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SUMMARY

The spread of the coronavirus pandemic has fundamentally changed all aspects of our lives, but the new situation
has certainly had the greatest impact on mobility and the way we use space. The health crisis and the strict
restrictive measures have had a major impact on the retail sector as well, and have changed our shopping habits.
Although the epidemic threat is still not over, the accessibility to coronavirus vaccines has led to more relaxed
measures in Hungary than in the past. The high vaccination rate of the population was also an important milestone
for shops, as this measure allowed customers to freely visit their favourite stores. The main objective of the study
is to show how store visiting habits of Hungarian shoppers have changed until the end of third pandemic wave in
Hungary. Results are based on primary researches conducted independently and in collaboration with our
colleagues. On the basis of these researches, we have attempted to track the main changes in shopping habits

during the different waves of the coronavirus pandemic in Hungary.
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INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus pandemic has had a significant
impact on the retail sector, to which retail stores have
had to adapt at a rapid pace (Vizuete-Luciano et al.
2022). The fear of the COVID-19 virus has
accelerated the consumer acceptance of online
shopping and different types of delivery systems
among customers, especially in the case of Fast
Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) products
(Kovacs Cs. J. 2021). It has changed their shopping
habits with a speed unimaginable before the
coronavirus pandemic. Mobility restrictions to slow
down the spread of the virus have also supported
these retail channels. As a result of these processes,
studies about changes in shopping habits have
recently become a popular research topic in both the
Hungarian literature (e.g. Németh et al. 2021, Keller

& Huszka 2021, Madarasz et al. 2022) and the
international marketing literature (e.g. Jensen et al.
2021, Baarsma & Groenewegen 2021, Rossolov et
al. 2022).

The main aim of this study is to identify and
describe changes in shop-going behaviour in
Hungary from the declaration of a health emergency'
until the abolition of the face mask wearing
obligation’ (11 March 2020 - 3 July 2021). In
Hungary, the timing of the coronavirus waves
(Figure 1) was very similar to that of other countries
in the Eastern-Central European region. However,
the national immunization schedule in Hungary
progressed more rapidly than other European
countries during the spring of 2021. The gradual
lifting of restrictions was linked to the number of
first wvaccinations, which was undoubtedly an
important factor motivating motivating to become
vaccinated (Szabo 2021).
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Figure 1. Number of active coronavirus cases in Hungary since the beginning of the epidemic

In this paper, we review the literature on the
international trends that have characterised the
behaviour of retail customers during the Coronavirus
pandemic in the previous years. We also created a
logical framework that has been applied to identify
and distinguish the main stages in the spread of the
coronavirus. In the methodological section of the
study, we presented the research that we have
conducted over the previous years to get a better
understanding of the store visiting behaviour of
Hungarian shoppers. Finally, we summarized main
research findings and draw conclusions in the last
section.

EVOLUTION OF SHOPPING
HABITS IN THE EPIDEMIC PHASES
— LITERATURE REVIEW

Some new shopping behaviours and attitudes could
be observed in all stages of the coronavirus
pandemic, but there were also a number of them that

Base (un-promoted) Demand

were only related to a smaller, more limited period
of the coronavirus crisis. Therefore, it was crucial to
delineate and characterise the main stages of the
COVID pandemic on the basis of marketing
literature in the first phase of the research work.

The market research company Nielsen (2020)
published a threefold approach on its website.
Firstly, they distinguished the stage of preparation
for an epidemic, which is essentially a period of
panic buying and stockpiling. They envisaged the
middle phase as a period of uncertain outcomes,
characterised by both closures and easing of
restrictions. According to this model, new shopping
habits become embedded in daily routines and a
transformed consumer mindset emergesing after the
end of coronavirus pandemic in the last phase of the
crisis.

The tripartite approach is suitable to the
examination of basic necessities (Ayer & Gurman
2020), as it provides an adequate reflection for the
expected evolution of the demand curve for basic
needs (Figure 2).
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According to GKI Digital (2021), the on-going
health emergency should be broken down into five
key periods. This approach can be best applied when
the analysed product category is not among the
essential needs. In accordance to this five-stage
approach, consequences of the coronavirus
pandemic had already begun before the declaration
of the emergency. Though the danger of coronavirus
epidemic was perceived by market actors, there were
no general responses to the potential risks (“the calm
before the storm”). In the second stage, there was a
mass preparation and panic buying (“panic buying”).
This was followed by the period of restrictions, when
the frequency of store visits was significantly
reduced (“quarantine period”). In the fourth stage,

the discipline of communities was reduced and the
restrictive measures were relaxed (“habituation to
the health crisis”). In the final phase, all restrictive
measures will be phased out at the very end of the
emergency (“the new normal”).

In the models described above, a one-epidemic-
wave scenario was envisaged by economists.
Therefore, we considered that it is necessary to
modify their model to account for the effects of the
second and third epidemic waves in the course of our
research in order to place changes in consumer
behaviour into a more suitable logical framework.
(Sikos T. & Kovacs Cs. J. 2022). For this purpose,
we developed a new time series in the model to
reflect the key specifities of the pandemic more
properly in the study (Table 1).

Changes in shopping habits over time in the wake of the COVID-19 epidemic

Most important

Period feature Shopping turnover
Before
coronavirus Normality Normal
pandemic

Preparing for pandemic

Accumulation, panic buying

Extreme increase

the pandemic

Curfews &
S Consumer awareness, Decrease
restrictions .
the purchase of essential goods
After mass vaccination Norl—purchase of pr_odE{cts, Increase
revenge shopping
At the end of “New normality” (adaption) Decrease

Source: Sikos T. & Kovacs Cs. J. (2021)

In the first phase of the outbreak, people prepared
for a period of restrictions on movement. During this
stage of the crisis, the fear of the virus and a sudden
surge in demand for retail products led to panic
shopping in stores (Sikos T. et al. 2021a). During the
period of panic shopping, the stocking of basic food
products generated the highest turnover in the
FMCG retail sector (Tyagi et al. 2020). In large part
of the rapid growth of the online retail sector, the
impending coronavirus epidemic has led to an even
greater increase in the Courier, Express and Parcel
Services (CEP) as well. The turnover in the sector
almost doubled by April 2020 compared to the
previous year (KSH 2020). In addition to these, the

popularity of various digital solutions in stores also
skyrocketed. The main driver of the grown
acceptance of these solutions was the increased
customer demand for contactless shopping (Pintér
2020). It is also worth highlighting the importance of
generational differences between new online
shoppers, as older generations have been more
affected by the digitalisation in consumer behavior
caused by the health crisis than younger generations
(Jordan 2020).

Subsequently, during the phase of restrictive
mobility measurements, the number of in-store
purchases and the length of time that was spent in the
shops dropped significantly. Meanwhile, shopper
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awareness has become an increasingly important
factor in the composition of shopping baskets. This
stage of the pandemic situation, partly due to the
declining impulse purchases and partly because of
the economic uncertainty and the worsening living
conditions of households, the total value of shopping
baskets showed a downward trend in the retail sector
(Portfolio 2020). An increase in price sensitivity has
been an other major consequence of the pandemic
crisis, but health and environmental awareness have
also increased in shopping decisions (Orindaru et al.
2021). However, the importance of these aspects
varied widely across countries, mainly depending on
avarage income levels (Nielsen 2021).

The mass vaccination and the easing of the
epidemic situation in the number of active cases led
to a gradual or complete abolition of lockdown
measures in many European countries in the summer
of 2021 (Hotrec 2021). The new situation allowed
for the replacement of previously postponed
purchases of products and the experience of in-store
shopping in most of these advanced economies. Here
we see a phenomenon which is often associated with
purchases that exceed the real needs of customers, a
behaviour known in the international marketing
literature as “revenge shopping” (Lins et al. 2021).
Revenge shopping occurs when customers suddenly
get access to goods or services after a frugal
consumer spending period (Strém 2021). At this
stage of the epidemic crisis, new buying habits were
already established, and therefore there were no
significant changes in customer behaviour expected
in the wake of the new epidemic waves.

However, the period of “new normal” has not yet
arrived. The economic consequences of the epidemic
situation continue to have a major impact on
consumer behaviour. The main reasons for this can
be attributed to a number of factors, two of which are
highlighted in this section. Supply chains are still
disrupted, leading to shortages of many retail
products in shops (Kavilanz 2022). Besides of it, the
prolonged epidemic situation and the rising inflation
due to restrictive measures are decreasing shoppers’
living standards. This has an impact on the size of
shopping baskets and negatively affects shoppers’
price sensitivity as well (Yang et al. 2022).

(a6

METHODOLOGY

In this paper, we present results of our three previous
studies to identify main changes in shopping
behaviours in Hungary. Primary data were gathered
anonymously through a self-completed online
questionnaire survey in Google form on the
Facebook social networking site in all three previous
studies, but at distinctly different stages of the
epidemic. The aim of the first customer survey was
to observe the impact of the first wave of the
coronavirus epidemic on a sample of 450 people,
including in particular consumer reactions to panic
buying. The questionnaire survey was conducted in
March 2020 (see Sikos T. et al. 2021b for more
details). The number of respondents for the second
survey was 353 people. Data were collected after the
lifting of the spring restrictive measures in June 2020
(for more details see Kovacs 2021). The third survey
was carried out at the end of May 2021 and a total of
310 respondents completed the questionnaire (for
more information see Sikos T. & Kovacs Cs. J.
2022). All samples were characterised by an over-
representation of women, residents of the capital and
respondents with tertiary education compared to the
actual demographic composition of the Hungarian
population. For these reasons, surveys cannot be
considered to representative of the entire society.
The use of a similar methodology makes primary
data that were extracted from the three questionnaire
samples comparable to each other. Analyses were
carried out with descriptive and mathematical-
statistical methods.

RESEARCH RESULTS

The results of the first survey confirmed the
hypothesis that the retail sector has been severely
affected by the impact of the coronavirus situation.
When analysing the data as a proportion of
respondents, the frequency of food shopping
occasions for retail shoppers in March 2020 across
all sales channels decreased significantly compared
to March of the previous year due to the emergency
(Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Comparison of the frequency of food shopping before and at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic
in Hungary, March 2020, N= 423-432 (varies by store format)

Shops selling through online channels were
clearly in the best market position, with 46% of
shoppers buying online as often as or more often than
before the coronavirus pandemic. In contrast, all in-
store formats were in a significantly worse situation.
Shoppers reported that they were shopping less often
in these store formats, because of the epidemic
situation (28.4 — 20.9%). There was a particularly
large difference in the category of more frequent
buyers, which also indicates a weakening of the
position of in-store sales channels compared to
internet retailers. Local markets and producers were
in the most difficult market position, because there
were a particularly high proportion of people who
did not shop at all in these retail formats. Meanwhile
discount retail chains proved to be the most resistant
in this respect. Only 24.9% of shoppers did not visit

these shops. Other types of retail formats showed
almost the same level of dispersion, ranging from
38.2% to 42.6%.

We compared these research results with from
responses of another questionnaire survey (Kovacs
Cs. J. 2021). It also shows the lasting impact of the
coronavirus crisis on the trend in the frequency of
store visits. Nearly 53% of the respondents in the
second questionnaire survey at the time of the
temporary lifting of the stict mobility restrictions in
spring 2020 answered that they did not plan to
change the frequency of their store visit occasions
compared to the period before the coronavirus
epidemic (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Planned frequency of shop visits after the epidemic, compared to 2019, N=327

Among those respondents who wanted to make a
lasting change in their in-store visiting behaviour
after the coronavirus pandemic, the majority planned
to reduce shopping occasions. There was no
statistically verifiable correlation between the age
and the place of residence of respondents. Roughly,
a third of potential shoppers intended to increase the
number of occasions they go to the stores, while two
thirds would shop less often in the stores in the
future. These are particularly drastic shifts in
shopper preferences given that only a quarter of a
year had elapsed between the two surveys. However,

7 9 22

UNIMPORTANT

Source: Sikos T. & Kovacs Cs. J. (2021)

it is important to stress that there is no comparison
between the respondents' perceptions and the
evolution of actual sales figures. These results only
provide information for the analysis of customer
expectations, which may change in a short period of
time, depending on how the epidemic situation
develops.

In addition to these conclusions, the third
questionnaire survey (Kovacs Cs. J. 2021) shows
that respondents still feel the importance of viewing
products in person, despite the rapid growth of
online retailing in market share (Figure 5).

||||33||||_

= VERY IMPORTANT

Figure 5. Preference for personal viewing as a percentage of responses (%), N=309

According to the primary data, 62% of
respondents feel that face-to-face visits are rather
important or very important when shopping, while
only 16% of them consider it a less relevant
influencing factor when purchasing retail products.
No statistically significant relationship between age
groups could not be detected in the questionnaire
sample based on the cross-tabulation analysis. These

Mas

results suggest that the majority of shoppers in
product categories requiring personal viewing are
likely to prefer in-store locations for products, even
with the significant improvements in logistics
solutions following the end of the epidemic. Finally,
we examined whether shoppers plan to make up for
their postponed product purchases after mass
vaccination and the reopening of stores (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Breakdown of postponed purchases by product category (%), N=272

The results showed that a narrow majority of
respondents (56%) would like to make up their
postponed purchases in at least one product category.
The highest proportion of respondents (73%) will
make up for their postponed purchases in the
clothing and footwear product categories.
Undoubtedly, this is an exceptionally high
propotion, even taking into account that the rotation
rate for clothing is higher than for the next-most-
popular product category. Within the furniture and
housing product categories, 36% of respondents plan
to make purchases. Public subsidies for the
renovation and modernization of houses from the
Hungarian government certainly have an important
impact on this category. In addition, puchases in the
case of garden, hobby, leisure (23%) can be
considered a moderately high proportion as well.
However, it must be noticed that answers were
gathered after the spring seasonal peak of this
product category.

CONCLUSION

In this study, we examined the impact of the
coronavirus on store-visiting patterns at different
stages of the COVID-19 epidemic. Overall, results
of the research about shoppers in Hungary are in line
with consumer responses that were identified in the
international literature. Our findings were conducted
by empirical research  methods through
questionnaire surveys. Among other things, the

analyses have contributed to a better understanding
of the panic shopping phenomenon in Hungary.
Results of questionaire responses confirmed that
shoppers became more conscious of their purchase
decisions in stores during a transitional period of
restrictions and relaxations. This mainly showed up
in an overall increase in price sensitivity and in
spending shorter shopping time, but it could be
clearly observed in the increased importance of
environmental and in health-consciousness among
consumers as well. Besides these phenomena, the
presence of 'revenge shopping' was also detected
from the survey responses in Hungary, though the
extent of the impact varied by product categories.

The market position of small shops has been
further weakened by the coronavirus epidemic in
relation to multinational retail companies. While the
in-store shopping experience remained an important
influencing factor, digital solutions and product
delivery, in particular home delivery, have become
an essential claim for all retailers. Research findings
in the study confirmed that the process of adaptation
to digital technologies has accelerated significantly
during the epidemic, especially among the older
generations.  Online  retail sales increased
significantly in the coronavirus pandemic, with the
most dynamic growth in FMCG. If not for the recent
health crisis, the distribution of online purchases
among retail channels and the prevalence of use of
various digital solutions in retail stores by customers
would have reached its current level in the next 5-10
years.
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