
The  2020 Toilet Paper Crisis: 
Everything you Need to Know 

COVID-19 Changed Consumer Shopping Behavior 

In the weeks since the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a global 

pandemic,  daily life has been disrupted for nearly everyone. Americans have had to alter or 1

even completely change their daily routines as more than half of the country remains 

under orders to stay at home due to lockdown measures from their states, cities, and 

counties. 

As Americans grapple with these changes and an uncertain future, we’ve seen shopping 

behavior change dramatically. Many have rushed to stock up on essentials like toilet paper 

and paper towels, and more have started to shift their shopping from in-store to online in 

an attempt to socially distance themselves.  

A recent survey conducted by Red Points showed that 73% of Americans said they were 

likely to increase their online shopping as a result of fears over the Coronavirus outbreak.  2

Another survey showed that over 30% of consumers already reported making online 

purchases for things they normally buy at the store.  3
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Toilet Paper Demand Skyrockets 

From what we’ve seen amongst our own users, online shopping for toilet paper in particular 

has skyrocketed. From February to March search volume for toilet paper on three of our 

supported retailers (Amazon, Walmart and Target) increased 10,900%. 

Increased Demand Brings Price Gouging 

As demand has increased, in many cases, so have prices. We’ve seen countless cases of 

price gouging in critical product categories like hand sanitizer, toilet paper, paper towels 

and more. 

While retailers like Amazon and Walmart have been working to remove some of the most 

egregiously priced listings after receiving scrutiny by several major media outlets and 

letters from 33 state attorneys general, it’s not uncommon to see cases like the one we’ve 

shown below.
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Figure 1



For the entire month of February and into the beginning of March, a pack of 20 rolls of 

Scott Essential Professional Toilet Paper was listed for $21.44 on Amazon. On March 14th 

the price started to increase, eventually landing at a high of $99.99. 

Availability is Hard to Find 

Even when shoppers have been able to avoid this kind of price gouging, availability has 

been another issue. Trying to find toilet paper in-stock at major retailers like Amazon, 

Walmart and Target has been nearly impossible. 

We track over 300 of the top toilet paper listings from major brands including Charmin, 

Quilted Northern, Scott and more. On any given day in February, you could expect about 

half of these listings to be in stock. The in-stock rate has decreased steadily since the 

beginning of March and has effectively been at zero since March 14th. 
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Price gouging example on Amazon
Price change for 20 rolls of Scott Essentials Professional 

Toilet Paper at Amazon.com (B0040ZOEXU) 
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As we’ve closely tracked availability in this category over the past couple of weeks we’ve 

noticed a few patterns. One is that you’re most likely to have luck finding in-stock listings 

on Amazon in the mid-afternoon Eastern Standard Time (EST). 
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Toilet Paper In-Stock Rate
Figure 3
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We’ve also found that when toilet paper comes back in stock, it sells out within minutes or 

even seconds.  

Retailers Are Barely Keeping Up 

Supplies have been selling so fast, retailers have barely been able to keep up and many 

shoppers have been experiencing frustrating shopping experiences including being unable 

to add things to their cart (Image 1), having items removed from their cart (Image 2), or 

having their orders unexpectedly delayed or cancelled after being placed (Image 3). 
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Image 1: An example message a user received while shopping on target.com
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Image 2: An example message a user received while shopping on amazon.com

Image 3: An example email a user after placing an order on walmart.com
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Online Shopping Tips 

From our experience of shopping for ourselves and our families over the past couple of 

weeks, here are a few tips to consider when shopping for essentials like toilet paper online: 

• Have a full cart ready at retailers like Walmart and Target that will clear their shipping 

minimums. Toilet paper listings often go out of stock within minutes or even seconds. If 

you have to spend time building a cart, the item might be gone by the time you check 

out! 

• Try checking for availability in the mid-afternoon EST, when we have seen that toilet 

paper listings are more likely to go in stock. 

• Plan for longer shipping times. If you’ve always been ordering your toilet paper and 

other household essentials online, you know that it wasn’t unreasonable to expect your 

order at your doorstep within a few days of clicking checkout on major retailers like 

Amazon, Walmart or Target. Now, however, shipping timelines are extended, in some 

cases to over a month. 
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Methodology 

This report was built using Popcart’s price tracking technology. Popcart tracks the 

availability and price of over 100,000 online listings of consumer packaged goods 

products at the top online retailers including Amazon, Walmart and Target. 

About Popcart 

Popcart is a Boston-based tech company that builds tools to help shoppers compare 

prices and save money when shopping online. Popcart’s browser extension is available on 

the Google Chrome Store. Their Supply Finder to help shoppers see what’s in stock right 

now can be found here: https://www.thesupplyfinder.com/. 
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