenue-based business support 
programs should use the last 5 years of 
tax returns, and eliminate limitations for 
all new businesses 

• Empower local area municipalities to 
designate areas with active and/or 
recently active public works to receive 
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exemptions from typical program 
approval rules 

• Develop better income-replacement 
supports for service-sector employees, 
that limit reductions from holding part-

time employment 

• Targeted financial supports and 
infrastructure programs for the 
redevelopment of main streets and other 
vacant and/or underperforming 
commercial areas, as designated by local 

area municipalities 

Future of FRESHER 

The impacts of the pandemic on the food retail and food hospitality industry will last much longer 

than the pandemic itself. As financial support programs come to an end, the 'buy local bump' 

flattens out, and establishments face the debt that they took on during the pandemic, the industry 
could be in a precarious situation. It will be vital to continue to monitor businesses and update 
strategies and tool kits for owners and employees to keep afloat.  

The FRESHER team will continue to expand and conduct further in-depth analysis on the data 

collected through the activities in this report. These findings will be available in various academic 

journals, as well as industry white papers, and public engagement meetings. Throughout the study, 
the FRESHER team engaged extensively with industry through various outreach meetings and 

presentations with multiple industry groups.  Moving forward, the FRESHER team will seek 

additional opportunities to bring together (virtually or in-person) groups of business owners, 

industry organizations, and extra-sectoral stakeholders to help track evolving issues in the food retail 
and hospitality sectors, as well as to help identify, lobby for, and enact potential solutions. 

The team has also recently deployed a household survey to gather data on consumer attitudes and 

behaviours. The purpose of the survey is to determine how consumer perceptions and preferences 

have changed due to COVID-19 and what it will take to draw people back into local businesses. 

Findings from the analysis of the consumer responses will be released in a future report to 
complement the findings in this report and further inform recommendations for supporting the 

recovery of the food retail and food hospitality sectors.  Findings and deliverables will be distributed 

to various levels of government, along with industry stakeholders and business improvement areas, 

while we continue to share additional insights with the public through our various social media 
channels and website.  
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Concluding Points 

Despite the various supports and strategies implemented to mitigate the effects of COVID-19, the 

pandemic has had significant economic and mental health impacts on the food retail and food 

hospitality industry and its owners and employees across Ontario. Many businesses pivoted or 
implemented innovative strategies to keep their doors open, contributing to the resiliency exhibited 

in communities across Ontario. Policymakers, industry partners, and business owners can benefit 

from insights on the impact of COVID-19 on the industry, along with emerging trends and 

resiliency strategies as a response to the hardship brought by the pandemic. Future research will 
contribute to a better understanding of consumer perspectives after COVID-19 and the strategies 

businesses continue to use, as we move forward through the future recovery period to improving 
the resiliency of Ontario’s food retail and food hospitality industry. 

Resources and Tools 

General COVID-19 Information 
Links 

Dedicated Government of Canada COVID-19 website  

Dedicated Ontario COVID-19 website  

Canada’s COVID-19 Economic Response Plan  

COVID-19 - Benefits and Services  

COVID-19 - Situation Report  

COVID-19 News Update   

COVID-19 Action Plan: Protecting Vulnerable 
Ontarians  

COVID-19 Insights & Resources  

 COVID-19 Public Health Measures and Restrictions  

 Infectious Disease Emergency Leave  

List of Essential Workplaces  

Loan Guarantee for Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises  

Pandemic Information Sharing Portal  

Public Health & Safety Association: (COVID-19) 

Resource Centre  

Rapid Response Platform  

Regional Development Program  

Regional Relief and Recovery Fund (RRRF)  

Service Canada  

 Trillium - COVID list of PPE  

Wellness Together Canada  
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Support for Individuals and 
Employees  

Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 
Transition to EI  

Canada Job Bank  

Canada Recovery Benefit (CRB)  

Canada Recovery Caregiving Benefit (CRCB)  

Canada Recovery Sickness Benefit (CRSB)  

Canadian Mental Health Association  

Discover Ability Network: Finding inclusive 
employment  

Employment Insurance (EI) Program  

Employment Insurance Regular Benefits: Apply  

Employment Insurance Sickness Benefits: Apply  

Employment Planning & Counselling  

Jobs and employment (Ontario)  

Mental Health Works  

Support for Entrepreneurs  

Taking Care of your Mental Health  

Youth Employment & Skills Program  

Support for Businesses and 
Employers 

Government of Canada: Searchable Resources: Support 
for your business  

Government of Ontario: Support for Businesses  

Accessibility Business Hub  

Additional Support for Canadian Businesses  

BDC: Business Credit Availability Program (BCAP)  

Black Entrepreneurship Loan Fund  

Bounce Back Program 

Business Continuity Plan & Templates 

Business Pandemic Influenza Planning Checklist 

Business Toolkit (Resources Guide) 

Businesses: Get help with COVID-19 costs 

Canada Emergency Business Account (CEBA)  

Canada Emergency Rent Subsidy (CERS) 

Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS)  

Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety: 
How Workplaces Can Prepare 

Canadian Mental Health Association 

COVID PPE Marketplace  

COVID-19 Preparedness for Business 

COVID-19 Small Business Help Centre 

COVID-19: Energy Assistance Program for Small 
Business (CEAP-SB)  

COVID-19: Support for Businesses  

Curbside Parking Program  
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Develop your COVID-19 workplace safety plan  

Digital Main St. Program  

Economic Recovery Strategy  

Financial Relief Package for Businesses  

Find financial help during COVID-19  

Guide for Direct Sales to Consumers during COVID-
19 & Beyond 

Indigenous Community Business Fund  

Ontario Chamber of Commerce: COVID-19 tools and 

resources for businesses  

Ontario Workplace Safety Guidelines: Prevent   

PPE Supply Hub  

Restaurants Canada COVID-19 Reopening Best 
Practices  

Small Business Recovery Resources  

Workplace and Employer Resources and Suggestions  

Workplace PPE Supplier Directory  

Workplace Safety: COVID-19 Hub  

Work-Sharing Program – COVID-19  

Work-Sharing: Overview  

WSIB Ontario  
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Online Presence 

  
Check out the website: 

fresher.theheal.ca 

12: 'Deep Dishes' - In depth 

blogs examining findings 

over the course of the 
pandemic 

13: 'Plays of the Week' - 

Unique strategies and 
programs that a business or 
community has put in place 

Continuous study updates 
and latest findings 

Twitter: @FRESHER_Canada 
Facebook: @FRESHERCanada 

Instagram: fresher_canada 
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Appendices 
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Appendix A: FRESHER Outreach Organizations 
The following is a list of community organizations, unions, industry associations, business improvement areas, and 
other groups of knowledge users that FRESHER consulted with in the process of completing this study. 

Avison Young 

Brescia University College  

Canadian Federation of Independent Business 

Canadian Brewers Journal 

Chatham-Kent Economic Development Services 

City of Guelph Economic Development 

City of London Planning Department 

City of Waterloo Planning Department  

Community Futures Middlesex 

County of Elgin Economic Development & Tourism 

Downtown Guelph BIA 

Downtown London BIA 

Durham Downtown BIA 

Eastern Ontario Leadership Council 

Eastern Ontario Training Board 

Economic Developers Council of Ontario 

Elgin Middlesex Oxford Workforce Planning & Development 
Board  

Growing Chefs! Ontario 

Haldimand Economic Development  

Huron County Economic Development 

Invest in Middlesex County 

Ivey Business School 

Jubzi 

Old East Village BIA 

Ontario Business Improvement Area Association  

Ontario Restaurant Hotel and Motel Association  

Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 

Our Food Future – Guelph – Wellington 

Oxford County Economic Development 

Sarnia Lambton Economic Partnership  

South Central Ontario Region Economic Development 
Corporation 

St. Thomas Economic Development Corporation 

Thunder Bay Community Economic Development 
Commission  

Town and Gown Association of Ontario 

United Food and Commercial Workers Canada 

University of Guelph 

University of Waterloo – School of Planning 

Uptown Waterloo BIA 

Waterloo Economic Development Corporation 

Waterloo Regional Tourism Marketing Corporation 

Wellington County Economic Development  

Western Ontario Wardens’ Caucus (WOWC) 

Wilfrid Laurier University 

Windsor-Essex Economic Development Corporation 

Woodstock Economic Development 

Workplace Safety and Insurance Board 
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