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Consequences of the Pandemic: Consumer Behavior Changes
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1. INTRODUCTION

he world around us is a constantly evolving dynamic system. Any change that occurs in the

system will affect its elements. By developing human knowledge, it is possible to prepare for
changes and thereby eliminate their negative effects. However, sometimes the change is so funda-
mental and unexpected that societies cannot foresee its consequences. Such an unexpected major
event was the COVID-19 pandemic, which caught the world unprepared and its effects were man-
ifested significantly in the years 2021 - 2023. The COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected all as-
pects of the process in modern societies and researchers all around the world focused on document-
ing its immediate effects, including consumer behavior changes. Wells et al. (2023) stressed that
the interpretation of consumer behavior is more relevant in situations where supply is uncertain.
The COVID-19 pandemic created disruptions even in this area of supply chain management. Such
risks created both temporal and social challenges during the pandemic that needed to be addressed
by businesses providing products and services. However, for them to correctly address these new-
ly emerged needs, they first must have enough evidence on how the consumer behavior changed.

Many consumers immediately shifted their shopping habits towards safer ways. Various evi-
dences show how consumers reacted during the pandemic years (Eger et al., 2021; Moreira et
al., 2023; Wells et al., 2023). However, the reactions varied based on the severity of the pandem-
ic impacts and the strictness of governmental response. Therefore, it is important to look at con-
sumer behavior changes through its elements as well as throughout different pandemic years.

Even though the immediate consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have been sufficiently
mapped, its long-term effects remain still unknown. This paper aims to draw conclusions from
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the pandemic and uncover the trends of changes that enable predictions of the future direction
of consumer behavior evolvement. The findings of this research can also serve as guidelines for
any members of society by predicting the changes that consumer behavior would go through if
such a negative major event occurred again in the future. Such data is necessary to develop mar-
keting strategies that consider changes to meet actual consumers’ needs and feelings.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Consumer behavior is widely recognized as a broad term that encompasses many variables.
This is the behavior of a person when buying and consuming products, which means external
manifestations of behavior - coming to a store, choosing a product, using it and consuming it,
and then getting rid of the product; as well as internal manifestations — motivation, perception,
the influence of various variables, opinions and their dissemination, satisfaction. It is a complex
concept that is the result between the consumer and his environment (Cazacu, 2022; Morrison,
2009). Therefore, it is possible to observe changes in consumer behavior by mapping their ex-
ternal manifestations or through a more demanding understanding of consumers’ motivations
that lead them to act or, on the contrary, stimulate them not to act.

One of the most significant changes that was observed almost immediately after the outbreak
was the consumer behavior changes in terms of frequency of shop visits and changes in goods
amount bought. While research all around the world points towards a decrease in the first-men-
tioned aspect of consumer behavior (Harantova et al., 2022; Moharana & Pattanaik, 2022), the
evidence varies on the latter. Cai et al. (2023) described that even though consumers did not vis-
it shops as often as before the outbreak, not all of them decreased the amount of products they
bought.

The sudden nature of the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus also caused frequent incidents of
large-scale material panic buying, resulting in an imbalance in the supply and demand of goods
and threatening social stability (Chen et al., 2022). Moreover, Yin et al. (2021) described a new-
ly formed trend related to consumers’ preferred form of shopping and newly emerged factors in-
fluencing their behavior such as the feeling of safety in stores and the accessibility of shops (Al-
Tarrah et al., 2021; Giingordii Belbag, 2022; Khanna et al., 2023). The early stages of the pan-
demic were accompanied by uncertainty which led people to seek safety. Several cases of stock-
piling were reported in the early days of the pandemic (Chen, 2020; Wang et al., 2020). How-
ever, the media coverage of this phenomenon decreased during the later years of the pandemic
(Pan et al., 2022; Stanca et al., 2023). This decrease may not be a relevant indicator of the real
situation. However, credible evidence in this area is currently lacking. Likewise, there are some
scarce reports on how consumers may have shifted their preference towards shopping unaccom-
panied (Cai et al., 2023).

Furthermore, Di Crosta et al. (2021) described that the pandemic has also heavily impacted indi-
viduals’ spending levels. The economic crisis that emerged as a reaction to the pandemic and a
slowdown in economic activity causing a rise in unemployment often also resulted in decreased
incomes for many households. Some evidence exists on the linkage between these alterations in
household incomes and changes in consumer behavior (Veselovska et al., 2022). When house-
hold incomes decline, consumers typically adjust their spending patterns and priorities. These
changes may include reduced spending on non-essential items, such as dining out, entertain-
ment, or travel, and a shift towards essential goods and services like groceries, healthcare, and
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housing. Consumer confidence can also play a crucial role in shaping behavior during an eco-
nomic crisis. When people are uncertain about the future, they may reduce their spending to
build a financial safety net. On a positive note, these changes may indicate a long-term shift to-
wards more sustainable consumption.

Another interesting trend that occurred during the pandemic was the change in brands that con-
sumers had used before the pandemic due to perceived value based on expectations and expe-
rience (Veselovska, 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Migliore et al. (2021) as early as 2021 described
a trend toward ethnocentrism that has become abundant during the pandemic. These findings
were later confirmed by Cvirik et al. (2023). According to Prymon-Ry$ and Galarowicz (2021),
the most important phenomena that have been observed include the growing importance of
e-commerce and technologies supporting distance communication and online exchange. Many
governments introduced lockdowns to stop the spread of the virus. Therefore, consumers were
forced to limit their visits to classic brick-and-mortar shops. Other researchers also provided
evidence of this phenomenon (Lemes Bausch et al., 2021; Phang et al., 2021; Yin et al., 2021).

The provided evidence is extensive at first glance. However, these studies provide only limit-
ed views of various elements of consumer behavior that focus mostly on their external manifes-
tations, often lacking deeper context. Therefore, this research study focused on describing the
most complex consumer behavior changes in one selected country taking into consideration its
political and economic development as well as the development of the pandemic situations from
the beginning of the year 2021 to the end of March 2023.

3. METHODOLOGY

This research was part of an ongoing project designed to map the effects of the pandemic on
consumer behavior. A nationwide survey took place in the Slovak Republic. Data was collected
from consumers almost since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The target group was
consumers who were at the time of the survey the main shopper for their household. So the goal
was to build a representative sample of all people in the selected country, but to create a pool of
data from consumers who possessed the relevant information. The sample file consisted of 587
consumers as presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Sample file structure
Source: Own processing
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This paper aims to explore the major consumer behavior changes that occurred during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Several methods were used to collect, process, and analyze the data ena-
bling the authors to elaborate a clear image of not only the changes that occurred but also of how
different segments of consumers reacted and altered their behavior. This research uses segmen-
tation of consumers by age, gender, and levels of education to uncover such differences.

4. RESULTS

Consumers experienced various significant changes during the pandemic. Based on its implica-
tion for sustainable consumption it would be beneficial to explore firstly the changes in the amount
of products bought during the pandemic. Figure 2 and Figure 3 present the corresponding infor-
mation. According to the data, the majority of consumers regardless of their level of education de-
creased the amount of products they bought during the years of the pandemic in comparison to
amounts they had used to buy before the outbreak. However, some variation can be observed when
examining this issue by segmenting the consumers based on this socioeconomic criterion. Ac-
cording to the findings consumers who completed just the elementary education were more prone
to increasing the amount of products they bought during the pandemic. Furthermore, consumers
with university degrees were least likely to change anything in their buying habits.
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Figure 2. Changes in the amount of products bought during the pandemic

mNochange M Decrease M Increase

Source: Own processing

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected lives in societies during the years 2021 and 2023.
However, its immediate effects were not consistent during this period. Therefore, it is necessary to
explore any changes that occurred in consumer behavior in each year individually. According to
the data presented in Figure 3, the second year of the pandemic was the time when the majority of
changes occurred. On the other hand, in 2021 the majority of consumers did not alter the amount
of products bought. However, this was the year when the highest share in the increase in the pur-
chased quantity was recorded (18.18% of consumers). This year up to 36.8% of consumers expe-
rienced panic buying. This share was significantly lower during the other examined years. Given
that panic buying is caused by fear, it is logical that the uncertainty at the beginning of the pan-
demic caused this phenomenon to an increased extent. In 2022 and 2023, more than half of all con-
sumers reduced the amount of products they purchased. The mentioned findings indicate an in-
crease in the caution of consumers, either by getting used to the pandemic situation or by learning
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to be cautious concerning the creation of savings. In this context, this research also examined the
changes that occurred among consumers in terms of their household income. Higher fluctuations
occurred in 2022, which may result in lower purchase quantities.

Concerning achieving the sustainability of world consumption, it is appropriate to draw atten-
tion to the positives that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought. It is the reduction of the amount
purchased, practiced by more than half of consumers since 2022, that can contribute positive-
ly to the sustainable use of resources on our planet, which is also one of the important strategic
goals of sustainable development. The situation remained favorable in 2023 and hopefully, this
trend will continue and prevail in the future.
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Figure 3. Changes in the amount of products bought during the pandemics
according to income changes of households based on year
Source: Own processing

An accompanying sign of any sudden and unfavorable event is a rise in fear. Such negative feel-
ings can also cause panic buying in consumers. Therefore, this research explored the preference
of consumers to stockpile goods. Again, it is necessary to look at this information in the context
of individual years, which also makes it possible to map the development of this phenomenon.
Figure 4 shows the trend of a slight decrease in stockpiling of goods.
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Figure 4. Changes in preference to stockpile goods based on year
Source: Own processing
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Shopping in classic stores has always been a social activity when social contact is created. In
the pre-pandemic period, consumers often used shopping as a leisure activity to meet friends or
family members. However, the measures implemented during the pandemic led to exactly the
opposite result, as they intended to limit social contact. Figure 5 shows the trend of how much
consumers preferred unaccompanied shopping during the pandemic. The data suggests that this
trend persists in 2023 and the situation is only slowly returning to the pre-pandemic state and
consumers are still being cautious.
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Figure 5. Changes in preference to shop unaccompanied based on year

Source: Own processing

Due to the measures implemented by the government to prevent the spread of the virus and pro-
tect people, it was necessary to move shopping to the online space. Before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Slovak consumers had already been used to buying fashion items, cosmetics and elec-
tronics online. However, before the pandemic, only a very low proportion of consumers (8.72%)
had bought daily products online. This share increased significantly during the pandemic, espe-
cially in 2022 and 2023. However, the changes were not equally large across the entire spectrum
of consumers. Figure 6 shows how these changes were manifested during the pandemic in indi-
vidual segments of consumers broken down by age. The highest increase occurred in the group
of consumers in the 31-40 age group. Conversely, the lowest increase was recorded among the
oldest consumers. On the figure, it is possible to also observe a downward trend in the growth
of online shopping for daily consumption products as the age of consumers increases except for
the youngest consumers under 30 years old.
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Figure 6. Changes in preference for online shopping according to the age of consumers

Source: Own processing
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These findings indicate high rates of fluctuations between individual years of the pandemic. How-
ever, the majority of changes seemed to stabilize in 2023. Even though the future duration of these
changes is not yet known, the immediate effects seem to indicate that consumer behavior is re-
turning to its pre-pandemic factors of influence. However, some changes seemed to endure.

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The findings of this research indicate that the long-term impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have not
yet been explored in sufficient detail. Therefore, future research needs to focus on consumers” pref-
erence for online shopping and delivery of products ordered online to their homes. One of the other
emerging trends reflects new ways of product distribution that had not yet been sufficiently explored.

One of the obvious, but necessary directions for future research should be the exploration of
consumer behavior changes during the pandemic and its impacts on sustainable development
on the planet. The preliminary findings show contradictory trends of development. Current re-
search shows that people are becoming more responsible and more conscious of their commu-
nities. Consumers have significantly started to prefer locally produced goods, especially food
items. On the other hand, the evidence clearly shows major increases in waste production. A
preliminary report published by the United Nations points towards deterioration in meeting the
strategies designed to meet the sustainable development goals. Our research shed some light on
the development of sustainable consumption and the results are not positive. However, further
explorations are needed to discover the exact nature of deterioration.

6. CONCLUSION

This research focused on discovering the major changes in consumer behavior that occurred
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though it is not possible to prove that all the changes that
were observed were caused by the pandemic itself, research can show how the situation affected
consumers and their buying habits. Therefore, a representative sample of consumers was used
to map these changes.

It was discovered that 36.8% of consumers experienced panic buying during the pandemic. The
majority of such negative feelings and their consequences were observed during the early stages
of the pandemic in 2021. Another interesting finding was the observed decrease in using shop-
ping as a method of social enjoyment. During the pandemic, the majority of consumers pre-
ferred to visit shops alone. However, this trend towards shopping unaccompanied did not sur-
vive the end of the pandemic years. Already in the second half of 2023, consumers are returning
to their previous habits of shopping with family members or friends. On the other hand, there
is a trend that increased severely during the pandemic. The increase in online shopping has re-
mained strong even after the pandemic concluded and still represents a new challenge for busi-
ness owners, but also an opportunity. This finding was supported by research conducted in oth-
er countries as described by Yin et al. (2021). Therefore, the proposed solution would be paying
attention to the combination of online and offline development of marketing activities.
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