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Abstract: Consumption has lately been under the microscope facing pressure from all stakeholders as
principles of sustainability have gained more popularity. In this context, a new sustainable consumer
model was born, referring to major shifts in buying and consumption habits. Nevertheless, these
shifts were lagging as consumers resisted change in the comfort of old habits. This comfort was
shaken up by the COVID-19 outbreak that forced us to rethink every aspect of our lives. Therefore,
this crisis context seems the perfect opportunity to shift towards the sustainable consumer model.
People’s openness towards embracing new consumption habits was evaluated in a quantitative study
where data was collected in two different moments: May 2020 and December 2020. Major results
of our research show that people’s lives were dominated in 2020 by uncertainty, especially when
referring to their financial situation. Further on, consumers have already started to bring major shifts
in their consumption habits because of this uncertainty. Among the most important shifts, there were
more prudent purchase decisions, rising interest for discounted prices, increased likelihood of buying
local and enhanced preference in buy fresh products instead of processed or semi-processed ones.

Keywords: covid-19; domestic consumption; consumer behavior; sustainability

1. Introduction

Today, almost everyone is worried about the future of our world. More general
concerns such as global warming, an entire species going extinct due to carcinogens
and/bacteria exposure, plus quite a few others, are prominent on everyone’s mind. The
consumer’s emphasis on personal wellbeing is colliding with increasing concern in pub-
lic health. Some critics refer to this new value as conscientious consumerism [1,2]. The
translation of concern for sustainability to sustainable consumption is based on institu-
tional awareness superiority enforced by its obligation on persons, resulting in better
understanding between institutions and individuals [3–8].

The current paper adds to the existing conversations on these topics by evaluating how
consumer behavior is significantly shifting in an era of major crisis like the COVID-19 crisis.
Given the unusual high impact of this health crisis, the changes in consumer behavior have
been equally surprising signaling that this might be the perfect window of opportunity
to generate a major shift towards sustainable consumption. The major question that the
current paper is trying to answer is “To what extent did consumer consumption actually
change and in what ways did it change?” All these elements are explored in the current
paper as a contribution to the ongoing conversations on how to definitively transition
towards sustainable consumption.
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Through the literature review in the field of core concepts, such as “consumer behav-
ior” and “sustainability”, and by researching on Romanian citizens during the COVID-19
crisis, this paper aims to broaden the knowledge and build on the research carried in the
field of changing consumption patterns, especially towards a greener and more sustain-
able way, aimed towards not returning to the status quo but instead ending the cycle of
unsustainable means of consumption.

There are only a finite number of “good” ways to keep a company profitable while
still reducing its carbon footprint and its impact on the climate; sustainability is one of
them. Six out of every ten organizations that transition to a more sustainable business
model now say that it has led to improved financial results [9].

Sustainability originated in the 1970s and 1980s as a concept driven primarily by
societal, cultural, and economic factors. Bill McKibben, one of the environmentalists of the
last three decades, dismisses sustainability as a “buzzless buzzword” that began as a mere
“obfuscation” and has yet to impact the wider public [10–12]. According to Bill McKibben,
sustainability never leaped common parlance and could never in the future. He believed
in intellectual (and aesthetic) maturation (as factors for the growth and development of
society) [12]. “Sustainability” and “sustainable development” have also been seen and
been accused of being shallow words that promote endless environmental pollution while
masking problems and avoiding change.

Even if sustainability is a “buzzword”, as McKibben was stating, for sure, it is not “buz-
zless”. Governments, community groups, organizations, and individuals have searched
for the idea of “sustainability”, a broader set of shared values and concepts that they
believe are central to a safer, more stable, and more appealing environment. Not only is it a
buzzword, but it is also a galvanizingly clear concept whose use encompasses a multitude
of other trends, perhaps most notably environmental.

Mainly, “sustainability” is described as a way to counterbalance climate change [13],
as a concept that people rely on as a counterweight when dealing with it. Sustainability
can also be a means of noting how humans have set the Earth back from equilibrium. The
findings of Jeffrey D. Sachs, who currently heads the Earth Institute at Columbia University,
support the theory that we are now in the age of the Anthropocene, an epoch in which
“human activity” has become “the primary force of the planet’s climate” [14,15].

Environmentally associated problems like climate change, deforestation, and haz-
ardous waste have developed a strong foothold, so it is crucial to discern it from this
catchphrase: green marketing. This plan is based on creating and promoting green goods
and emphasizing specific attributes when buying the merchandise [16–18]. Few businesses,
such as Seventh Generation, have done well with green-branded goods, but most others
have struggled. The demand for recycled and reused materials is open, fresh, and environ-
mentally conscious. During the last two decades, nearly all firms have made a significant
attempt to adapt their strategies to global warming’s detrimental effects on the climate.
Car manufacturers, for example, contribute significantly to environmental degradation, so
they now produce more efficient vehicles. Many ads [19] let the public know that they use
green, clean, non-polluting, and even environmentally friendly materials like wood, corn,
rice, or palm oil.

Companies understand that environmental consciousness is growing among cus-
tomers, and, to this effect, they would be able to pay a premium for ethically made goods
(e.g., without harmful chemicals).

It is popular to characterize the new social institution in terms of the developing world
as one of the market cultures. It is more than just because we live in a world full of things.
That is because we live in a world that is increasingly focused on how and what people
eat. We used to concentrate on our function in the business, namely, on our occupation.
Increasingly, however, what we eat rather than what we do for a living is becoming an
essential part of our identities. The wide variety of products and models encourages
consumption decisions to be declarations about who we are, our beliefs, desires, emotions,
perceptions, and relationships.
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Moreover, during cycles of economic depression, customers are also asked to keep the
economies going. It follows the basic theory of supply and demand that if the demand for a
product goes down, the offer would also decline. The response is very straightforward—it
is a matter of sustainability. How someone treats money is all part of who someone is as
a person. Therefore no one should ignore the decisions on what someone eats as trivial.
Furthermore, what someone consumes impacts others on all three levels: personal, social,
and economic [20].

As the education system, consumption is a class system: first and foremost, there is a
disparity concerning the resources available to each person—and therefore based on the
buying ability of resources, as well as on each person’s knowledge of things. It means
that not everyone experiences the world the same way, but others understand the logical,
technical, or artistic aspects of the universe. In contrast, functional or cultural achievement
remains invisible to others. In terms of fetishism, these persons do not bother with objects,
and those that do are subject to the concept of valorization do not “consume” or, strictly
speaking, do not deal with any object at all [21]. The driving force of consumerism is the
exponential rise of individual spending. It is usually followed by reductions in budget
spending to support third parties (mainly the government) and the overall reduction in
wealth inequalities.

Currently, sustainable consumption is rising as a researched activity in the academic
community. A source of these recent societal transformations has been applying social
science theories, including economics, sociology, political science, and public policy [22–31].
The new interdisciplinary study area on sustainable consumption, alongside sustainable
production and sustainable growth, is now referred to as sustainable consumption [32,33].

By comparison, the academic legislation has overlooked the study of sustainable
use, even though ethical effects became apparent decades earlier. When it came to the
principle of sustainable use, 178 countries agreed and ratified it in 1992 at the United
Nations (UN) Convention on Environment and Development [34]. The Declaration, which
emerged from the same year’s United Nations Earth Summit, brought to the world’s
notice the two sides of the coin in terms of the influential forces underpinning global
environmental risks: unsustainable and dangerous overproduction and use [34]. The
legal scholar’s silence on this topic is all the more perplexing considering that sustainable
consumption is one of the core values towards human growth from the UN’s perspective,
a pledge enshrined in its Guidelines for Consumer Protection [35] and the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development [36].

According to George Loewenstein, a behavioral economist at Carnegie Mellon Uni-
versity, much of the brain is governed by unconscious mechanisms rather than conscious
thought. Most of what happens in the brain is mental rather than cognitive. [37]

As a result, the global health crisis represents an impetus for a profound, structural
transition to a more prosperous economy [38] that benefits both individuals and the
world. The development of COVID-19 has highlighted the interaction between people and
nature [39] and unveiled the underlying tenets of the trade-off we are constantly confronted
with: humans have infinite desires, but the world has limited ability to meet them. Before
the effect is detrimental, we must strive to recognize and appreciate the boundaries to
which humans can drive nature. These constraints must be mirrored in our habits of
consumption and output. As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic provides countries with
an incentive to develop recovery strategies that can reverse current trends and shift our
consumption and development habits toward a more prosperous future, near alignment
with SDG 12: Ensure long-term demand and supply habits [36].

2. The Transitioning towards a Sustainable Consumer Behavior

As consumption has become an exceedingly important part of our daily lives, it has
come to be treated as a subject deserving scholarly inquiry. This focus, though, is rela-
tively new. Historically, the study of sociology and other research disciplines is dominated
by what has been labeled as productivist bias. Production and function were preferred
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overconsumption by classical thinkers such as Adam Smith and Karl Marx and, until
recently, by contemporary social observers [40,41]. Beginning in the 1960s, anthropolo-
gists, economists, political scientists, and sociologists began to objectively criticize this
productivist bias by explaining the role of demand and consumers in industrial culture
growth, both historically and empirically. Miller et al. (1998) describe three periods of
consumer research, with the first beginning in the 1960s and culminating in the late 1970s
with the loss of factory employment and conventional working-class society in Western
societies [42]. Researchers found that consumption entered the social sciences during the
second stage of consumer research, which continued from the late 1970s to the early 1990s.
Consumption was recognized as a critical component of industrialization, rather than just
a byproduct of it, at that time [43]. Interestingly, one might argue that a consumerist bias
arose during this second stage when consumption was often examined independently from
manufacturing processes. It was particularly true for research that focused on consumer’s
subjectivity and postmodern culture [44–51].

This neglect of productivity began to be rectified in the early 1990s and persists today
throughout the third stage of consumer research, which links consumer behavior to worker
care and the environmental impact of production and consumption. The historical history
of consumerism, especially in the United States, is an expanding field of study [52–60].
Efforts to incorporate ethical, social, and political issues are now focused on the public,
including the belief that customers are activists and people who can exercise social and
political rights in the marketplace [61–65].

Many researchers have recently turned their focus to the environmental effects of
consumption. Paul Ehrlich, who authored the well-known books “The Population Bomb”
(1968) and “Population Explosion” (1990), has shifted his focus to arguing that “consump-
tion factor” needs to be studied rather than population [66,67]. A worldwide consumer
movement has also changed Norman Myer’s focus on environmental impact, stating that
we are in the middle of one of the most significant changes in the industry’s history: the
rise of the developing-country population [68]. The rapid increase in the numbers of these
new customers poses us with one of the most significant potential challenges: how to
accomplish ever-greater resource consumption—or an alternate sort—without drastically
diminishing the economic foundation on which our economies rest [68]. Sustainable use
is seen as a means for bettering the quality of living [69], both materially and environ-
mentally. Both technology advancements [70] and marketplace strategies are essential
aspects of sustainable consumption through [71]: shared and guaranteed basic needs of
the global community; enhancing or creating intellectual capital; and social consciousness
and equable spread of resources [72]. Research has shown that sustainable consumption is
related to human growth but needs additional money from personal wages, informal jobs,
and natural resources [72].

The subject of consumption is the arena of many determinations in the field of critical
sociology, the ground on which the consumer’s “right of preference” is readily assimilated
to a veil of delusion. The dramatic increase in critique also signifies the passing of an
age and the subsequent “normal transition” from that subject. Baudrillard’s essay on the
“consumption society” (1970) did not mean the end of the social form he was attempting to
dismantle; on the contrary, it was the beginning of a new one [73,74]. His condemnation
of the impact of consumption on human liberty and social relations has been prevalent—
considering his lack of motivation to leave this form of culture. On the opposite, the world
of tangible products, sold or purchased, has never been so widespread (and, we may add,
urgent) in our society as it is now, thanks to the apparent “virtualization” of commercial
exchanges.

Consumers and end-of-chain consumers of products produced worldwide must accept
additional obligations as a result of globalization. Consumerism helps to underwrite
global socioeconomic, intergenerational, and ecological inequity in our world. There is
no possible growth in the economy without expansion of demand fostered by the entire
system, especially from customers. In modern times, it can be described as a society
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governed by a growth-based economy and succumbs to a market economy of growth.
Humans are tempted to use things as a means to achieve a more extraordinary life and live
to consume more things; it is, for that reason, that simple. The usage and consumption
cannot occur if the environmental ecosystem hits its limits, as much as the oppression of
scarce resources does.

Consumer behavior is described as consumers looking for, buying, using, reviewing,
and disposing of, respectively, goods that meet their needs [75–77]. When resources
are scarce, the actions of individuals involve factors that contribute to consumption and
spending (time, capital, effort) [78]. It considers what/why/when/where/how often they
buy it, how often they use it, how much they assess those decisions, and how they manage
to dispose of it.

The study of consumer behavior started in the mid- to late-1960s. Since there was no
tradition or body of scientific research to go on its own, marketing theorists often pulled
in ideas from other scientific disciplines, including psychology (the individual), sociology
(groups), social psychology (group influence), anthropology (society) and economics,
to create a new discipline from the ground [79]. Up to this point, much of consumer
behavior has been derived from economic theory, consumers seeking to make full use of
their advantages (satisfactions). Later studies have shown that customers are as likely
to buy impulsively and motivated not only by family and friends but also by emotions,
advertisements, situations, and the feelings they are experiencing. The perspectives gained
from each source work together to provide a complete image of customer behavior, taking
into account both the cognitive and emotional decision-making aspects [80–82].

To better understand people’s basic demands while protecting the environment, a
definition for these “needs” has to be given. We all should benefit from growth. Social
considerations and altruism are crucial for long-term success. As the world should be
available for future generations, it must be preserved and restored. On the one hand, tradi-
tional forms of production and consumption and modern ones, like sustainable economies,
are contrasted with conventional economic models. On the other hand, corporate values,
business ethics, and corporate governance pose the challenge of integrating environmental
and social concerns into corporate strategies.

Following debates about public goods, such as physiological and psychological needs,
this distinction has proved biased and even unsustainable. Some sociologists and anthro-
pologists believe that all needs are cultural. In contrast, others claim that products are
merely used as a means of material culture from which groups attempt to enforce their
boundaries. According to Baudrillard, the fundamental issue with most consumer culture
consumption is that it reflects a long-suppressed appetite of those who live in it [74,83,84].

However, the level of sophistication of consumption has risen over the years. Recent
social trends should be included in the study of consumer preferences, including the
following [85]:

• The triumph of the demand side over the supply side, as well as the rise of the customer
as a sovereign subject willing to assert control over the market. New sources of
knowledge and communication, ample opportunities, and new evaluation capabilities
have altered consumption behavior. All of this affects both the selection of items to be
consumed and how they are used/consumed.

• There will be new varieties of contact between consumers and firms because of free-
market standards being applied within self-regulation.

• The impact of the producer’s marketplaces requires corporate ethics, market account-
ability, risk assessment, and audit in production.

• Brands play an important role in behavior because they affect family, community,
education, the workplace, and everyday life and work, and they are part of a much
larger scale of social networks.

• At the same time, new alliances between groups that are mutually opposed, such
as customers and unions, and forces that transcend markets, would arise within the
context of globalization.
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Finally, policies that target individual consumption often employ prescriptive elements
(such as taxes or information) to justify consumers’ behavior. Individuals can engage
in sustainable development’s social and environmental aspects, but institutional limits
govern their responsibilities. As resources and processes are inseparable, behaviors can
fundamentally alter our decisions and how our social class affects our thought patterns.
The good news is that improvements in consumption are possible and should be welcomed.

To face the current growth demands, consumer-goods firms may need to take on a
new strategy. Data-driven marketing, marketing via digital means [86], and programmatic
mergers and acquisitions [87] would be significant for their goals to be achieved.

According to a McKinsey & Company report [88], based on both CEO surveys and
consumer research, there were identified ten trends (Figure 1) that are believed to shape
the industry over the following years (primarily driven by COVID-19).
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Figure 1. Key trends shaping the industry: CEOs’ views of fundamental industry-shaping changes,
and shopping intentions of consumers.

The COVID-19 crisis has intensified the movement toward more organic, affordable,
and local goods, with no sign of abating. Across Europe, 30% of respondents intend to
spend more on healthy eating and wellness in 2021 versus 2020, 24% plan to spend more
on regional and local goods, and 19% plan to spend more on environmentally friendly
products. Many individualized factors continue to affect these patterns, including economic
conditions [89]. Consumers who have more disposable income tend to be less frugal in their
spending habits and more open to health and nutrition. To a large degree, lower-income
populations concentrate on what they can afford and less on what they need concerning
healthier food choices.

Based on previous research projects and studies, their results, and their assumptions,
the current approach was designed to discover the underlying changes in people’s con-
sumption behavior in the middle of the COVID-19 crisis in 2020, aiming to transition
towards sustainable consumption. The design of this research and its results are described
in the next section.

3. Consumers’ Perceptions Evolution on Income and Consumption during the Major
COVID-19 Outbreak in 2020
3.1. Methodology

Starting from the significant impact that the COVID-19 outbreak had on all aspects
of human life, the need for further research that would ensure a higher understanding of
what that impact included, is increasing in an era of uncertainty. For this, a research project
was developed to explore how perceptions that define consumer behavior have changed
during the significant outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020. The two significant areas explored
were related to perceptions on income and perceptions on consumption. Exploring such
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perceptions and how they have evolved in uncertain times is crucial to understanding
consumer behavior’s major shifts and leveraging them for a long-lasting change in the way
we consume.

As perceptions are difficult to predict, this task becomes even more difficult in times of
increased social and economic uncertainty, like the significant COVID-19 outbreak in 2020.
In this context, this research was developed to get direct feedback from consumers right in
the middle of the 2020 COVID-19 outbreak. The research objectives included: identifying
the COVID-19 impact on consumers’ perceptions on income and their expected income
evolution, discovering changes in the evolution of consumers’ perceptions in 6 months,
describing perceived changes in consumption levels and patterns and how they evolve
during 2020, and discovering any changes in behavior or preferences while facing environ-
mental changes. In order to achieve these objectives, primary information was gathered in
a quantitative study that used two samples with data collection happening, respectively, in
May 2020 and in December 2020 (respondents included in one of the samples may or may
not have been included in the other sample, but a similar pattern in structuring the samples
was followed so that comparison between samples is significant and relevant). In a research
design focused on Romania’s adult population (all the respondents included in the sample
were at least 18 years old, for compliance with the ESOMAR code of ethics), the May
sample included 1015 participants, while the December sample included 1020 participants.
Both of these samples were built based on online panels ensuring the representativeness of
the entire adult population. Both the research samples’ size ensures a ±3% margin of error
and a 95% confidence level. Data collection was completed using a survey as a research
method and an online interview as a data-gathering tool. The interview guide consisted of
39 questions, and it gathered from general to specific feedback on respondents’ perception
on various elements of perception related to COVID-19. The interview guide also included
questions about gender, income, age, education, marital status, employment industry, and
residential environment (urban or rural). All this information is used in discovering how
perceptions differ across different backgrounds and personal situations.

Choosing the Romanian population to develop our research was determined by the
patterns in the national consumer behavior. Being an ex-communist country, people tend
to still have influences from that time, wounds that they are trying to fill by unconscious
buying behavior. In this context, transitioning towards sustainable consumer behavior
is even more challenging in such a setup. When it comes to the national context and
reaction to the COVID-19 outbreak in Romania, it can be described as follows: on the 16th
of March 2020, a national lock-down was in place throughout the country. This lock-down
with significant restrictions lasted until the 15th of May 2020, and after this date, different
types of local or regional curfew or strict distancing rules were installed. Even though
there was no other nation-wide lock-down, many restrictions prevented life from going
back to normal by the end of 2020. The first data collection happened during the national
lock-down (as the data gathering happened at the beginning of May: 4th–8th of May 2020),
while the second data collection happened while local or regional curfew nation-wide
restrictions were applied when it comes to social distancing or mask-wearing.

Based on this raw information, an analysis was conducted from a univariate approach,
with several key points being studied and a bivariate approach, where some correlation
tests (Spearman’s) are described to determine various elements’ impact on consumers’
perceptions (all the correlation coefficients mentioned in the following analysis were
significant at the 0.01 level—two-tailed). This analysis was conducted using the IBM SPSS
Statistics software (version 27), a software developed by Norman H. Nie for SPSS Inc.
which was later bought by IBM, Armonk, NY, USA.

3.2. Results

Our research design followed a funnel structure, and the research results are explored
similarly: from a broader perspective to a narrower understanding of consumers’ percep-
tion of their influence factors, as well as their evolution. Some of the results are presented
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in a 6-months perspective by comparing the results obtained on the two samples. In
comparison, other results were computed for the whole 2-phase sample consisting of the
two separate samples, as the information gathered was relevant for the entire population.

3.2.1. Income Perceptions

Our research’s starting point was focused on perceptions related to the professional
life and, more specifically, on income evolution as opposed to the past (having in mind a
time frame of 3 months) or to the future. When it comes to the impact that this pandemic
had on the respondents’ professional life, 78.2% of the May respondents and 77.5% of the
December respondents mentioned that this outbreak had some sort of impact on their
professional life (as it can be seen in Figure 2a,b).
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Figure 2. Respondents’ perception on the impact of COVID-19 on their professional life: (a) May
sample; (b) December sample.

For more than 3 people out of 4, the COVID-19 outbreak had some impact on profes-
sional life. This element seems to generate a negative perspective about everything that
might happen in the future since there is a low-impact but significant correlation between
respondents’ view on professional life impact and their estimation related to them having
the same job in the next 3 months (the Spearman correlation coefficient was 0.132 when
computed for the whole 2-phase sample—while the May coefficient was 0.240 and the
December coefficient was 0.216—meaning that the stronger the impact on the professional
life, the more likely are the respondents to estimate that they will not have the same job in
the next 3 months). Even more than that, the more pessimistic the respondents view on the
perceived impact of the COVID-19 outbreak, the more likely they seem to estimate that they
might need to use their savings or even borrow money from friends or even banks (for the
whole 2-phase sample, there was a 0.225 Spearman coefficient measuring the correlation
between the perceived impact variable and the one that measured respondents’ perception
over their management of resources for covering the next 3 months’ expenses—this was a
nominal variable that coded alternatives as it follows: “1 = my income will be enough”,
“2 = I will have to use my savings”, “3 = I will have to borrow small amounts of money
from my friends”, “4 = I will have to borrow money from banks”, “5 = I do not know”).

When it comes to the respondents’ perception of their financial situation compared
to 3 months ago, Figure 3a,b show how this perception has gotten a bit worse between
May and December. A total of 64% of the May respondents mentioned that their financial
situation is worse, while only 44.4% of the December respondents described their family’s
financial situation as worse. It proves that in the middle of a crisis, like the one generated
by the COVID-19 outbreak, people tend to see everything in dark shades while getting used
to the situation and understanding at least to some extent its spread and impact can lead
to more optimistic views. Additionally, when evaluating this variable with the variable
measuring respondents’ evaluation over their income, a −0.166 correlation coefficient
(computed for the whole 2-phase sample; the same coefficient computed for the December
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sample was a bit more significant: −0.188) shows that the lower income respondents have,
the worse they evaluated their financial situation as compared to 3 months ago. Such a
result might prove that low-income people tend to have a more pessimistic view of the
impact of a crisis like the COVID-19 outbreak.
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The same principle was also confirmed when respondents in both samples were asked
to estimate their family’s financial situation in the next 3 months: if in the May sample only
48.2% of the respondents believed that their situation would be better (slightly better or
significantly better) in the next 3 months, in the December sample 60.8% of the respondents
had the exact estimation for their future financial situation (as can be seen in Figure 4a,b).
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So, when taking into account these answers in correlation with the fact that 93.9% of the
December respondents thought the COVID-19 outbreak would strongly impact the national
economy and that 80% of the same December sample thought that the unemployment rate
in Romania would be higher in the next 3 months, we might conclude that while people are
pessimistic about the general influence of this outbreak at the national level, they seem to
have a quite unexpectedly optimistic view on their financial evolution in the next 3 months.
At the same time, there is a low impact direct correlation between the variable measuring
respondents’ estimation on their future financial situation in the next 3 months and their
estimation related to the national unemployment rate (a 0.246 Spearman coefficient for the
whole 2-phase sample and a 0.292 Spearman coefficient for the December sample shows
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that the worse the estimated financial situation, the worse perspective on the national
unemployment level).

When it comes to their job, 76.3% of the May respondents and 71.6% of the Decem-
ber respondents estimated that they will have the same job in 3 months (as shown in
Figure 5a,b). So, roughly 3 in 4 people estimate that they will have the same job. At the
same time, there is a low impact direct correlation between this variable and respondents’
estimation of whether they will have to take loans in order to support their expenses (a
0.206 correlation coefficient computed for the whole 2-phase sample and a 0.298 correlation
coefficient computed for the December sample confirm this).
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(b) December sample.

Related to the connection between respondents’ estimation on the financial situation
of their family for the next 3 months and their estimation of whether in 3 months they will
have the same job, there is a very slight direct correlation: the worse they estimate their
financial situation, the more likely they are to predict that they will not have the same job
(0.127 Spearman coefficient was computed for the whole 2-phase sample, while for the
May sample this coefficient was 0.231).

All these results related to respondents’ perception, evaluation, and estimation of their
income and professional life status are the underlying determinants of their perception,
evaluation, and estimation of their consumption behavior, which is analyzed further in the
following sub-section.

3.2.2. Consumption Perceptions

In the second part of our research project, our intention shifted from evaluating income
and professional life-related variables towards understanding consumption patterns and
perceptions. One variable that links variables related to income and professional life to
those connected to consumer behavior is evaluating the respondents’ perception of the
average price for frequently bought products compared to 3 months ago. As shown in
Figure 6a,b, 74.3% of the May respondents and 68.5% of the December respondents per-
ceived the average price for their frequently bought products to be (slightly or significantly)
higher as compared to 3 months ago. Furthermore, based on the results related to this
variable’s correlation with the one measuring respondents’ perception over the average
price of frequently bought products in the following 3 months, it seems like a history of
rises in the average price is a strong enough base for estimating that in the future prices
will keep on rising (the 0.461 correlation coefficient for the whole two-phase sample proves
a medium impact direct relationship between these two variables). Furthermore, there is
also a small impact in the direct correlation between this variable and the one measuring re-
spondents’ perceptions over their financial situation in the next 3 months (based on a 0.155
coefficient computed for the whole two-phase sample and a 0.198 coefficient computed
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for the December sample). It is likely that uncertainty relative to own personal financial
situation is a cause of the pessimistic view over the market prices; therefore, it is likely that
these perceptions are uncorrelated to the reality in the market when referring to prices.
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When studying the buying behavior as it is perceived by the respondents, while
51% of the May respondents and 64% of the December respondents said that their food
consumption has not changed, 76.4% of the May respondents and 74% of the December
respondents mentioned that their buying decisions have become more cautious. Moreover,
75.9% of the May respondents and 71.2% of the December respondents said they have
significantly reduced expenditure on products and services that do not solve a basic
need. Moreover, almost 1 in 2 respondents (48.2% of the respondents in the whole two-
phase sample) mentioned that they currently buy more discounted products. All these
results show significant changes in the way consumers bought products during this time
of significant changes. This perspective was also confirmed by the correlation between
different consumer behavior changes, as shown in bold characters in Table 1. Changes
in food consumption towards a more cautious approach might signal that consumers are
diminishing their food waste and contributing towards a more sustainable approach in
the way they consume. Diminishing food waste is an essential objective since, globally, we
are wasting 931 million tons of food, out of which 61% comes from households [90]. On
the other hand, this more cautious behavior can be a result of increased worries related to
present and future financial situation, and it may not be a result of increased awareness of
the impact of the unsustainable consumption behavior, which unfortunately might mean
that once these worries vanish, the unsustainable behavior will be resumed.
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Table 1. Respondents’ estimation on their consumption behavior (the whole 2-phase sample).

Food Consumption
(“1 = Yes, It Has

Increased in Quantity”;
“2 = No, It Has Not

Increased in
Quantity”)

My Buying Behavior
Has Not Changed

(“1 = Yes”; “2 = No”;
“3 = I Do Not Know”)

My Buying Decisions
Have Become More
Cautious (“1 = Yes”;

“2 = No”; “3 = I Do Not
Know”)

I Have Significantly
Reduced Expenditure

on Products and
Services That Do Not

Solve a Basic Need
(“1 = Yes”; “2 = No”;

“3 = I Do Not Know”)

The Buying
Decisions Take

Longer (“1 = Yes”;
“2 = No”; “3 = I Do

Not Know”)

We Currently Buy
More Discounted

Products
(“1 = Yes”;

“2 = No”; “3 = I Do
Not Know”)

Food consumption (“1 = yes, it
has increased in quantity”;

“2 = no, it hasn’t increased in
quantity”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient 1.000 −0.042 0.088 ** 0.073 ** 0.176 ** 0.112 **

Sig. (2-tailed) . 0.059 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

My buying behavior hasn’t
changed (“1 = yes”; “2 = no”;

“3 = I don’t know”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient −0.042 1.000 −0.040 0.023 −0.012 0.044 *

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.059 . 0.075 0.305 0.588 0.045

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

My buying decisions have
become more cautious

(“1 = yes”; “2 = no”;
“3 = I don’t know”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient 0.088 ** −0.040 1.000 0.420 ** 0.352 ** 0.228 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.075 . 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

I have significantly reduced
expenditure on products and

services that do not solve a basic
need (“1 = yes”; “2 = no”;

“3 = I don’t know”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient 0.073 ** 0.023 0.420 ** 1.000 0.339 ** 0.248 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.305 0.000 . 0.000 0.000

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

The buying decisions take
longer (“1 = yes”; “2 = no”;

“3 = I don’t know”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient 0.176 ** −0.012 0.352 ** 0.339 ** 1.000 0.311 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.588 0.000 0.000 . 0.000

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

We currently buy more
discounted products (“1 = yes”;
“2 = no”; “3 = I don’t know”)

Spearman’s rho
Correlation Coefficient 0.112 ** 0.044 * 0.228 ** 0.248 ** 0.311 ** 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.045 0.000 0.000 0.000 .

N 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035 2035

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Going one step further in evaluating consumption behavior changes, what types
of shops were preferred by the respondents based on their ranking in the two samples
are presented in Table 2. As it can be observed, the two most popular suppliers are
supermarkets and hypermarkets in both samples. However, when we look deeper, in order
to get a deeper understanding of how the purchases sources have changed during this
time, we can see that the window of change might already be closing: for example, the
percentage of users that bought their products from convenience stores primarily fell by
approximately 10%, while the percentage of respondents that bought their products from
the hypermarket met an increase of approximately 5%. Simultaneously, the percentage
of respondents who bought their products from the farmers’ market primarily met an
increase of approximately 6%. Buying from the farmers market is one dimension of
buying local, a behavior that is supporting a sustainable approach on multiple levels:
environment (due to lower energy costs), economy (due to the support granted to the
local and national economy), and community (as by buying local we offer support to the
people around us) [91]. When it comes to online suppliers, small producers were less
preferred in December than May, which might be because consumers came back slowly to
the farmers’ market once the restrictions made it possible. Further, we must mention the
online suppliers like restaurants/fast-food were unappealing for both samples. It might be
a sign that consumers are moving more and more towards preparing their meals at home, a
trend that was also confirmed in other research projects on COVID-19. Additionally, since
buying online from super/hypermarkets was equally unappealing for both samples, there
is still space for educating the consumer towards embracing online shopping towards the
sustainable consumer. These choices for food supplies can relate to shoppers searching for
convenience and diminishing their exposure to unnecessary health risk.

Table 2. Respondents’ ranking for products sources during the curfew (the whole 2-phase sample).

Type of Supplier Sample 1 (the Most
Important) 2 3 4 5 6 7 (the Least

Important)

Supermarket May 35.00% 24.40% 13.50% 11.70% 5.40% 4.50% 5.50%
December 35.00% 25.90% 13.60% 10.90% 6.50% 3.50% 4.60%

Convenience store
May 17.20% 23.30% 23.80% 16.30% 8.70% 5.60% 5.10%

December 11.50% 17.80% 25.80% 20.10% 8.80% 8.60% 7.40%

Hypermarket May 35.20% 19.90% 13.50% 13.70% 7.70% 6.10% 3.90%
December 38.70% 22.30% 13.10% 12.50% 6.70% 4.50% 2.20%

Online (small
producers)

May 2.50% 8.60% 11.20% 14.80% 26.20% 19.90% 16.80%
December 1.90% 6.60% 8.40% 13.40% 27.50% 22.90% 19.30%

Online (fast
food/restaurant)

May 0.70% 4.30% 8.50% 11.00% 21.30% 25.80% 28.40%
December 1.30% 4.50% 9.50% 12.50% 19.70% 25.00% 27.50%

Online
(super/hyper-market)

May 3.00% 5.40% 9.00% 11.30% 20.80% 30.50% 20.00%
December 3.30% 5.60% 7.80% 11.80% 22.20% 27.70% 21.60%

Farmers’ market
May 6.40% 14.10% 20.50% 21.10% 10.00% 7.60% 20.30%

December 8.20% 17.30% 21.70% 18.80% 8.70% 7.60% 17.70%

When it comes to the types of products consumers buy, an overview is displayed in
Table 3. Based on the data presented in this table, we can argue that there is a dominant
preference for buying fresh products from either individual producers or supermarkets and
hypermarkets in both samples. When looking at this piece of information in correlation
with how unappealing are industrially processed and semi-processed products, we can
see this as a sign that the consumer is opened towards embracing a healthier lifestyle,
and together with that, a sustainable purchasing behavior. The link between eating less
unprocessed, fresh, and organic products is part of the sustainable consumption pattern,
as Vermier et al. [92] argues. Their research mentions that examples of environmentally
sustainable food consumption (ESFC) include buying locally or organically produced
food [92].
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Table 3. Respondents’ ranking for different product categories during the curfew (the whole 2-phase sample).

Product Categories Sample 1 (the Most
Important) 2 3 4 5 (the Least

Important)

Traditionally processed and
semi-processed

May 10.00% 24.10% 30.50% 26.70% 8.70%
December 11.20% 23.80% 31.10% 26.30% 7.60%

Fresh from individual producers May 31.80% 26.70% 23.00% 13.30% 5.20%
December 30.30% 27.50% 20.90% 15.50% 5.80%

Organic May 9.00% 16.20% 22.60% 21.00% 31.20%
December 8.80% 15.60% 23.20% 20.60% 31.80%

Industrially processed and
semi-processed

May 3.20% 12.60% 10.60% 25.70% 47.90%
December 3.60% 13.60% 12.20% 24.60% 46.00%

Fresh from supermarket and
hypermarket

May 46.00% 20.30% 13.30% 13.30% 7.10%
December 46.20% 19.50% 12.50% 13.00% 8.80%

When we look at the correlation between respondents’ interest in fresh products
from individual producers and their interest in industrially processed and semi-processed
products, a −0.378 correlation coefficient (computed for the whole 2-phase sample) demon-
strates that the higher a customer ranks fresh products in their preferences, the lower they
rank industrially processed and semi-processed products.

Referring to respondents’ estimation of whether they will specifically be interested
in buying from local and national producers in the next few months, 81.8% of the May
respondents and 77.5% of the December respondents agree on their interest in that direction,
with an average of 79.6% when it comes to the whole two-phase sample. It might be a clear
signal that in this context, consumers are more open to embracing a local-oriented buying
behavior, and the slight decrease between May and December might signal again that this
window for change might be closing more and more as consumers perceive that we are
moving further and further away from the crisis key point.

4. Discussion

The results gathered in this research project are partially confirmed by previous
research approaches and are partially bringing a new light in areas previously ignored
or not well enough studied. Using as a starting point consumers’ perception and take
on their financial situation and their overall professional life is argued by the fact that
consumers’ estimation of their future financial situation is a salient indicator of “consumer
confidence” that is one predictor of consumers buying behavior. As Solomon et al. [93]
show, “when people are pessimistic about their prospects and the state of the economy,
they tend to cut back their spending and take on less debt.” The respondents’ estimation
and perception that their financial situation is mostly worse or significantly worse than
3 months ago are consistent with the Eurostat results showing a decrease of 4.8% in 2020 in
the total employment income at the EU level [94]. When estimating their future financial
situation, respondents proved a pretty optimistic perspective on their future, which might
result from our culture’s optimistic bias discovered by Druică et al. [95]. All these elements
related to income and perception of the financial present and future situation are essential
in understanding the underlying elements that influence consumer behavior and how it
is exposed to changes in the COVID-19 era. These results show how uncertainty has the
power to influence consumers’ dark views over their financial outcomes. Moreover, the
moment this uncertainty becomes a bit more specific (or maybe, the moment consumers
get used to that level of uncertainty), expectations and perception become more optimistic
for the Romanian consumer.

When referring to the impact of perceptions over the financial situation, perceiving
that the financial situation is currently worse than it used to be 3 months ago might
also be one of the causes why respondents believed that prices have increased during
the outbreak. Besides their subjective bias, respondents’ perception of price increases is
supported by a report issued by Euromonitor [96] arguing that “spending on essentials such
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as food, non-alcoholic beverages, and housing is likely to rise mainly due to higher costs of
living (especially food prices)”, a statistic also consistent with 57.7% of the respondents
that said that their food consumption did not increase in terms of quantity. Despite not
changing in terms of quantity, for sure, the habits that led the way while purchasing have
changed. Some of the changes discovered in our research prove that consumers are making
more prudent purchasing decisions while buying more and more discounted products.
It confirms a study conducted by McKinsey [88] showing that 12 disruptive trends have
battered the model for the consumer goods, out of which two are relevant in the current
context: “conscious eating and living” and “steady rise of discounters” (and the COVID-19
impact enhanced both these trends). One-way consumer behavior seems to be moving
more and more towards a sustainable model: bringing awareness in the way people spend
money is ground zero in understanding which decisions serve them and which do not
serve them. Respondents in this research project confirmed that their awareness level has
changed in two significant directions: general awareness and ways towards more efficient
resource management.

When speaking about surprising research results, we can include in this category the
fact that online shopping from supermarkets or hypermarkets was rather unappealing for
the Romanian consumers, as opposed to other statistics that showed different results [88,97].
One reason for such an odd result might relate to the fact that supermarket or hypermarket
shopping in Romania is not a general service and is most frequent in big cities while being
a rare service in smaller cities. These results offer another perspective on changing buying
behavior: technology adoption for a more efficient resource usage has still a long way to
expand in Romania.

Moreover, consumers’ willingness to buy from local and national producers is another
primary outcome of the COVID-19 outbreak that is likely to favor the appearance of a
consumer that is “increasingly aware of the impacts of their lifestyle on both the planet and
the society” [94]. It also confirms Accenture’s results that discovered that 61% of consumers
“are making more environmentally friendly, sustainable or ethical purchases” [97]. Even
more than that, the same report shows that out of that 61% of consumers, a share of 89% is
likely to continue post-crisis with these sustainable changes [97]. The respondents’ interest
in buying local, together with their increased interest in fresh products, shows another
window of opportunity: understanding the global supply chain’s fragility (based on their
own experience during the COVID-19 outbreak), respondents turned to local products.
They stuck with them also when restrictions were not so strict on the national level. Such a
trend is likely to stick around given that it has become a lifestyle habit that is enforced with
every day that the consumer spends under exceptional, rocky circumstances.

All in all, these research results show how significant changes were a part of people’s
every aspect of life, starting from their view on the level of certainty they experience
in their professional life and with their financial situation, towards understating their
perceptions and their consumption choices. Based on the fact that most May results were
consistent with the December results, these changes seem to stay here. At the same time,
we cannot ignore the fact that there were a few changes between May and December that
might already be signaling that the window of opportunity is closing on the long-lasting
consumer behavior changes.

5. Conclusions

All in all, the present research results confirm once again that crisis moments are
also opportunities for embracing changes. Consumers’ perceptions, estimations, and
evaluations on their financial status and their consumption habits confirm other results that
argue that economic uncertainty and job insecurities caused by COVID-19 will determine
consumers’ reassessment of their values, together with embracing new consumption
habits [96]. Therefore, as this paper’s central argument shows, crisis moments like the one
generated by the COVID-19 outbreak seem to be compelling windows of opportunity in
developing new behaviors in what and how people consume different products. More
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specifically, times of uncertainty are the perfect catalyst that causes a re-evaluation of
consumption values, behaviors, perceptions, and, ultimately, actions.

Nonetheless, the research limitations are not to be ignored, together with the possibility
of getting a better (or even a different understanding) should these limitations be overcome.
Among these limitations, we can include the exclusive focus on the Romanian consumer,
the principle of sample building (as a longitudinal study would have been more fitted
for comparisons across different periods), and the possible distortions that may arise in
evaluating perceptions, as opposed to real-life actions. Future research directions may bring
a new understanding of this subject by expanding the research population and including
other country typologies for increased relevance. Further, developing longitudinal studies
might be the key to evaluating how behaviors are changing in where they are headed when
we refer to consumption, especially sustainable consumption.
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