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From Pump to Pantry:

How Fuel Costs Change Shopper
Behavior

by Ron Bonacci, VP Loyalty & Retail Insights



The Hidden Impact of Gasoline
Prices on Grocery Shopping

When gasoline prices rise by just $0.50 per gallon,
the impact on consumers is immediate—but not in
the way most people expect.

Americans don’t stop driving.

Driving is inelastic. It's tied to work, school, and daily
life.

Instead of cutting back on miles, shoppers reallocate
their budgets. They pull back on discretionary
spending, delay purchases, and look for ways to
absorb the added cost elsewhere.

That shift shows up most clearly at the shelf. When
bank accounts tighten, grocery becomes the
pressure valve.,
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The Math Behind the

Behavior




The shift in behavior isn't emotional - it's mathematical.

According to the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), the
average driver in the U.S. covers approximately 13,596 miles per year.
This averages out to be about 1,133 miles per month. At roughly 27
miles per gallon, that equates to just under 42 gallons of fuel monthly.

Average U.S. Driver

Monthly Average

1,133 miles

Annual Average

13,596 miles

At a national average price of roughly $3.40 per gallon, a standard
15-gallon fill-up costs approximately $51.00. If gas prices increase
by $0.50 per gallon, that same fill-up rises to $58.50—an
additional $7.50 per trip.

That’s an additional $20.99 per month—a 14.71% increase.

Gas Retail Miles (monthly) Spend (monthly)

$3.40/gal 1133/27mpg $142.67
$3.90/gal 1133/27mpg $163.66




On the surface, $20 may not seem significant. But for most
households, it's not about the number, it's about what that
number represents: unplanned, non-negotiable spend.

And that is where behavior changes. That $20.99 doesn’t just
disappear, it gets reallocated.

Grocery Spend By Month Impact of Increase
($375/mo)

($150/mo) 14.00%
($75/mo) 28:00%

For lower-income households, this increase can represent nearly
a third of their grocery budget.

When pressure builds, grocery absorbs the adjustment.

Fuel is a fixed cost. Grocery is flexible.
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How Shopping

Behavior Changes




As fuel prices rise, the effects ripple quickly into grocery behavior.

Trip patterns shift first. Shoppers consolidate visits, opting for fewer
but larger trips to reduce driving frequency. While basket sizes may
increase, spending becomes more intentional and less impulsive.

At the shelf, trade-offs become more pronounced. Shoppers move
away from national brands in favor of private label alternatives,
prioritize promotional items, and substitute premium products for
more affordable options. Protein choices shift, pack sizes shrink, and
baskets begin to reflect necessity over preference.

Planning replaces browsing. Coupon usage increases, loyalty apps
see higher engagement, and shoppers rely more heavily on weekly
ads and digital offers. The shopping experience becomes more
calculated.

Store choice also evolves. Proximity matters more, with shoppers
favoring locations that fit into existing routines. At the same time,
discount grocers and warehouse clubs often see increased traffic as
consumers look to maximize value per trip.

E-commerce behavior becomes more divided. Higher-income
shoppers may lean further into delivery to avoid fuel costs, while
more price-sensitive households often pull back due to fees, choosing
to shop in-store instead.

These changes are most pronounced among budget-constrained
households, where rising fuel and food costs create a compounded
effect. Fresh items may be replaced with shelf-stable staples, and
variety gives way to stretch.

Across all segments, the patternis clear: shoppers become more
deliberate, more price-conscious, and more willing to change
habits they would normally stick to.
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Why Loyalty &
Personalization Matter
More Than Ever



Loyalty programs,especially those tied to fuel rewards, become
increasingly powerful tools for both shoppers and retailers as fuel
pricesrise.

By linking grocery spend directly to fuel savings, these programs
change how shoppers think about value. Instead of viewing
purchases in isolation, shoppers begin optimizing their baskets to
maximize savings at the pump.

The structure is simple: shoppers earn points for every dollar spent
and redeem them for cents off per gallon. But the behavioral impact
is significant.

Shoppers become more intentional, often adding items to reach
reward thresholds and unlock greater fuel discounts. This drives
incremental basket growth while also influencing category choices,
with measurable lifts in both center-store and perishable items.

Fuel rewards also introduce a level of gamification. Shoppers time
their fill-ups and adjust purchasing behavior to extract the most
value, turning routine trips intfo more strategic decisions.

For retailers, this creates a valuable feedback loop. Analyzing how
shoppers earn and redeem rewards provides insight into price
sensitivity, purchase patterns, and shifting preferences—enabling
more targeted, effective engagement.

In an environment where every dollar matters, loyalty programs
do more than reward behavior—they shape it.



The Reality: Shoppers Don’t Connect the Dots

Most shoppers don’t consciously link rising gas prices to changes in
their grocery behavior.

People don’t think: "Gas is up $0.50, so I'll cut $20 from my grocery
budget.”

They feel: “Everything is getting more expensive.”

That perception drives broader tightening—reducing discretionary
purchases, limiting impulse buys, and avoiding non-essential items.

The result is often a greater behavioral shift than the actual cost
increase alone would suggest.
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What This Means for
Retailers




A $0.50 increase in gas prices may seem minor, but its
downstream impact is anything but.

As fuel costs rise, the effects ripple quickly through grocery
behavior:

» Fewer trips as shoppers consolidate visits to reduce fuel costs

 More value-driven baskets with increased focus on essentials
and promotions

* Increased private label penetration as shoppers trade down
from national brands

» Greater price sensitivity across all segments, especially
among budget-constrained households

« Shifts in category performance as spending moves away from
premium and discretionary items

« Compounding impact over time, where even small changes in
spend begin to add up and reshape behavior

For retailers, the challenge isn’t just recognizing that behavior is
changing, it’s understanding how quickly and unevenly those
changes take hold.

Those best positioned to succeed are the ones who can identify
these shifts early and respond with precision.

By leveraging customer dataq, loyalty engagement, and real-time
personalization, retailers can move from reactive to proactive—
anticipating needs, guiding decisions, and delivering value where
it matters most.

In doing so, they not only help shoppers stretch their budgets, but
also protect trips, preserve basket size, and strengthen
long-term loyalty in an increasingly cost-sensitive environment.
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Final Thought

When fuel prices rise, the question isn’t whether shopper behavior
will change - it will. The real question is whether retailers can
recognize those shifts early enough to respond effectively.

As budgets tighten and trade-offs begin, the impact shows up quickly
in how and where shoppers spend. Those that understand these
signals—and act on them—are better positioned to protect trips,
maintain basket size, and strengthen long-term loyalty.

But reacting isn’t enough.

Retailers need the ability to see these changes as they happen,
understand what’s driving them, and act in real time. That requires
more than data—it requires intelligence that connects behavior,
context, and action.

This is where platforms like Birdzi make a difference. By unifying
customer data, applying Al-driven insights, and enabling real-time
personalization, retailers can move beyond observation to
orchestration - guiding shoppers toward better outcomes for both
the customer and the business.

Because when pressure builds in the household budget, grocery
becomes the pressure valve.

The retailers who can adapt in that moment are the ones who win.
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