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Abstract

:

The paper aims to assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and possible future global epidemic events on shopping behavioral patterns. Specifically, the paper investigates consumer pandemic-related isolation behavior (which manifests itself via preference for shopping without leaving home, and avoiding contact with other people while shopping offline) as a consequence of consumer interdependent self-construal, with the mediating role of consumer pandemic-related emotions of disgust, fear for oneself, fear for others, and sadness. The results of two surveys conducted in different stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland (October 2020, and January 2021, respectively) suggest two opposing indirect effects of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior: a positive effect through disgust, and a negative effect through sadness. Additionally, a positive indirect effect through fear was visible in the second study. Moreover, two dimensions of interdependent self-construal (i.e., vertical and horizontal) are demonstrated to have opposing effects (a positive effect and a negative one, respectively) on pandemic-related disgust, and in turn on isolation behavior. The above results indicate that, in the context of the pandemic, consumer self-construal influences pandemic-related emotions, and in turn consumers’ tendency to isolate themselves. Implications for marketers and society were discussed from the perspective of economic and sustainability goals.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 pandemic is considered to be a long-term phenomenon, and to mark the “pandemic era” characterized by the presence of various epidemics or pandemics calling for global response [1,2], and influencing patterns of consumer behavior in the perspective of sustainability (e.g., [3,4,5,6]). In this paper, we aim to assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the possible future global epidemic events on shopping behavioral patterns. Specifically, in the context of a pandemic of a contagious disease, it may be expected that the relationship with other people, who potentially may be sources of infection, and suffer the same pandemic situation, may play a crucial role in that changed consumer behavior. Consumer isolation from other people may influence economic welfare, psychological well-being, and health, thus being important for sustainability issues. Therefore, our research considers consumer isolation behavior as a dependent variable, and the personal trait of interdependent self-construal (a degree to which one depicts the self as part of the social context) as an independent variable. As people may be deeply involved in a pandemic situation, we consider emotions as mediators.



The existing literature provides evidence for two opposite patterns of consumer behavior emerging as a response to the pandemic. On the one hand, consumers show a tendency to isolate themselves while buying and using products [7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15]. On the other hand, consumers may tend to stick together with other people, feeling community with them [15,16,17]. Therefore, we pose the question: what determines which of the above two reactions is dominant? This question may be relevant both for marketers and policymakers, who may aim to regulate consumer tendency to isolate themselves.



Considering interdependent self-construal, we propose that in the pandemic situation, it may trigger various emotions (like disgust with other people, fear for oneself or others, and sadness with the pandemic-related restrictions in contacting other people). Those emotions may have, in turn, different influences on the isolation behavior (i.e., disgust and fear may increase a tendency to isolate oneself, while sadness may decrease it).



To our best knowledge, there is currently no research linking interdependent self-construal, pandemic-related emotions, and consumer pandemic-related isolation behavior. Therefore, this paper aims to bridge this gap. Below, we develop hypotheses on the mechanisms linking interdependent self-construal, pandemic-related emotions, and consumer isolation behavior. Next, we test them in two studies conducted among Polish young adults in two stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021. Finally, we discuss the results from the perspectives of consumer behavior theory and their implications for marketers and society.




2. Theoretical Background


In the consumer behavior theory, the concept of consumer isolation behavior appears to be surprisingly understudied. Quite the contrary, people have been viewed rather as seeking contact with other people or avoiding social isolation, e.g., through social media [18], and brand communities [19]. However, the topic of consumer isolation emerges in the context of infectious disease epidemics. For example, Chuo [20] analyzed 10-year longitudinal survey data obtained from restaurant diner club members during the SARS epidemic in 2003, and the avian influenza epidemic in 2013. The research employed a five-stage model of self-protective behavior in response to an epidemic, starting with learning of the outbreak and going through acknowledging the risk and leading to engagement in self-protective behavior in the form of avoiding dining out in restaurants and preferring disinfection certified restaurants. The study found that over time, consumers adopted more protective behavior. In line with that, Jung et al. [21] demonstrated that during the MERS epidemics in 2015, consumers reduced their expenditures on food outside the home, as well as at department stores, while increased their e-commerce expenditures. Cahyanto et al. [22] applied the Health Belief Model to study travel avoidance due to the Ebola epidemic in 2014, finding the perceived risk of contracting the illness to be a significant factor. Clearly, in the above studies, the behavioral consequences of epidemics are related to isolating oneself from other people, may it be by eating at home, shopping from home, or hesitating to travel.



Like in the case of earlier epidemics, the existing literature on the COVID-19 pandemic impact on people’s behavior investigates various forms of isolating oneself from other people as potential sources of infection. Escandon-Barbosa et al. [23] used the theory of reasoned action to study voluntary self-isolation, as a form of coping with an epidemic, in Spain and Columbia. Interestingly, subjective norms were significantly related to self-isolation intention among Spaniards, but not Colombians. This may suggest that isolation behavior may not necessarily be motivated by pro-social attitudes. Laato et al. [24] found that the general tendency for self-isolation behavior is positively related to the perceived severity of COVID-19. Turning to consumer behavior, Szymkowiak et al. [25] investigated the various consequences of infection threat on shopping behavior, including isolation in the form of contact limitation (no accompanying people, avoiding high in-store traffic, limiting shopping visits), and keeping distance from other people when waiting in line or choosing products. Those authors evidenced that higher arousal and lower pleasure stemming from the infection threat may increase this isolation behavior. Other specific forms of isolation behavior related to the COVID-19 pandemic include staying at home [9], online shopping [12,13,15], avoiding eating in restaurants [15,26], avoiding visits to movie theaters and groceries [26], avoiding travel [14] and public transportation [8,27], using VR instead of traveling [15], “untact tourism” (i.e., minimized contact with other people during travels) [7], working out outdoors vs. in fitness clubs, using robot assistants vs. human assistants [10], or even negative attitudes to other ethnic groups [11]. On the other hand, consumers may react to the pandemic by feeling community with other people in the pandemic situation [16]. Those responses may manifest themselves in changes in the hierarchy of values, such that common good prevails over individual freedom [15], feeling a connection with other people, willingness to help other people and gratitude to other people [17]. We embrace all the above manifestations under one dimension we call consumer isolation behavior. We define this as consumer tendency to shop alone (vs. together with other people), i.e., preferably online, and if offline, then with minimal or no assistance of or contact with other people, including staff and other shoppers. As such, consumer isolation behavior comprises, but is not limited to, in-shop contact limitation and distancing studied by Szymkowiak et al. [25]. Although related, the concept of consumer isolation behavior is distinct from several other concepts discussed in the existing literature on pandemic-related behavior. Firstly, consumer isolation behavior is not the same as voluntary self-isolation [23] as consumers may shop alone (vs. together) not specifically because they obey the restrictions or cope with the pandemic, but because they just do not want (vs. want) to get in touch with other people. Secondly, consumer isolation behavior does not equal sheltering-in-place [9], as the former covers also consumer outdoor behavior. Thirdly, consumer isolation behavior differs from loneliness [28], as the latter concept refers rather to an emotional state that, however potentially related to isolation behavior, may trigger the opposite, as a consumer may want to get in touch with other people, also physically.



In the light of the above ambiguity about the two opposite consumer reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic, i.e., isolating oneself from other people vs. feeling community with other people, one may pose a question: what shapes the direction of the pandemic impact on consumer isolation behavior? To our best knowledge, the current literature does not explain this. Therefore, we aim to bridge that gap in our research, proposing the differential role of certain pandemic-related emotions, and considering consumer interdependent self-construal as the antecedent of those emotions.




3. Hypotheses Development


3.1. Pandemic-Related Emotions as Factors of Consumer Isolation Behavior


As discussed above, the pandemic situation may influence consumer behavior through at least two opposite pathways: isolation vs. community. Some consumers may tend to shelter and avoid other people, while other consumers may react oppositely, tending to stay in contact with other people, even if this may be against the pandemic-related restrictions. We propose those two opposite mechanisms of consumer reaction to the pandemic are driven by different emotions evoked by the pandemic (we call them pandemic-related emotions). The existing literature considers the pandemic to trigger various emotions like disgust, fear, or sadness [29,30,31,32,33]. Some of them, like disgust or fear, may lead consumers to isolation, while others, like sadness, may lead consumers to contact other people.



We focus on four specific consumer pandemic-related emotions, i.e., disgust (i.e., feeling an urge to avoid other people while shopping offline), fear for oneself (i.e., being scared of the possibility of being endangered by other people while shopping offline), fear for others (i.e., being scared of the possibility of endangering other people while shopping offline), and sadness (i.e., feeling sad about pandemic-related limitations or restrictions in contacting other people).



Disgust is considered a primal emotion characterized by a tendency to distance oneself from a focal object [34]. People exposed to a scenario in which shop assistants did not obey social distancing restrictions related to the pandemic showed a higher level of disgust [35]. Disgust is evidenced to be connected with a tendency to distance oneself from other people [34] and avoid diseases [36]. Therefore, we expect that

Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Pandemic-related disgust is positively related to pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior.







Likewise, pandemic-related fear for oneself or others may result in isolation behavior. Szymkowiak et al. [25] found that arousal (vs. pleasure) in-store is positively related to actions undertaken by consumers to improve control over the possible COVID-19 infection. Employees with fear of the pandemic are demonstrated to employ avoidance coping behavior (e.g., leaving work as soon as possible, sleeping more than usual) which appears generally related to isolation [37]. In line with the above, the perceived risk of being infected with Ebola was positively related to travel avoidance [22]. The perception of COVID-19 infection risk and the risk of severe disease was related to reduced visits to restaurants, movie theaters, groceries, and the use of public transportation [26]. Eventually, perceived COVID-19 severity was related to the increased general self-isolation [24]. Therefore, we expect that

Hypothesis 2 (H2).

The emotions of:




	(a) 

	
 pandemic-related fear for oneself




	(b) 

	
pandemic-related fear for others









are positively related to pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior.







On the other hand, sadness may increase the need to contact other people [38], especially when the sadness is related to restrictions in those contacts. The emotion of sadness is related to the theme of loss and thus it may evoke a goal to change the existing circumstances as a means to repair mood and compensate for the loss [39]. As such, pandemic-related sadness may trigger a tendency to regain contact with other people, even if it is not in line with restrictions, or may be associated with a higher risk of infection. Therefore, we expect that

Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Pandemic-related sadness is negatively related to pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior.








3.2. Interdependent Self-Construal as a Factor of Pandemic-Related Emotions


As pandemic-related emotions discussed above pertain to interactions with other people, and so does pandemic-related isolation behavior, consumer perception of the self concerning others (i.e., the individual trait of interdependent self-construal) may act as an important factor. Interdependent individuals pay more attention to their relationship with other people and social roles, as opposed to the attention to their own autonomy and uniqueness [40,41]. People differ in the degree to which the interdependent self-construal is dominant, and that long-term variation may be determined by the culture in such a way that interdependent self-construal is more dominant in collectivistic vs. individualistic cultures [41].



Below we offer a set of propositions on how interdependent self-construal may shape pandemic-related emotions and, in turn, consumer isolation behavior. Different emotions we will propose to be enhanced by the interdependent self (e.g., fear for others and sadness) may have opposite effects on isolation behavior. Therefore, we do not formulate predictions about the total effect of interdependent self-construal. Rather, we point out various affective mechanisms through which self-construal may operate. Although this provides no basis for behavioral outcome prediction, it suggests how one may regulate consumer isolation behaviors by identifying and influencing consumer self-construal and emotions.



Considering pandemic-related disgust, at least two opposite mechanisms, both induced by interdependent self-construal, may be theoretically derived. On the one hand, interdependent self-construal may trigger more attention to other people, as the relational context is more important, and the self is more closely connected to others [42]. As such, interdependent self-construal may make people more sensitive to the potential infection coming from other people, which may lead to disgust. Interdependent individuals are demonstrated to better recognize the facial expression of disgust [43]. Moreover, interdependent self-construal may enhance the psychological goals of the fulfillment of obligations and responsibilities, thus leading to more preventive regulatory focus, characterized by emotional responses, attitudes and behaviors that are concentrated on ensuring safety and being vigilant and sensitive to negative outcomes [41,44]. Consequently, the interdependent self may trigger more attention to the possibility of being infected by other people, which may evoke disgust as a primal safety-keeping reaction. Therefore, a more dominant interdependent self-construal may enhance the pandemic-related disgust, and in turn increase the consumer isolation behavior. We will further refer to this mechanism as the attention-related mechanism. On the other hand, perceiving oneself as more connected with other people [41] may lead one to consider other people in a community to be more similar to and identifiable with oneself. Identity, in turn, may reduce the disgust response, e.g., smokers are shown to be less disgusted by cigarettes vs. non-smokers [34]. In that case, the more dominant interdependent self-construal may diminish the pandemic-related disgust, and in turn decrease the consumer isolation behavior. We will further refer to this mechanism as the identity-related mechanism. This way, interdependent self-construal may diminish the degree of pandemic-related disgust. Consequently, we formulate two competing hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4 (H4).

(Attention-related mechanism). (a) Consumer interdependent self-construal is positively related to pandemic-related disgust and (b) consumer interdependent self-construal has a positive indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related disgust.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

(Identity-related mechanism). (a) Consumer interdependent self-construal is negatively related to pandemic-related disgust and (b) consumer interdependent self-construal has a negative indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related disgust.







One may ask what may determine which mechanism (i.e., attention-based or identity-based) prevails. Referring to the cultural background of the interdependent self-construal, we consider the distinction between horizontal and vertical cultures. The first type emphasizes equality, while the second one emphasizes hierarchy in relationships with other people [41]. This distinction translates into the perception of the self [45]. As in horizontal collectivism, the self is perceived as more equal to other people [45,46], the identity-related mechanism may prevail. On the other hand, as in vertical collectivism, the self is perceived as unequal, or different than at least part of the community [45,46], the identity-related mechanism may be weaker, and therefore, the attention-related mechanism may prevail. Consequently, we expect that

Hypothesis 6 (H6).

(Attention-related mechanism). (a) Consumer vertical collectivism is positively related to pandemic-related disgust and (b) consumer vertical collectivism has a positive indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related disgust.





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

(Identity-related mechanism). (a) Consumer horizontal collectivism is negatively related to pandemic-related disgust and (b) consumer horizontal collectivism has a negative indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related disgust.







Interdependent self-construal may also increase the pandemic-related fear for oneself through higher attention to other people and preventive focus, i.e., consumers may be more scared of the possibility of being infected by other people, which in turn may lead to increased consumer isolation behavior. Therefore, we expect that

Hypothesis 8 (H8).

(a) Consumer interdependent self-construal is positively related to pandemic-related fear for oneself and (b) consumer interdependent self-construal has a positive indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related fear for oneself.







As the interdependent self is related to sociocentrism [41], individuals high in interdependent self-construal may be more sensitive to the possibility that other people may be infected. This higher sensitivity, together with the preventive focus resulting from interdependent self-construal, may cause higher pandemic-related fear for other people, and in turn increase the consumer isolation behavior. Formally,

Hypothesis 9 (H9).

(a) Consumer interdependent self-construal is positively related to pandemic-related fear for other people and (b) consumer interdependent self-construal has a positive indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related fear for other people.







Another possible consequence of sociocentrism related to the interdependent self is that the pandemic-imposed restrictions in contacting other people may be more harmful. Thus, consumers high in interdependent self-construal may perceive the pandemic situation more like a loss related to an important part of their life, which may evoke pandemic-related sadness, and in turn decrease the consumer isolation behavior. Therefore, we expect that

Hypothesis 10 (H10).

(a) Consumer interdependent self-construal is positively related to pandemic-related sadness and (b) consumer interdependent self-construal has a negative indirect effect on pandemic-related consumer isolation behavior through pandemic-related sadness.







We test the above hypotheses in two studies conducted in different stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland. Study 1 comprises interdependent self-construal as an independent variable, pandemic-related emotions as mediators, and isolation behavior as a dependent variable. We ran that study in October 2020, during the “2nd wave” of the epidemic, when the number of cases was rising. Study 2 includes also the horizontal vs. vertical distinction. We ran that study in January 2021, after the 2nd wave, when the number of cases was stabilized and the vaccination program was launched.





4. Study 1 (October 2020)


4.1. Method


4.1.1. Procedure


In October 2020, during the “2nd wave” of the epidemic, when the number of cases was rising [47], online consumer panel participants (533 adult Poles aged between 20 and 35, either working or studying at a university, and having university education ongoing or completed, 58.7% females, Mage = 28.3, SD = 4.8) were asked to imagine they attempted to buy electronic products. First, they rated the degree of their isolation behavior during the purchase. Then, they were asked whether they had thought of the pandemic while answering the previous questions, related to isolation behavior (87% confirmed they had). Next, the participants rated their pandemic-related emotions, referring to the imagined situation of buying electronic products in an offline store. Then, the degree of interdependent self-construal was measured, followed by demographics. To avoid the “self-generated validity” [48], in both studies, we measured the studied variables in the order running counter to our hypothesized causality [49], i.e., we started the measurements with the isolation behavior, through emotions, and we finished with self-construal.




4.1.2. Measurements


Consumer isolation behavior. Eleven items were developed for this study to measure consumer isolation behavior. A sliding response scale coded from 0 to 100 was used. The measurements were subjected to exploratory factor analysis (EFA; principal components, KMO = 0.821, Bartlett’s p = 0.000, VARIMAX rotation) showing three components with eigenvalues above 1. Four items heavily loaded on the first component (factor loadings above 0.500; 24.3% of variance, α = 0.798, ‘I would prefer having little contact with other people during the purchase.’, ‘If the price in an offline store was the same as in an online store, I would prefer to buy online.’, ‘Preferably, I would complete the purchase staying home.’, ‘Definitely, I would prefer to shop alone.’), and those were averaged to measure consumer isolation behavior with a single index. Unlike Cahyanto et al. [22], the item statements did not refer to the pandemic context. This way, we attempted to reduce possible demand biases (e.g., the participants might overrate their isolation behavior to confirm the impact of the pandemic).



Pandemic-related emotions. Pandemic-related emotions were measured with items related to the offline shopping experience. They directly followed the question about thinking on the pandemic, which was intended to provide the pandemic context. A sliding response scale coded from 0 to 100 was used. For pandemic-related disgust, we used six items inspired by Shimp and Stuart’s [50] scale for disgust (α = 0.917), referring to physical contact with other people (‘I would experience kind of reluctance to contact other people in a shop.’, ‘I would feel aversion to contacting other shoppers.’, ‘I would feel uncomfortable imagining other people close to me.’, ‘It would be uncomfortable for me to contact a salesperson.’, ‘I would distance myself from a salesperson.’). Pandemic-related fear was measured with three items inspired by Duhachek [51]. The statements for pandemic-related fear for oneself (α = 0.949) were ‘I would be a bit scared that contact with other people in a shop could be dangerous for me.’, ‘I would be frightened I would be endangered while contacting other people.’, ‘I would feel anxious if I had to contact other people.’. The corresponding statements for pandemic-related fear for other people (α = 0.941) were ‘I would be a bit scared that contact with me could be dangerous for other people in a shop.’, ‘I would be frightened other people would be endangered while contacting me.’, ‘I would fear for other people if I had to contact them.’. For pandemic-related sadness, we used five items inspired by Williams and Aaker’s [52] scale for sadness. The statements (α = 0.945) refer to the limited possibility of contacting other people e.g., ‘I would be sad if I could not contact other people.’, ‘I would be sorry if my contact with other people was limited.’, ‘I would feel lonely not contacting other people.’, ‘I would find it hard if there were difficulties in contacting a store’, ‘I would feel helpless in this situation.’. All items for pandemic-related emotions were subjected to EFA (principal components, KMO = 0.915, Bartlett’s p = 0.000), and four components with the highest eigenvalues (the first component accounted for 29.4% of the variance, which suggests no common method variance issue [53] were rotated with VARIMAX. The items loaded on those rotated components (loadings above 0.500) in line with the measurement scales for the four pandemic-related emotions, thus supporting discriminant validity [54]. To assess the discriminant validity of the measurements of the isolation behavior and disgust constructs (which are conceptually similar as both refer to avoiding other people, in terms of behavior and emotions, respectively), we ran EFA for those measurement scales (KMO = 0.907, Bartlett’s p = 0.000). Two components with eigenvalues above one were obtained (the first component accounted for 45.7% of the variance). The items loaded on the two rotated components (loadings above 0.500) in line with the measurement scales. For each emotion, the corresponding items were averaged into a single index.



Interdependent self-construal. We used the Polish adaptation [55] of items from Singelis [56] to measure independent and interdependent self-construal (nine items for each construct). A slider response scale coded from 0 to 100 was used. Based on reliability analysis, we excluded one item from the interdependent self-construal scale (‘Even when I strongly disagree with group members‚ I avoid an argument.’), as it showed poor correlation with the other items of the scale and lowered its Cronbach’s alpha. To assess the discriminant validity for the two self-construal scales, all remaining items were subjected to EFA (KMO = 0.847, Bartlett’s p = 0.000). The two components with the highest eigenvalues (the first component accounted for 22.9% of the variance) were rotated with VARIMAX, and items loaded on those components (loadings above 0.500) in line with the two constructs, apart from one item from the interdependent self-construal scale, and two items from the independent self-construal scale. Consequently, we averaged seven items from the interdependent self-construal scale (α = 0.838) into a single index for further analysis.





4.2. Results


In a parallel mediation model (PROCESS, Hayes model 4) with pandemic-related emotions as mediators, consumer interdependent self-construal as an independent variable, and consumer isolation behavior as a dependent variable (Figure 1; βtotal = 0.123, t = 2.862, p = 0.004; βdirect = 0.122, t = 3.189, p = 0.002, VIFs < 2.7) (throughout the paper, all coefficients are standardized, and all confidence intervals for indirect effects are based on 5000 bootstrap samples), a positive effect of pandemic-related disgust on isolation behavior occurred (β = 0.429, t = 8.656, p < 0.0001), supporting H1. Interdependent self-construal has a positive effect on disgust (β = 0.199, t = 4.677, p < 0.0001), as well as an indirect effect on isolation behavior through disgust (β = 0.085, CI95%(0.040, 0.135)), thus supporting H4 (based on the attention-related mechanism) over the competing H5 (based on the identity-related mechanism). No effect of pandemic-related fear for oneself on isolation behavior was observed (p > 0.5), thus providing no support for H2a. The effect of interdependent self-construal on fear for oneself was positive (β = 0.309, t = 7.473, p < 0.0001), which supports H8a, while H8b is not supported as the indirect effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through fear for oneself is nonsignificant. The effect of pandemic-related fear for others on isolation behavior was nonsignificant (p > 0.05), thus providing no support for H2b. The effect of interdependent self-construal on fear for others was positive (β = 0.354, t = 8.717, p < 0.0001), which supports H9a, while H9b is not supported as the indirect effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through fear for others is nonsignificant. Finally, a negative effect of pandemic-related sadness on isolation behavior occurred (β = −0.368, t = 9.586, p = 0.000), thus supporting H3. The effect of interdependent self-construal on sadness was positive (β = 0.293, t = 7.056, p < 0.0001), and the indirect effect on isolation behavior through sadness was negative (β = −0.108, CI95%(−0.154, −0.066)), thus providing support for H10.




4.3. Discussion


The findings suggest that interdependent self-construal is linked to pandemic-related disgust and consumer isolation behavior mainly through the attention-related mechanism. That is, in the pandemic context, interdependent self-construal may increase consumer preventive oriented focus on other people, leading to disgust and isolation behavior. Those effects appear to prevail over the opposite mechanism we proposed, which is based on higher identification with other people when self-construal is more interdependent.



In line with our proposition, the findings suggest that interdependent self-construal may increase pandemic-related sadness, which in turn may decrease isolation behavior. Consequently, the two opposite effects of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior were evidenced: the positive one, through disgust, and the negative one, through sadness.



The role of pandemic-related fear appears to be less clear. While fear for oneself and fear for others are both positively related to interdependent self-construal, in line with our theorized mechanism based on preventive-oriented attention and sensitivity to other people, the effect of fear for oneself on isolation behavior is not visible. Perhaps it is because young adults, who were interviewed in the study, might be generally not scared of COVID-19, which was described as less dangerous to younger people.



Interestingly, the direct effect of interdependent self-construal on consumer isolation behavior is positive, suggesting the existence of other mediators apart from the four pandemic-related emotions we investigated. Perhaps other emotions (e.g., worry) or cognitions (e.g., risk perception) stemming from interdependent self-construal also contribute to consumer isolation behavior.





5. Study 2 (January 2021)


5.1. Method


5.1.1. Procedure


In January 2021, after the 2nd wave, when the number of cases was stabilized and the vaccination program was launched [47,57], Polish university students recruited by students enrolled in marketing courses (826 participants, 50.8% females, Mage = 22.3, SD = 2.7) were asked to imagine buying electronic products, like in Study 1. This time, we referred explicitly to the pandemic at the beginning of the questionnaire, to enhance the activation of pandemic-related thought. Namely, the instruction included the following sentence: ‘Imagine that, because of the pandemic, you check the related information in the web right before you start looking for the products.’ Like in Study 1, the participants first rated the degree of their isolation behavior during the purchase. Then, they were asked whether they had thought of the pandemic while answering the previous questions, related to isolation behavior (91% confirmed they had). Next, the participants rated their pandemic-related emotions the same way as in Study 1. Finally, the degree of horizontal and vertical interdependent self-construal was measured separately, followed by demographics.




5.1.2. Measurements


Consumer isolation behavior. To enhance the discriminant validity versus pandemic-related disgust, we measured consumer isolation behavior, focusing on consumer preference to avoid offline shopping, that is, we excluded the aspect of physical contact with other people while shopping. We used the two relevant items from Study 1 (‘If the price in an offline store was the same as in an online store, I would prefer to buy online.’, ‘Preferably, I would complete the purchase staying home.’, r = 0.826). We used five-point response scales (from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)), and the items were averaged into a single index. Like in Study 1, the item statements did not refer to the pandemic context to reduce possible demand biases.



Pandemic-related emotions. To measure the pandemic-related emotions, we used exactly the same measurement scales as in Study 1, and five-point response scales (from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)), and obtained satisfactory reliability (αsadness = 0.933, αdisgust = 0.921, αfear for oneself = 0.941, αfear for other people = 0.938). Those items loaded on rotated EFA components in line with the measurement scales (principal components, KMO = 0.902, Bartlett’s p = 0.000, four components with the highest eigenvalues, the first component accounting for 27.1% of the variance, VARIMAX rotation, loadings above 0.500). Additionally, isolation behavior and disgust items loaded on rotated EFA components in line with the scales (KMO = 0.835, Bartlett’s p = 0.000, two components with eigenvalues above 1, the first component accounting for 52.9% of the variance, VARIMAX rotation, loadings above 0.500). Like in Study 1, for each emotion, the corresponding items were averaged into a single index.



Vertical and horizontal dimensions of interdependent self-construal. To measure vertical and horizontal dimensions of interdependent self-construal, we used 16 items adapted from Sivadas et al. [45] (eight items per dimension), and five-point response scales (from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)). We excluded the item ‘Children should be taught to place duty before pleasure.’ (vertical subscale) as having a poor correlation with the other items and lowering Cronbach’s alpha. Then we ran EFA on the remaining items (KMO = 0.838, Bartlett’s p = 0.000, two components with the highest eigenvalues, the first component accounting for 22.4% of the variance) and the items loaded in line with the subscales (VARIMAX rotation, loadings above 0.500), apart from three items (i.e., ‘Children should feel honored if their parents receive a distinguished award.’ (vertical subscale); ‘If a relative were in financial difficulty, I would help within my means.’, and ‘My happiness depends very much on the happiness of those around me.’ (horizontal subscale)). Consequently, we excluded those items, and obtained six items per dimension (αvertical = 0.761, αhorizontal = 0.707). For each dimension, the corresponding items were averaged into a single index. Additionally, all the 12 items were averaged into an overall index of interdependent self-construal.





5.2. Results


5.2.1. The Role of Consumer Interdependent Self-Construal


In a parallel mediation model (PROCESS, Hayes model 4) with pandemic-related emotions as mediators, consumer interdependent self-construal as an independent variable, and consumer isolation behavior (in terms of avoiding offline shopping) as a dependent variable (Figure 2; ptotal > 0.8; pdirect > 0.9, VIFs < 2.4), a positive effect of pandemic-related disgust on isolation behavior occurred (β = 0.111, t = 2.536, p = 0.011), thus supporting H1. Interdependent self-construal has a positive effect on disgust (β = 0.079, t = 2.266, p = 0.024), thus supporting H4a (based on the attention-related mechanism) over the competing H5a (based on the identity-related mechanism), but no indirect effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through disgust was observed (p > 0.05), providing support neither for H4b nor for H5b. Pandemic-related fear for oneself has a positive effect on isolation behavior (β = 0.155, t = 3.230, p = 0.001), thus providing support for H2a. The effect of interdependent self-construal on fear for oneself was positive (β = 0.196, t = 5.730, p < 0.0001), as was the indirect effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through fear for oneself (β = 0.030, CI95%(0.010, 0.053)), both supporting H8. The effect of pandemic-related fear for others on isolation behavior was positive (β = 0.148, t = 3.554, p < 0.0001), providing support for H2b. The effect of interdependent self-construal on fear for others was positive (β = 0.274, t = 8.172, p < 0.0001), as was the indirect effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through fear for others (β = 0.040, CI95%(0.016, 0.067)), both supporting H9. Finally, a negative effect of pandemic-related sadness on isolation behavior occurred (β = −0.330, t = 10.131, p < 0.0001), thus supporting H3. The effect of interdependent self-construal on sadness was positive (β = 0.261, t = 7.771, p < 0.0001), and the indirect effect on isolation behavior through sadness was negative (β = −0.086, CI95%(−0.115, −0.061)), both providing support for H10.




5.2.2. The Role of Consumer Vertical Collectivism


In a parallel mediation model (PROCESS, Hayes model 4) with pandemic-related emotions as mediators, the vertical dimension of consumer interdependent self-construal as an independent variable, and consumer isolation behavior (in terms of avoiding offline shopping) as a dependent variable (Figure 3; ptotal > 0.6; pdirect > 0.4, VIFs < 2.4), the vertical dimension of interdependent self-construal has a positive effect on disgust (β = 0.197, t = 5.760, p < 0.0001), as well as a positive indirect effect on isolation behavior through disgust (β = 0.022, CI95%(0.005, 0.042)), thus supporting H6 (based on the attention-related mechanism).




5.2.3. The Role of Consumer Horizontal Collectivism


In a parallel mediation model (PROCESS, Hayes model 4) with pandemic-related emotions as mediators, the horizontal dimension of consumer interdependent self-construal as an independent variable, and consumer isolation behavior (in terms of avoiding offline shopping) as a dependent variable (Figure 4; ptotal > 0.3; pdirect = 0.4, VIFs < 2.4), the horizontal dimension of interdependent self-construal has a negative effect on disgust (β = −0.093, t = 2.677, p = 0.008), as well as a negative indirect effect on isolation behavior through disgust (β = −0.011, CI95%(−0.025, −0.001)), thus supporting H7 (based on the identity-related mechanism).





5.3. Discussion


The findings of Study 2 (January 2021) replicated the evidence collected in the previous study (October 2020) in support of the two opposite mechanisms of interdependent self-construal effect on isolation behavior: the positive influence through pandemic-related disgust (possibly related to higher preventive-oriented attention to other people), and the negative influence through pandemic-related sadness. As the two studies were conducted in different stages of the pandemic (i.e., Study 1 in a surge of new cases, and Study 2 in a period of stabilization in terms of new cases, and launching the vaccination program), together they indicate the robustness of the above effects.



In line with our propositions, the findings suggest the two dimensions of interdependent self-construal (i.e., vertical and horizontal) may induce different mechanisms of the effect of interdependent self-construal on isolation behavior through disgust. Namely, while the vertical dimension may increase disgust, and in turn isolation behavior, according to the attention-related mechanism, the horizontal dimension may reduce disgust, and in turn isolation behavior, according to the identity-related mechanism.



Compared to Study 1, the role of pandemic-related fear was more pronounced in Study 2. Apart from replicating the positive effect of interdependent self-construal on fear for oneself and fear for others, the findings of Study 2 indicate a positive effect of those two emotions on consumer isolation behavior. As the participants in Study 2 were even younger (thus potentially less scared of COVID-19) than those in Study 1, perhaps the role of the fear increased because pandemic-related fear was generally more developed in the later stages of the pandemic.



Interestingly, the role of fear for oneself was larger in the case of the vertical dimension of self-construal as a factor (effect on fear for oneself: β = 0.269, t = 8.006, p < 0.0001; indirect effect on isolation behavior: β = 0.042, CI95%(0.016, 0.072)) than in the case of the horizontal dimension of self-construal as a factor (no significant effects). Perhaps feeling equal to other people, related to horizontal collectivism, reduces the fear of being infected by them.



It is noteworthy that interdependent self-construal had no significant direct effect on isolation behavior in Study 2, suggesting that the relationship between those constructs is fully (albeit inconsistently) mediated by the four emotions we investigate. As this was not the case in Study 1, this may indicate that the mechanisms determining consumer isolation behavior may substantially change in the course of the pandemic.





6. Theoretical Implications


To our best knowledge, this paper is the first attempt to link interdependent self-construal, pandemic-related emotions, and consumer pandemic-related isolation behavior. In this regard, we evidenced a few mechanisms stemming from interdependent self-construal. First, our results suggest that pandemic-related disgust (i.e., a tendency to avoid other people in the context of the pandemic), and consequently the isolation behavior, may be increased by interdependent self-construal, which supports the notions that interdependent self-construal is related to higher attention to other people [42] and a stronger orientation to avoiding negative outcomes [41]. However, our findings indicate that, of the two dimensions of interdependent self-construal (vertical vs. horizontal), the former may act according to the above attention-related mechanism, while the latter may act oppositely, as related to considering other people to be more identifiable with the self [41], and this may reduce disgust [34]. This way our research supports the above distinction within interdependent self-construal. Moreover, we evidence another mechanism, based on increased pandemic-related sadness (i.e., a negative feeling of limitations in contacting other people), which highlights the sociocentric aspect of interdependent self-construal [41], and consequently the need for social contacts resulting from sadness [38]. Our research also evidences the possible consequences of interdependent self-construal in terms of a higher fear for oneself and for others (i.e., that they may be infected), and therefore, a higher degree of isolation behavior. Those mechanisms, as well, reflect the preventive-oriented attention to other people, and sociocentrism (related to interdependent self-construal), and support the notion that isolation behavior during the pandemic may result from arousal-related emotions [25].




7. Practical Implications


Our results may guide both marketers and policymakers in accomplishing economic and sustainability goals related to consumer isolation behavior. For marketers, our results suggest that through activating interdependent self-construal, referring to the social context of the pandemic situation in marketing communication may trigger different behaviors in terms of consumer isolation, in the form of staying at home (vs. going outdoors) while shopping or avoiding contact with salespeople and other shoppers while shopping offline. If a marketer aims to encourage consumers to visit offline salespoints, then that social reference may be effective when it induces sadness related to the pandemic restrictions in contacting other people, or when it highlights the equality and similarity between people (activating more horizontal collectivism). On the other hand, if a marketer aims to increase online sales, the social reference may be effective when it induces disgust to other people as a potential source of infection, also by highlighting differences between people (activating more vertical collectivism), and the possibility of becoming infected oneself or infecting other people. Our results may be also applied in a cross-cultural context, by providing possible emotion-based mechanisms through which people may shop in more or less isolation in various cultures, differing in the level of collectivism, also in its vertical and horizontal aspect. Likewise, our results may help policymakers to discourage or encourage consumers to shop online (e.g., depending on the current pandemic situation) by referring in the communication to the social context of the pandemic, and the related emotions.




8. Further Research Directions


The mechanisms evidenced in this paper should be further investigated in various age groups (our studies focused on young adults) and cultures (our work is based on the Polish population, which shows moderate levels of collectivism). Another viewpoint may be the stage of the pandemic. Our studies were conducted in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Along with further development of the pandemic situation, or in the case of new epidemics that may occur in the future, consumer reactions may change [20]. For example, the level of emotions may decrease when a pandemic becomes normality, and increase when developments are dynamic (e.g., a surge of new cases, reinforcing lockdown restrictions).



Next, it is worth studying the difference between vertical and horizontal collectivism in triggering pandemic-related fear for oneself. Our results suggest that the first dimension of interdependent self-construal is more related to this type of fear. However, that finding calls for theoretical explanation and more robust empirical support.



From the methodological point of view, the effect of interdependent self-construal on consumer isolation behavior should be further studied also by experimental manipulation of self-construal, emotions, and the degree of pandemic thought.



Finally, relevant research may link the relationships between pandemic situation, self-construal, emotions, and consumer isolation behavior with other sustainability-related constructs, as economic welfare, psychological well-being, and health. For example, a shift to online shopping among vertically oriented consumers may be beneficial from an environmental perspective and may help to contain the outbreak, but it may hamper social connections. On the other hand, a tendency of horizontally oriented consumers to shop offline and physically interact with other people may improve social connections, but worsen the epidemic control. Put together, our findings may contribute to investigating the more general problem, i.e., to what degree pandemic or epidemic events may trigger more sustainable consumer behavior [58,59,60].
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Figure 1. Mediation analysis of the relationship between consumer interdependent self-construal and pandemic-related isolation behavior through pandemic-related emotions (Study 1—October 2020). *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01. 






Figure 1. Mediation analysis of the relationship between consumer interdependent self-construal and pandemic-related isolation behavior through pandemic-related emotions (Study 1—October 2020). *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01.



[image: Sustainability 13 06361 g001]







[image: Sustainability 13 06361 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Mediation analysis of the relationship between consumer interdependent self-construal and pandemic-related isolation behavior through pandemic-related emotions (Study 2—January 2021). *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. 
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Figure 3. Mediation analysis of the relationship between consumer vertical collectivism and pandemic-related isolation behavior through pandemic-related emotions (Study 2—January 2021). *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. 
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Figure 4. Mediation analysis of the relationship between consumer horizontal collectivism and pandemic related isolation behavior through pandemic-related emotions (Study 2—January 2021). *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01. 
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