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Harrisonburg-Rockingham Re-Opening Small Business: What Customers Want
From April 23 to May 3, 2020, the Harrisonburg-Rockingham COVID-19 Business Assistance
Taskforce distributed a “Customer Feedback Survey on Businesses Reopening” in advance of
restrictions on small businesses and mass gatherings lifting in a phased approach in Virginia.
This survey intended to learn how area customers feel about a variety of topics related to public
health and what influences the decisions they make about the places they go.
The anonymous survey was shared with residents in the City of Harrisonburg and Rockingham
County by the COVID-19 Business Assistance Taskforce members. The team received
feedback from 1,677 survey respondents. The results are being shared with Harrisonburg City
and Rockingham County small businesses in order to prepare them for welcoming customers
back this spring in a way that promotes public health and safety,
“It is clear from the survey responses that people very much want to feel like businesses are
making the health of their employees and customers a priority and will continuing following
multiple sanitary protocols for quite some time,” says Andrea Dono, executive director of
Harrisonburg Downtown Renaissance. “Regardless of when restrictions will be lifted, customers
made it known that they will still have concerns about protecting themselves and trusting that a
space is safe. The success of businesses will hinge on their ability to respond to those concerns
and build their confidence in coming back.”
COVID-19 Business Assistance Taskforce Harrisonburg-Rockingham Business Support
Taskforce members include representatives from the City of Harrisonburg Economic
Development; Rockingham Department of Economic Development and Tourism; the
Shenandoah Valley Partnership; the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center
(SVSBDC); Harrisonburg Downtown Renaissance; the Harrisonburg-Rockingham Chamber of
Commerce; the Shenandoah Valley Technology Council; and JMU’s Professional and
Continuing Education.

Survey Key Takeaways:
●
●
●

●

Customers want businesses to make public health a priority and they want them to
continue taking precautions that help keep employees and customers safe.
Customers want precautions to be posted and shared so they know in advance which
precautions are being taken.
Many people do not expect to go back to normal routines immediately following stay-athome order being lifted, and may take a few months or longer to resume normal
shopping, dining, and entertainment activity. They expect to see extra precautions being
taken for a few months or longer as well.
Seeing staff wear masks was more important to respondents than gloves, which elicited
mixed responses due to concerns about improper usage.
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●
●
●

●
●
●
●
●
●

People wish to touch as few common surfaces as possible.
The number of people already inside establishments will impact some customers’ desire
to enter as well.
Confidence in patronizing businesses seems to come from knowing what the businesses
are doing to protect people in their establishments as well as knowing that multiple
strategies are being used.
Making purchases online and curbside pickup have become very popular options that
many wish to see continued.
While responses varied according to type of business, for the most part, many people
will be slower to venture inside businesses immediately following the lifting of the order.
Large, indoor events, concerts, conferences, and tradeshows are activities that people
wish to avoid in the coming months.
People seem slightly more comfortable attending large, outdoor events
Buffet or self-service food set ups will make many people uncomfortable for quite some
time.
Restaurants: Most people stated they would wait a month, two months, or more before
dining in (@54%) while 24% said they are ready now and 19% didn’t know or weren’t
comfortable with the idea.

● Retailers: 33% of respondents said they are ready to shop in stores. But, nearly half of
the group surveyed indicated they would wait either one month or two months or more
before visiting shops and boutiques.
● Museums, galleries, yoga studios, gyms and fitness centers, and hotels: Most people
indicated they would wait 2 months or longer to visit these places.
● Religious Institutions: 44% of those who attend religious service would wait either one
month or two or more months to rejoin in-person religious services. About 38% of those
who attend religious services indicated they would be comfortable attending service inperson immediately following the lifting of the stay-at-home order.
How could businesses respond?
● Follow industry-specific guidelines on re-opening businesses and which precautions to
take as they become available.
● Place automatic hand sanitizer dispensers inside the business.
● Post signs explaining precautions outside the door and inside the establishment, as well
as post online and on social media pages. Ensure all staff are following what is posted.
● Continue requiring staff to wear masks, including “back-of-the-house” employees.
● Continue using e-commerce systems and implement e-commerce if you don’t have
systems in place.
● Continue offering curbside pick up and delivery options.
● Limit the number of patrons inside establishments.
● Explore “touchless” and no- to low-contact systems for your business, which may include
disposable paper menus or posted chalk board menus in restaurants, touchless
payment options, door handles that can be operated by foot, and other strategies.
● Frequently disinfect surfaces, handles, credit card machines, etc.
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●
●
●

●

Find alternatives to self-serve food and buffets.
Prepare to accommodate a smaller number of patrons or crowds inside establishments
while the region continues to flatten the curve. Take reservations or appointments.
Use your social media and e-newsletter list to engage your own patrons and ask for
feedback on your plans. Many respondents used open answers to say they want to
support small businesses as much as they can. Ask them what you specifically can do to
get them back.
If you made changes during the pandemic that achieved a favorable response, consider
continuing those practices or operations (social media sales, videos, family-style meals,
etc., video or social media engagement).

The following details share more information and specific responses to each
survey question.
1.
Which of the following factors do you feel impacts your level of comfort
regarding which businesses you would go into? (Select all that apply)
1. 84% said employees disinfecting surfaces
2. 67.7% said employees wearing facemasks
3. 67.7% said how many customers are already inside the business
4. 54.4% said plexiglass barriers where appropriate
5. 51.1% said type type of business (bank vs. yoga studio vs. restaurant)
6. 50.6% said posted practices aimed at preventing the spread of the virus
7. 46.4% said confidence in the business owner
8. 36.2% said “foot” door openers
9. 33.8% said employees wearing gloves
10. 32.3% said the size of the business
11. ~<10% said other, none of these, or gave their own response
2.
Once the stay-at-home order is lifted, how long will you wait before
feeling comfortable going into the following places?
Restaurants: The majority of respondents indicated that they would “wait a month or
so,” or will wait “2 months or more” before patronizing dine-in restaurants (about
32.8% and 21.8%, respectively). 23.8% said they would feel comfortable dining-in
immediately following the lift of the stay-at-home order. 19.4% of respondents
indicated they “didn’t know” when they would feel comfortable, or characterized
themselves as generally uncomfortable patronizing dine-in restaurants.
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For buffet style restaurants and self-service food stations, in particular, 56.5% of
respondents indicated they would be uncomfortable with the idea of buffet style dining,
or would not be comfortable dining from a buffet for 2 months or more.
Retail: In contrast, those surveyed seem slightly more comfortable with the idea of
patronizing retail locations immediately following the conclusion of the stay-at-home
order (32.6%). Still, nearly half of the group surveyed indicated they would wait either
one month or two months or more before visiting shops and boutiques.
Museums, galleries, yoga studios, gyms and fitness centers, and hotels: Survey takers
indicated they would wait longer to visit these places. The most common response
across these categories was “2 months or longer.”
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Religious Institutions: 44% of those who attend religious service would wait either one
month or two or more months to rejoin in-person religious services. About 38% of those
who attend religious services indicated they would be comfortable attending service inperson immediately following the lifting of the stay-at-home order.

3.

Would you prefer to see curbside options continue?

More than half of the respondents want to use curbside pickup until the pandemic is over
and almost 38% would be interested in permanent curbside pickup.
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4.
Do the following public health practices make you feel MORE
COMFORTABLE or LESS COMFORTABLE patronizing a business?
More people feel more comfortable when businesses take certain precautions. “Hand
sanitizer dispensers for customers” was the most popular precaution, followed by
“employees wearing masks,” “plexiglass barriers,” and posted prevention practices.
Customer attitudes towards employees wearing gloves are a bit more complicated; of
those who responded, 59% indicated that they either feel uncomfortable or have a
neutral response to employees wearing gloves.

5.

Are you willing to pay more for goods & services in a business that implements
increased safety precautions?

It is not definitive whether customers would pay more for goods and services. At least 43.3%
said they would be willing to pay more, while approximately 35% may be willing to pay more.
About 20% of survey takers indicated that they would not tolerate higher prices. Open answers
also indicated that public safety shouldn’t be turned into a commodity or become something that
only some people can afford.
6 & 7: Are you comfortable patronizing restaurants with fewer tables or limits on the

number of dine-in customers? Are you more comfortable going into shops and other nonrestaurant businesses that limit the number of patrons inside at one time?
The majority of survey respondents indicated that they are (or would be) comfortable dining at
restaurants with fewer tables/fewer customers seated (58.2%), while approx 67% would feel
comfortable in shops/retail spaces in which the number of patrons allowed inside at one time is
limited.
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8. Would you like to see more “touch-free” payment options?
75% of those surveyed are interested in using “touch-free” payment options.

9. While adhering to appropriate social distancing guidelines (however they might evolve),
how comfortable might you be in the coming months with the following:
Overwhelmingly, survey takers are not comfortable attending large indoor events, concerts, or

conferences in the coming months.
An exception is found in reactions towards attending indoor religious services: 741 of 1,349
applicable respondents indicated they would be very comfortable or somewhat comfortable
attending religious services. 342 people said they wouldn’t feel comfortable attending services,
while 50 people didn’t know.
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Perceptions towards large, outdoor events are harder to gauge; 23% are comfortable attending
events; 31% are somewhat comfortable, 13% are neutral, while only 28% are uncomfortable
attending outdoor events.
Attitudes are also mixed when it comes to smaller gatherings, like yoga classes, workshops, and
trainings. 62% say they are either very comfortable, somewhat comfortable or neutral in their
attitudes towards these smaller gatherings. Just over 25% say they’d be uncomfortable
participating.
10. Think about your ONLINE shopping habits pre-COVID-19. After social distancing
restrictions are lifted, how frequently do you expect to shop online with the following
businesses:

Survey takers indicate they plan to continue shopping online, even following the conclusion of
social distancing guidelines. 832 respondents anticipate that they will shop online “frequently,”
and 630 will “occasionally.”
590 respondents anticipate they will frequently shop with locally owned retailers with ecommerce and pickup/delivery options; 733 anticipate they will occasionally shop locally.
700 respondents anticipate they will frequently dine with restaurants that offer online ordering
and pickup or delivery. Almost the same amount, 684, indicated they would use e-commerce
occasionally.
Across all categories above, only 13% said they rarely or never shop/purchase online.
11. Since COVID-19, have there been any safety precautions or business operations that
have made you feel UNCOMFORTABLE? 972 responses.
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Survey participants are generally uncomfortable when businesses do not follow CDC/VDH
recommendations, particularly misuse of gloves. Other practices customers surveyed were
uncomfortable with: customers and/or staff not wearing facemasks, having to sign receipts
during touchless payment, too many people in indoor spaces/lack of social distancing, other
customers’ behaviors.

12. Since COVID-19, have there been any safety precautions or business operations that
have made you feel COMFORTABLE?
Out of the 1,077 responses, the most common were: employees wearing masks, hand sanitizer
for customers, plexi-glass barriers, employees visibly cleaning, curbside pick up, and paying
ahead/online.
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