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Abstract: 

This paper focuses on the current topic of consumer behavior changes influenced by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The purpose of the research was to explore how the factor of fear affected consumers and analyze 
their response to shopping habits. Even though there is some evidence on how the consumers changed their 
behavior during the pandemic, there is still a lack of comprehensive information based on opinions and 
experiences of consumers themselves. Design/methodology of the research was based on a survey conducted on 
a sample of 252 consumers in Slovak republic providing an original source of information for this unique 
research. Findings in the study map the individual changes in consumer behavior that occurred during the 
pandemic with special focus on changes related to panic buying. Up to 82% of consumers reported an increase 
in amount of goods they bought in 2020, however, this form of panic buying significantly decreased in later 
years of the pandemic. Results show that male consumers were less likely to experience panic buying, 
however, they men expressed concerns about the negative impacts of the pandemic on the state's economy to a 
greater extent than women. The majority of consumers were concerned by health threats and related risks, but 
it was discovered that they feared more for others than themselves which resulted in an increased tendency to 
prefer unaccompanied shopping. The implications of this research are vast. Its practical implications provide 
guidelines for businesses that need to adjust their strategies according to the new reality in the post-pandemic 
era. Findings can also provide a foundation for further risk management measures that companies need to 
consider should a similar situation arise again in the future to be better prepared and to design a flexible 
response.  
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Introduction 

Nowadays the world is gradually returning to its normal operations after several years of living in 
societies marked by the pandemic of COVID-19 virus. Since the outbreak of the pandemic many changes 
were introduced to everyday lives of all people that had the potential to significantly alter their habits and 
even to remain active after the pandemic have passed. One of the main issues that the pandemic impacted 
was shopping habits. Therefore, consumer behavior experienced many significant changes. Many studies 
have already been published on how the consumers reacted to having their shopping patterns altered (Li 
et al., 2020; Veselovská, 2021; Yang and Chen, 2022). However, very few researchers focused on exploring 
what aspects of the pandemic were the factors that influenced the consumers and the exact nature of such 
influence. 

Therefore, this research paper aims to fill this research gap. Since the topic of pandemic and 
consumer behavior changes is quite vast, a partial issue was selected as the main focus of this paper. 
Dammeyer (2020) reported the panic buying during the early stages of the outbreak stating the fear as the 
main reason behind this phenomenon. However, there are very few research studies that focused on fear 
as a cause of other consumer behavior changes and moreover, no studies analyzed its influence during the 
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following years of the pandemic. Therefore, the main aim of this paper was to explore the influence of fear 
on consumer behavior during the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 
Literature review 

Nowadays the world is coming to terms with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even 
though the restrictions related to pandemic have mostly been removed in majority of countries 
worldwide, the lessons of the pandemic continue to affect entrepreneurs and regular people alike. Since 
the global outbreak of COVID-19 virus in 2020, the world has changed significantly. One of the most 
significant changes that was observed almost immediately after the outbreak were the consumer behavior 
changes in terms of frequency of shop visits and changes in goods amount bought. The sudden outbreak 
of COVID-19 virus also caused frequent incidents of large-scale material panic buying, resulting in 
imbalance in supply and demand of goods and threatening social stability (Chen et al., 2022). The effect of 
fear accompanied with the outbreak of COVID-19 resulted in the emerging panic buying behavior 
(Alfoqahaa, 2023). Behavior related to shopping that occurs as a reaction to unprecedented events is 
referred to as “panic buying”. This term includes irrationality and lack of control. However, panic buying 
is not always attributed to people who are psychologically weak (Ntontis et al., 2022). It can be 
experienced by people who are under extreme duress at the time or are facing unprecedented threats to 
their very existence. The COVID-19 pandemic falls to both of those categories. Any unpredicted 
alternations in shopping behavior patterns can negatively affect the supply and consequently 
entrepreneurs’ ability to provide products to all consumers with sufficient demand. Therefore, panic 
buying should be avoided to not cause supply chain disruptions and consequent shortages and can result 
in even more intensive fear in consumers. Fear is assumed to be the main reason for the emergence of 
panic buying behavior and it can be broken down to its individual dimensions such as fear of infection, 
fear of food scarcity, fear of job loss, and fear of crime (Alfoqahaa, 2023; Beitelspacher et al., 2012; Aydin et 
al., 2019). 

Ali et al. (2022) discovered that internal and external factors such as rumors, government strategies, 
fear and anxiety and health security significantly affect consumers’ panic buying behaviors. These 
findings also related panic buying with internal and external consequences that affected all consumers 
such as price hike, shortage of supply of products, dissatisfaction of consumers and increase in utility 
(benefit) of the products but not on consumer’s budget. Rahman et al. (2022) also examined supply chains 
that suffered from panic buying-related instabilities and multiple disruptions of supply, demand, and 
capacity during the pandemic. Any major alterations in demand can cause a chain reaction on the supply 
side which can result in shortages. When consumers take notice of lack of some products’ stocks, they 
immediately react by buying more when available, even hording, thus deepening the supply problems. 
Under normal conditions suppliers need time to react and adjust. However, in extreme situations such as 
COVID-19 pandemic, even the best prepared suppliers are unable to react flexibly, therefore the crisis 
prolongs. This vicious circle prolongs the problem and even influences the fear of consumers.   

Many authors contribute fear as a major factor to media coverage of pandemic related stories and risk 
examinations (Rajkumar, 2022; Chen et al., 2022; He and Hu, 2022). Therefore, mitigating the negative 
influence of media can contribute to decrease of fear, however it cannot completely eliminate it. Other 
than panic buying the fear that consumers experienced resulted in alternations of other habits such as 
frequency of visiting shops or preference to visit them unaccompanied (Haroon and Rizvi, 2020). The 
COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented circumstances and the response of both sellers and 
consumers was extreme. Since many scientists believe that such extreme situations can be repeated in the 
future, it is necessary to analyze the changes that occurred during the pandemic to be better prepared to 
respond flexibly.  

 
Research methodology 

The COVID-19 pandemic introduces various changes in consumer behavior as early as the beginning 
of year 2020 and continued to do so significantly during the following 2 years. In order to analyze in detail 
its influences a survey was conducted during the period of October 2022 and January 2023 on a sample of 
consumers. In total 252 consumers from Slovak republic participated on the survey. The structure of the 
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sample file is provided in Figure 1. Over one quarter of consumers (26.98%) who participated in the 
survey were 29 years old or younger. Consumers between 30 and 41 years old contributed 25.79% of the 
sample file. Up to 20.63% of consumers were between 42 and 54 years old. Similar contribution to sample 
file (19.84%) had the consumers who were between 55 and 66 years old. Older consumers represented 
6.74% of the sample file. The representativeness of sample file was verified according to criterion of age of 
consumers using the Pearson Chi-squared test. 
 
 

Figure 1 Structure of sample file based on age 

So
urce: Own elaboration. 

 
Sample file consisted of 33.3% male consumers who are the person who did most of the shopping for 

their household or they lived alone. However, the majority of consumers who participated on the survey 
were female (66.7%) since they were in charge of doing the main shopping for their families. Furthermore, 
the consumers were asked to provide other characteristics such as their household income, employment 
status and level of education. Table 1 shows the structure of sample file based on education and gender of 
consumers. The majority of consumers in sample file were women who completed higher education 
(41.27%). More than half of the men in sample file completed secondary education (55.96%). 

 
Table 1 Structure of sample file – gender and education 

Consumers elementary high school university Total 

female 1.19% 24.21% 41.27% 66.67% 

male 2.78% 18.65% 11.90% 33.33% 

Total 3.97% 42.86% 53.17% 100.00% 

Source: Own elaboration. 
 
This sample file was used to examine the opinions of consumers on pandemic and to describe the 

changes in their shopping habits due to the pandemic of COVID-19. The collected data created a complex 
image of how the pandemic altered the business environment through the lens of consumers.  
Results 
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The results of the survey clearly show changes in consumers' opinions and habits during the years of 
COVID-19 pandemic. The initial change that was observed during the first days of the outbreak was an 
increase in the amount of bought products of everyday consumption. Up to 82% of consumers reported 
such an increase in 2020. However, this form of panic-buying significantly decreased soon. The majority of 
consumers even decreased the amount of goods they bought in 2021 and 2022. Figure 2 shows the 
corresponding data structured by gender. The results clearly prove that no massive panic-buying 
occurred during the later stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, male consumers were less 
likely to change the amount of goods the bought for themselves and/or their families. These findings 
indicate the influence of fear as a factor of consumer behavior.  

 
Figure 2 The changes in amount of goods bought by consumers in 2021 

 
Source: Own elaboration. 

 
These findings indicate the influence of fear as a factor of consumer behavior. However, there was 

one other major factor that needs to be considered that can put these findings in context. During the 
response of government to the COVID-19 outbreak in Slovak republic was considered quite severe. It 
included several major lockdowns and other restrictions such as the ban of travelling out of local region. 
All of these actions influenced consumers' possibilities to visit shops as they had been used to. Table 2 
contains data that correlates the frequency of visiting shops and changes in amount of goods bought 
during the pandemic. 

 
Table 2 Changes in frequency of visiting shops and changes in in amount of goods bought by 

consumers 
Proportion of 
consumers 

more frequent visits 
to shops 

less frequent visits to 
shops 

no change in frequency 
of visits 

Total 

increase in the amount 3.97% 9.92% 1.98% 15.87% 

decrease in the amount 1.59% 40.48% 4.37% 46.43% 

no change in the 
amount 

0.79% 30.16% 6.75% 37.70% 

Total 6.35% 80.56% 13.10% 100.00% 

Source: Own elaboration. 
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Since we had already established that consumer significantly changed their habits tendencies during 
the pandemic, it would be valuable to explore how much of a factor was fear. Consumers were asked to 
provide data specifically designed for this purpose in the form of their agreement or disagreement with 
several statements (Table 3). According to the data nearly half of consumers increased the importance of 
stockpiling. Only 34.12% of consumers believed that they made their purchase decisions independently of 
information about the pandemic situation. Up to a quarter of consumers were not aware that they took 
this information into account in their decisions. Fear can also affect our interest in socializing. It was 
discovered that nearly a third of consumers preferred to a greater extent unaccompanied shopping during 
the pandemic. Furthermore, this research explored to what extent consumers perceived their fear of 
possible negative phenomena caused by the pandemic. First, the level of consumers' fear of harming their 
own health was examined. Nearly 40% of them expressed a strong response to this statement, with an 
additional 16.67% also expressed an agreement. Interestingly, we found that consumers were more 
concerned about the health of other people, as 67.06% of them agreed and only 14.29% disagreed with the 
related statement. Another important fact that caused concern among consumers was the risk of job loss. 
This fear turned out to be less significant than it was for health, as only 21.43% of consumers stated that 
they were worried about being fired from their jobs during the time of COVID-19. The pandemic and the 
restrictions associated with it also had economic consequences, which had a significant negative impact 
on the state's economy. Almost half of consumers (46.82%) expressed concerns about the economy and its 
future development. It is also interesting to observe that approximately 20% of consumers could not 
express their opinion on the selected statements. In the future, it would be worthwhile to investigate why 
this was the case, whether these were subconscious changes or whether consumers have not yet 
considered the fundamental changes in their lives caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
Table 3 Influence of fear 

Statement 
Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree 
Strongly 
agree 

Total 

During the pandemic, I bought goods 
for stock. 

18.65% 12.70% 22.22% 21.43% 25.00% 100.00% 

Information about the pandemic 
situation influenced me when 
making shopping decisions (when 
choosing the type of product, 
quantity, store, time of purchase etc.). 

18.25% 15.87% 24.60% 19.05% 22.22% 100.00% 

To a greater extent, I prefer 
unaccompanied shopping. 

19.05% 15.08% 19.84% 14.68% 31.35% 100.00% 

During the pandemic, I felt worried 
about my health during the 
pandemic. 

10.71% 13.10% 20.24% 16.67% 39.29% 100.00% 

During the pandemic, I felt 
concerned about the health of others. 

8.73% 5.56% 18.65% 22.62% 44.44% 100.00% 

During the pandemic, I felt worried 
about losing my job. 

40.08% 17.46% 21.03% 9.13% 12.30% 100.00% 

During the pandemic, I felt worried 
about our country's economy. 

18.65% 10.71% 23.81% 19.44% 27.38% 100.00% 

Source: Own elaboration. 
 
Provided data on consumers' fears were further explored by correlating them with socio-economic 

characteristics of consumers. It was discovered that men expressed concerns about the negative impact of 
the pandemic on the state's economy to a greater extent than women. Moreover, this fear was felt to a 
greater extent by consumers with higher education. This consumer segment was also more interested in 
the information about the pandemic situation. In particular, older people disagreed with the statement 
that explored a lower interest in socializing. It can be concluded that older consumers had a greater need 
for contact with other people during the pandemic. This is an extremely dangerous finding, as this 
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consumer segment is most exposed to negative health risks during a pandemic. An interesting finding is 
also that it was rather young consumers who stockpiled goods to a greater extent. 

 
Discussions and conclusions 

The findings of this research prove that fear was a major factor influencing consumer behavior during 
the pandemic. Consumers were aware of risks related to the virus outbreak and consequently altered their 
behavior. Li et al. (2022) also reached the same conclusions when conducting similar research in China. 
Examples from other countries also support this finding (Ntontis et al., 2022; Alfoqahaa, 2022). This study 
shows that fear can instigate different responses in different people. Male consumers seemed more 
resilient to panic buying, however, they were equally affected by the threat to health. Duda-Chodak et al. 
(2020) and Foroudi et al. (2021) also proved that consumers significantly changed the frequency of visiting 
shops. The rate of consumption has significantly increased when compared before and after the COVID-
19 outbreak (Veselovská et al., 2021; Anderson et al., 2020). This can also be contributed to fear. 
Psychological factors of consumer behavior had been largely downplayed before the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, since very few research studies had focused on this set of factors. However, the 
pandemic changed since many related risks have been affecting consumers’ reactions, especially their fear 
(Cetina et al., 2012; Di Crosta et al., 2021).  

This research in consumer behavior changes during the COVID-19 pandemic can provide valuable 
insights for businesses, policymakers, and academics. Therefore, theoretical implications of this research 
lie mainly in creating a newly developed framework of how the psychological factors influence a modern 
21st century consumer facing a radical and unexpected event. This research provided insights into how 
behavioral economics principles apply during times of crisis. It shed light on how individuals make 
decisions under uncertainty and risk. Understanding the psychological factors driving consumer behavior 
during a pandemic can contribute to the field of consumer psychology. The results presented in this study 
clearly describe how the consumers changed their behavior during various different stages of fear 
exposure including panic buying, stockpiling and unaccompanied shopping. The findings also explore 
how different segments of consumers reacted under the influence of fear created by the uncertainty 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has altered social norms and cultural practices; 
therefore, this research also has theoretical implications on sociological and anthropological perspectives. 
The study of how consumers adapt and show resilience in the face of adversity can inform the broader 
field of resilience research. All this information can also serve as a foundation for future research into this 
topic. 

Since fear during the pandemic has been proven a major factor, solutions need to be implemented in 
order to mitigate its effects. From the point of central government, it is necessary to manage information 
that is publically available so that no false information or information specifically designed to create 
negative emotional response would be shared. This measure would significantly contribute to consumers’ 
fear levels which would also mitigate panic buying and other negative alterations of consumer behavior. 
It was also proven that feeling of safety in shops has become an important factor that consumers are 
influenced by (Veselovská et al., 2022). Moreover, it proved to be beneficial to carefully promote safety as 
a decisive factor for consumers. Businesses should implement measures according to the needs of their 
customers (Zhang and Zhou, 2023; Habib and Hamadneh, 2021; Thomas and Feng, 2021). This is clearly a 
significant contribution to practical implications of this research. Before the COVID-19 pandemic the 
feeling of safety in shops had not been considered as a major factor of influence for consumers. However, 
it has changed drastically during the pandemic and the findings clearly point towards its prevailing 
influence. This research can also help to identify new opportunities for product and service innovation. 
The increased interest in health and wellness during the pandemic may lead to the development of new 
health-related products. Therefore, new measures should be adopted by individual businesses in order to 
keep current customer or even to attract new ones. Knowing how consumers' expectations and 
preferences changed can help businesses enhance customer experience and build long-term loyalty.  

Furthermore, there has always been a necessity for achieving sustainability (Hudáková, 2013). The 
new equation for success seems to include factors such as perceived risk and consumer trust. Post-
pandemic consumers have become more socially responsible, caring for their communities and even 
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environmentally conscious. Many businesses have already started tailoring their marketing campaigns 
based on these factors. Understanding how consumer behavior changed during the pandemic can also 
help businesses adapt their supply chains, for example by adding more local suppliers.  

The implications of this research are vast. Research into consumer behavior changes during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has practical implications for businesses and policymakers seeking to adapt to the 
new normal. Its practical implications provide guidelines for businesses that need to adjust their strategies 
according to the new reality in the post-pandemic era. Findings can also provide a foundation for further 
risk management measures that companies need to consider should a similar situation arise again in the 
future to be better prepared and to design a flexible response. Understanding how consumer behavior 
changes during crises can help businesses prepare for future emergencies and develop risk mitigation 
strategies. This research also has theoretical implications for various academic disciplines, shedding light 
on human behavior, societal change, and the role of technology during times of crisis.  

 
Limitations and direction for further research 

The research findings are significant since they have potential to provide valuable information to 
companies who need to learn to again understand their post-pandemic customers. However, the main 
limitation of this study could be related to its narrow focus. The data was collected only in Slovak republic 
and therefore, there may exist small differences in opinions of consumers in comparison to other 
countries. Therefore, the natural extension of this research would be to compare the obtained results to 
other surveys or to conduct international surveys with similar focus. Further research into this topic is 
essential for building a more resilient and adaptable global economy and society in the face of future 
challenges. 
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