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Abstract 

The uncontrolled spread of COVID-19 pandemic has surpassed all the expectations. Nations closed 

their boarders; the economy is going into recession and the whole world is suffering from the emerged 

pandemic. Although the effects of the pandemic economically and socially can be measured and 

estimated, thought the changes in the buying behaviour of customers is not easily predicted. As 

hygiene products demand went up and supply went down causing panic hoarding by some of the 

consumers. It became interesting for the researchers to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on the brand preferences in purchasing decisions for hygiene and food products. As a result, the main 

purpose of this master thesis is to broaden the scope of consumer behaviour as a field by adding a 

complementary empirical perspective to the current literature on how a pandemic affects brand 

preference in purchasing behaviour, since it is a topic lacking in empirical research. Furthermore, 

based on the branding theory and the consumer behaviour theory, the PMO model was built, which 

provided the bases for collecting empirical data needed for this dissertation. This dissertation was 

conducted using a qualitative approach with an abductive reasoning. Sixteen semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with Swedish customers. The findings indicated aspects of price, quality, 

risk and loyalty became tied to the pandemic in the context of the health aspect of the COVID-19 

virus. While there were not much indicating large shifts in preferred brands, there were large changes 

in health consciousness and qualitative demands on brands due to the pandemic affecting brand 

preference.  
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1. Introduction  

This chapter will provide an introductory overview of the thesis. It will start with a brief 

background of the phenomena, and then move into a problematization which will lead to the 

purpose and research question of the thesis. Finally, this chapter will end with an outline of 

the thesis.  

 

1.1 Background 

The uncontrolled spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has surpassed all the expectations. It was 

only on March 11
th

 that the world health organization declared the diseases as a pandemic ―A 

pandemic is the worldwide spread of a new disease‖ (WHO, 2010, p. 1). On that day there 

were 126,214 cases worldwide, today on the 1
st
 of June 2020, the worldwide cases have 

reached 6,315,824 with over than 374 thousand people died as a result of the disease. The 

majority of people are getting infected in a short period of time which is overwhelming 

countries, as a result they might not be able to provide the needed health care for the masses 

or keeping the economic wheel functioning and maintaining it and the society (Nicomedes & 

Avila, 2020). 

 

According to a Pew Research Centre analysis of border closure announcements and United 

Nations population data (2020) more than nine out of ten of the world‘s population is living in 

countries that have restrictions on people traveling into the country, three billion people 

around the world are living in countries that completely closed its borders. ―When an 

influenza pandemic breaks out, almost everyone is at risk‖ (Xu & Peng, 2015, p.2). As a 

result, countries are having restrictions about gathering and are implementing social 

distancing rules such as Sweden. Other countries such as Italy, Spain and some states in the 

US initiated quarantine. Quarantine is described as ―a period of time when an animal or a 

person that has or may have a disease is kept away from others in order to prevent the disease 

from spreading‖ (Oxford, 2020) 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic and all these types of restrictions are affecting the worldwide 

economy, the environment, and most importantly for this research each person‘s life and how 
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they are behaving. ―This could cause the disruption of the world economy, decline of stock 

markets, scarcity of supplies, worsening political instability, and governments losing hundreds 

of billions of revenues‖ (Nicomedes & Avila, 2020, p. 1). ―Public perception and behaviour 

are expected to change over the course of an influenza pandemic‖ (Xu & Peng, 2015, p.2). 

According to Nielsen (2020b) there was a record-breaking sale of safety-health products such 

as sanitizers and masks, also a ripple effect was created that triggered wider customer 

purchasing behaviour as the number of COVID-19 cases are increasing. Toilet paper sales 

increased by 123% for the one-week duration that ended March 21 2020, compared to the 

same week last year. Also, according to Criteo (2020) customers in the US started to buy their 

groceries online, with products such as rice, flour, prepared & canned beans sales increasing 

more than 400% in compared to the first four weeks of January. This unusual buying 

behaviour is an outcome of disasters (Shou, Xiong & Shen, 2011).  

 

Another important factor is moral panic, which Nicomedes & Avila (2020) describe as ―Real 

infectious diseases have a vigorous psychological effect that becomes ―moral panic‖ that 

spreads globally and is accompanied by a true sense of stigma‖ (p.1). Moral panic can be 

identified as the appearing of fear in an inappropriate situation or time (Barlow, 2004, in 

Nicomedes & Avila, 2020). This panic leads to egoism such as xenophobia, panic buying, 

believing all the news in social media and capitalist behaviour (Nicomedes & Avila, 2020). 

This phenomenon of panic buying is also called Panic hoarding or consumer hoarding and can 

be described as consumers buying excessive number of products to avoid shortage in the 

future (Shou et al., 2011). Customers panic buying might lead to large-scale stock out, long 

waiting lines and anxiety. As a result, it has a negative impact on the society and the market. 

This makes it crucial to understand customers panic buying behaviour and how reduce it 

(Shou et al., 2011).  

 

1.2 Problematization 

Currently, many markets are in a position of uncertainty. COVID-19 has affected the world 

both economically and socially. Looking specifically at the economic impact there has been 

an effect on demand. Retail consumption habits have changed in the wake of the pandemic. 

There has been an increase in purchases of crisis goods such as toilet paper and hand 
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sanitizers (Nielsen, 2020b; Svenska Dagbladet, 2020). Additionally, Swedish supermarkets 

are facing issues keeping up stocks. People are buying food at a record high, and multiple 

products such as pasta and rice are sold out and many shelves remain empty in supermarkets 

(Westerberg & Arvidson, 2020). Consequently, there are currently changes occurring in 

consumption demand and habits of products such as sanitizers, toilet paper and food, possibly 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Furthermore, the economic impact has not only been 

regarding purchases. It has also affected supply chains due to closed borders and changes in 

production (Omni, 2020). Moreover, looking specifically at personal-hygiene and food 

products, other countries besides Sweden have also faced the problem of empty shelves for 

personal-hygiene and food products in supermarkets, as they are main products people panic 

buy and hoard (BBC, 2020; Svenska Dagbladet, 2020). Consequently, consumer behaviour 

and specifically purchasing behaviour of personal-hygiene and food products becomes an 

important and relevant area to focus on to better understand consumer behaviour in a 

pandemic, both from an academic and a practical perspective. From an academic perspective, 

it becomes important to study due to the lack of empirical research on consumer behaviour in 

the context of a crisis. Furthermore, the current literature on consumer behaviour in a crisis 

context focuses on financial crisis or recessions, thus allowing furthering the field as a whole 

by adding a missing perspective in a non-financial crisis, and specifically a pandemic. From a 

practical perspective, it becomes important to study as it will allow managers and 

supermarkets to understand how to operate during a pandemic and potentially turning it into 

an opportunity to capitalize on.  

 

Utilising an academic perspective, consumer behaviour is a broad and well-developed field. 

There have been many studies conducted within the field of consumer behaviour covering 

many different angles. However, there are certain key concepts within the field. Firstly, there 

is the role of how behaviour is created. The traditional view states consumers are rational 

actors acting in what is perceived as their own best interest and thus making rational choices 

based on sufficient information gathering which they base the choice on (Tauber, 1972). 

Tauber (1972) argued shopping would only occur once the consumer feels a strong enough 

need to go out of their way and spend resources such as time and money to visit a store and 

buy a product. However, the main criticism of this is the action of impulse shopping, which is 

argued as an emotional response and thus not rational (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1990). 

Nonetheless, there are counter-arguments to this stating emotional responses are rational and 
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in the process of the purchase it was a rational choice to buy a product to derive emotional 

value from it (Bellini, Cardinali, & Grandi, 2017; Herrmann, Heitmann, Morgan, Henneberg, 

& Landwehr, 2009). Furthermore, previous studies have shown links between environment 

and purchasing behaviour (Sneath, Lacey, & Kennett-Hensel, 2009). As a result, the global 

environment which the consumers exist in becomes an important factor. Nevertheless, while 

the articles and studies offer different findings and perspectives, they have one thing in 

common. All studies were conducted in a normal market or in a non-crisis context.  

 

Looking at buying behaviour and buying decisions from a crisis perspectives, multiple studies 

have looked at and focused on financial crises (i.e. Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Gázquez-

Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017; Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 

2016) which found changes both during and after a crisis in consumer retail purchasing 

behaviour toward cheaper discount alternatives or supermarket private brands during a 

recession. This was due to the inherent financial uncertainty during the crisis changing the 

importance of price for the consumers in relation to quality, thus forcing them towards 

cheaper brands such as supermarket private brands (Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Puellas, 

Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Conversely, in the current climate of the COVID-19 

pandemic there has been a shift towards a focus on quality as a preventative measure acting 

proactively trying to minimize the risk of contracting the virus (Legget, 2020; Nielsen, 

2020a). Furthermore, this change in buying behaviour was also carried over and remained 

post-recession. Given the consumers new experience with supermarket private labels, many 

found the products not aligned with their previous perception of private brands lacking in 

quality and thus continued buying the products (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-

Millat, 2017). However, recessions are only one aspect of crises. Looking at non-financial 

crises, the lack of literature becomes evident. One article within the specific field of non-

financial crises is Sneath et al. (2009) which studies consumer behaviour of US citizens 

affected by hurricane Catrina, but due to obvious limitations this study is conducted after the 

crisis. Subsequently, there is a lack of empirical studies during a non-financial crisis. Lastly, 

while the COVID-19 pandemic have elements similar to a financial crisis, utilising a Swedish 

perspective allows a large focus on the non-financial aspects as their approach has limited the 

economic impact of the pandemic as compared to other countries (Rolandet, 2020). As a 

result, there is a need for further research on consumer behaviour during a crisis to further the 

understanding and broadening the field.   
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One aspect which is known to affect purchasing decision is the role of branding and brand 

positioning of a product (Degeratu, Rangaswamy, & Wu, 2000; Mueller & Szolnoki, 2010). 

Specifically, product branding becomes important since it allows communicating aspects such 

as quality as well as increasing awareness for the consumer affecting their decision making 

process and choice (Anselmsson, Johansson, & Persson, 2007). When it comes to customer‘s 

brand preferences during a crisis, according to Kaswengi & Diallo (2015) previous research 

did not focus on the moderating role of a crisis on the customer‘s brand preferences of 

retailer‘s brands, it mainly focused on drivers such as store image, retailer factors, the 

characteristics of consumers, perceived risk and marketing mix variables. Under normal 

circumstances consumers base their choice of a brand on various factors such as price, taste 

(if it is edible), packaging, perceived quality and personal experience (Méndez, Oubiña & 

Rubio, 2010), and brand equity since it helps the customer to understand and visualize the 

product‘s intangible factors in a better way (Chen & Chang, 2008). ―Brand equity then 

influences consumer preferences and purchase intentions, and ultimately brand choice‖ (Chen 

& Chang, 2008, p.40). But due to the lack of empirical research about the customer‘s brand 

choice under a pandemic, it is not clear how a pandemic might affect or change the 

customer‘s behaviour ―it is not clear how consumers make their choice of brands in different 

store formats during crisis periods‖ (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015, p.70). As a manager, knowing 

what affects consumer brand preferences during a pandemic will provide needed insights to 

be prepared with the right strategies, which might help businesses in how to approach a 

pandemic and potentially capitalize on it.  

 

Given the lack of empirical data and studies on the phenomena of purchasing behaviour 

during a pandemic, as well as the current global situation regarding COVID-19, this thesis 

will focus on the purchasing behaviour of consumers‘ in a pandemic. Furthermore, given the 

important role of branding and brand perception in the decision-making process, this thesis 

will focus on the role of branding in the decision-making process. Additionally, due to the key 

role of food and personal-hygiene products, and the different phenomena currently regarding 

hoarding, panic buying (Shou et al., 2011) and the large changes in demand this thesis will 

only focus on food and personal-hygiene products. Moreover, this thesis will aim to expand 

the knowledge within consumer behaviour and branding as a field by studying a phenomenon 
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which is lacking in empirical data and research, thus contributing to a broader and increased 

holistic view of both fields. 

 

1.3 Purpose 

The main purpose of this master thesis is to broaden the scope of consumer behaviour as a 

field by adding a complementary empirical perspective to the current literature on how a 

pandemic affects brand preference in purchasing behaviour, since it is a topic lacking in 

empirical research. The secondary purpose of this thesis is to produce data which can be used 

by managers to manage effectively during a pandemic. 

 

1.4 Research Question 

The research question for this master thesis will be “How does the COVID-19 pandemic 

affect brand preference in purchasing decisions of food and personal-hygiene products?”  

 

1.5 Outline 

This thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter is the introduction which will 

introduce the topic of the COVID-19 pandemic and brand preferences during crises through 

background to the phenomenon. Moreover, the introduction chapter will include a 

problematization highlighting the importance of studying the topic, and subsequently the 

chapter ends with the research question and the purpose of the thesis.  

 

The second chapter is the literature review which will illustrate the previous research within 

the field of buying behaviour and branding in both a general context and a crisis context. 

Furthermore, the literature review will end with a theoretical framework (P-M-O model) 

which will be utilised to study and analyse the phenomenon of brand preferences in the 

context of a pandemic.  
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The third chapter is the methodology which will argue for the methodological choices of the 

thesis. Additionally, this chapter will argue for the theoretical and philosophical aspects of 

research, as well as the empirical methods used. Moreover, the method will also include a 

section discussing the trustworthiness and ethical responsibilities of the research.  

 

The fourth chapter is the empirical findings, which will discuss the empirical findings of the 

interviews from the perspective of price, quality and risk and loyalty and the different themes 

and sub-themes found throughout the interviews.  

 

The fifth chapter is discussion, which will frame the empirical findings in the wider context 

of the field of branding in crises context, and reflect over the findings within the context of 

the field as a whole.  

 

The sixth and last chapter is conclusion, which will offer a brief summary of the thesis, 

practical and theoretical implications of the thesis, and will end with the limitations and 

potential for future research within the field.  
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2. Literature Review 

This chapter will provide the reader with a basic understanding of the previous research and 

theories within the fields of consumer behaviour, buying behaviour and branding from both a 

general context and a crisis context. Moreover, this chapter will end with the theoretical 

framework which is derived from previous research within the topic of branding in a crisis 

context. 

 

2.1 Consumer behaviour  

Utilising consumer behaviour as a starting point, one has to look at the role of consumer 

decision making process and behaviour. One early and influential perspective which lays the 

groundwork for the traditional view is Tauber (1972), stating consumer behaviour is 

inherently rational. He argues there needs to be a distinction between shopping, buying and 

consuming. Shopping is described as the act of going to a store searching for satisfaction, and 

not directly with the intentions of buying a product and consuming it. Furthermore, Tauber 

(1972) states while certain aspects of shopping behaviour is connected with buying behaviour 

and intentions, other personal motives such as diversion, self-gratification, learning about new 

trends and physical activity are not. Moreover, focusing on the aspects which are not directly 

linked with buying can be perceived as an activity of their own rather than something static 

such as going out to buy a product. Furthermore, there are different emotional states and 

intangibles such as needs, social aspects and feel good. Thus, consumer behaviour is argued 

as rational and buying behaviour is the outcome of consumers need for a specific product 

which becomes strong enough to invest resources such as time and money to buy the product 

(Tauber, 1972).  

 

However, there are strong criticisms in the literature from other authors regarding the 

rationality of consumer behaviour. This has led to the view of consumer behaviour being 

irrational. One common aspect brought up which critics the rationality of consumer behaviour 

is the role of impulse buying. Impulse purchases are argued as an emotional (Thompson, 

Locander, & Pollio, 1990) and hedonistic expression (Bayley & Nancarrow, 1998). The 

decision making process is argued as irrational since it is characterised by a quick decision 

making process, thus reducing the rational influence which is described as calculated and 
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thought out (Bayley & Nancarrow, 1998). Additionally, another important aspect is the role of 

anxiety and dissatisfaction post purchase regarding impulse purchases (Bayley & Nancarrow, 

1998; Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1990). As a result, if the consumer is dissatisfied post 

purchase, the decision-making process has to be irrational as there is a lack of purpose for the 

purchase after it has been rationally assessed. On the other hand, there has also been criticism 

to the irrational perspective. One common critic is the role of rationality during the impulse 

stage, stating the impulse decision was still rational due to the person deriving emotional 

value from the purchase during the moment (Bellini, Cardinali, & Grandi, 2017). However, 

from a holistic perspective the main difference lies in how rationality is perceived. Rationality 

is either perceived as a calculated process where decisions are thought out and deliberate 

(Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1990), or directed as an underlying cause dictated by either 

utilitarian or hedonistic desires (Bellini, Cardinali, & Grandi, 2017). Specifically in the 

context of impulse shopping as it is one area where consumers are overtly heuristic in their 

reasoning due to reasons as abundance in product options (Herrmann, Heitmann, Morgan, 

Henneberg, & Landwehr, 2009). Lastly, while the discussion circulates around the underlying 

reasoning for behaviour, the behaviour studied is commonly buying behaviour. Thus, one 

needs to look further into buying behaviour as it offers understanding in both the utilitarian 

and hedonistic motivations of consumers.  

 

2.1.1 Buying behaviour 

There are many factors affecting buying behaviour in consumers. Focusing on buying 

behaviour in retail, aspects such as store environment (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011; 

Mitchell & Harris, 2005; Rhee & Bell, 2002), whether the item is a routine purchase or not 

(Bayley & Nancarrow, 1998), brand preference (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015; Mueller & 

Szolnoki, 2010) and crisis (Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & 

Esteban-Millat, 2017; Sneath, Lacey, & Kennett-Hensel, 2009).  

 

Starting with store environment Chang et al. (2011) found hedonistic environmental aspect 

such as ambience and design had a direct effect on consumers‘ positive emotional response. 

Furthermore, consumers which were positively affected by the store environment were more 

likely to impulse buy as a result of them feeling more motivated, interested and excited during 

the shopping process (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011). Conversely, Bellini et al. (2017) did 
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not find any direct links between negative aspects in store atmosphere having a negative 

effect on buying behaviour, and impulse purchasing. An additional aspect is the practical 

environment of the store which was linked with both utilitarian and hedonistic motivations. 

Aspects as having few specialty goods and a small assortment deterred consumers from 

buying at supermarkets. This was due to the low social value related to the lack of specialty 

items, reducing the social status as consumers could not impress potential dinner guests which 

relates to the hedonistic aspects. Additionally, regarding supermarkets with a small assortment 

of products, consumers were less inclined to visit and buy at them. The main factor was the 

lack of utilitarian approach in being able to do a one-stop purchase in those supermarkets 

(Mitchell & Harris, 2005). Moreover, while not connected to the in-store environment, the 

distance between stores and shopping also played an important role in consumer behaviour. 

Specifically, when it came to the average amount spent per visit. Consumers living farther 

away visited retail stores less frequently, although they spent more money on average as 

compared to consumers living closer to the stores which visited more frequently (Rhee & 

Bell, 2002). However, Rhee & Bell (2002) argue the result could be due to consumers living 

closer to a store, shop more frequently and thus over a time period it would even at as 

compared to per visit. Another important aspect was the role of store loyalty, the longer a 

consumer had been shopping at the same store the less likely they were to switch to another 

store. The outcome was argued as potentially due to different store loyalty programs as well 

consumers extensive knowledge about the store and their offerings after shopping for a long 

time. Thus, purchases and shopping trips became routine (Rhee & Bell, 2002).  

 

Looking at routine purchases, one thing that becomes evident is the role of preparation for the 

consumer when shopping. In the context of supermarket shopping consumers which plan 

ahead and make lists were shown to make fewer impulse purchases compared to consumers 

which did not make lists in advance. Furthermore, consumers which prepared lists were also 

more likely to use online and physical resources to compare prices between different stores, 

and search for coupons or other information relating to store promotions. Consequently, 

consumers willing to prepare were deemed as more informed compared to consumers which 

did not (Bellini, Cardinali, & Grandi, 2017). However, other studies found there to be a 

distinction between routine purchases and non-routine purchases. Routine purchases were 

usually less prepared due to the inherit nature of them being routine. Thus, through routine 

consumers was risk averse in trying new brands. Subsequently, less thought and preparation 



17 

 

are used before going out to buy routine items such as groceries, relying on a utilitarian 

approach in the buying decision based on previous experience with the product as well as 

need (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1990). In spite of these findings, Bayley & Nancarrow 

(1998) found consumers to be averse in turning shopping into a routine, and pre-disposed to 

turning the shopping process into an experience. As a result impulse purchases were done in a 

self-expressive manner to achieve hedonistic value in the process. 

 

Another important aspect in consumer behaviour is the role of brands. There are multiple 

different aspects to branding and brand theory, which will be expanded upon in the next 

section of 2.2. However, in the general context of consumer behaviour branding plays a role 

communications tool for the consumer. Through branding the consumer can get information 

regarding both hedonistic and utilitarian aspects of a product (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 

2011; Mueller & Szolnoki, 2010). The hedonistic aspect is connected to brand preference and 

is affected by consumer self-perception and expression. On the other hand, the utilitarian 

approach focuses on communicating utility in quality and price through the brand (Kaswengi 

& Diallo, 2015). Subsequently, consumers try to match a product to their preferences in 

relation to how they perceive themselves socially. Looking specifically at wine, brand and 

price were strong mediators in the buying decision for consumers with medium to high 

experience with the product. Conversely, consumers lacking experience with wine were less 

likely to make buying decision based on brand. Thus, branding cannot exist as communication 

channel in a vacuum, and consumers need to be knowledgeable with a product or service to 

feel they can make the adequate choice based on branding (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011). 

Furthermore, consumers can create bonds with brands affecting the hedonic approach to them. 

Strong feelings towards brands allow for consumers to feel attached to such an extent where it 

creates preference in products, which they would not prefer over competitors products. While 

brands such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi were recognized enough that the majority of the 

respondents could recognize them during a blind taste, products such as olives when 

consumers had to blind taste between Serpis olives and store-brand olives price consumers 

preferred the store brand olives during a blind taste. However once they were told which 

brand corresponded with which product the majority of the segment who perceived 

themselves as prioritising taste changed their preference and still rated the store-brand as the 

lowest on quality (Mueller & Szolnoki, 2010).  
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Finally, while all three aspects of environment, routine purchase and branding are well studied 

aspects of consumer behaviour, they have overwhelmingly been studied in a normal market 

context. Subsequently, the limited empirical studies conducted in a crisis context have shown 

consumer behaviour changes (Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Consequently, 

consumer behaviour in a crisis context becomes the next aspect to focus on to better 

understand the role of consumer behaviour during a pandemic.  

 

2.1.2 Buying behaviour in a crisis 

Looking at the field of buying behaviour in a crisis context, the majority of studies have been 

conducted on buying behaviour during a financial crisis or recession (Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 

2000; Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017; Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & 

Carcalén, 2016). Looking at buying behaviour during a financial crisis, a common theme is 

regarding risk and price. Consumers become increasingly price aware and risk averse as they 

have to worry about both their current financial situation as well as their future financial 

situation due to recession (Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Furthermore, 

shoppers started to impulse buy less, and becoming increasingly strategic regarding general 

purchasing as a result of the increased risk aversion connected with the uncertainty which was 

the result of a recession (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). Looking at the buying behaviour of 

consumers during a recession there is an increased shift towards store brands and promotions 

offering lower prices on products (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017). 

Moreover, spending on green items also went down due to price sensitivity (Hampson & 

McGoldrick, 2013). While consumers do not perceive themselves as spending more time on 

pre-planning, there is a distinction between different segments. Family households and low 

income consumers are one of the segments strongly shifting towards buying more store-brand 

products and using coupons and promotions. However, this could be due to these segments 

being more risk averse as a result of their situation. On the other hand, there is a segment that 

does not care about store-brand products. This segment consists of consumers which put in 

less preparation in a normal market when it comes to making lists or looking for coupons and 

promotions while shopping. Furthermore, this segment consists of high-income consumers 

(Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016).  
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While consumers change their buying behaviour during a financial crisis through the use of 

coupons, promotions or store-brands, consumers still demand the choice they had before the 

financial crisis. While consumers are willing to choose from a smaller assessment of product 

in search for lower prices, they are still less likely to buy store-brands during a crisis if they 

perceive a lack of choice as a result of supermarkets phasing out named brands and only 

offering store-brand products. Additionally, for store-brand products to be successful there is 

a need for high quality products. This becomes imperative as increased price consciousness in 

consumers is directly related to lower store loyalty (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & 

Esteban-Millat, 2017). This becomes an important aspect if a company wants to achieve 

success both during and post-recession as 17% of consumers were found to continue 

purchasing store-brand products post-recession (Food Marketing Institute, 2012 in Gázquez-

Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017).  

 

Looking specifically on buying behaviour in the context of a non-financial crisis, Sneath et al. 

(2009) found there was an increase in compulsive and impulse buying post hurricane Catrina. 

Furthermore, the empirical data highlighted the interconnectedness between emotion and 

cognition affecting the increased impulsive behaviour. Consequently, the increased 

impulsiveness of the consumer was related to their emotional states and their approach of 

dealing with stress and depression. The impulse purchases were argued as a way for the 

consumer to deal with their stress and depression, and thus became a way for the consumers 

to regain control on an emotional and hedonic level (Sneath, Lacey, & Kennett-Hensel, 2009). 

On the other hand, looking at the Middle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) outbreak in 

South Korea there was a co-dependency between physical and online markets regarding 

electronic products. Consumers buying electronic products did not feel a need to purchase 

them physically as they could receive sufficient information to base the purchase online, and 

thus did not need to go to a physical store risking their health. Conversely, there was no link 

between a shift in online and physical retail regarding groceries. Additionally, the sales of 

semi-luxury goods went down by 22% during June and July, indicating consumers were less 

willing to buy non-necessity products during the pandemic (Jung & Sung, 2017). 

 

Another aspect which should be considered is the crisis context affecting general buying 

behaviour, and specifically panic buying (also referred to as panic hoarding). Panic buying is 



20 

 

an abnormal buying behaviour which can be created in times of disasters and supply shortages 

(Shou et al., 2011; Tsao, Raj & Yu, 2019) and can lead to further worse consequences such as 

stock-out, anxious consumers and further panic buying (Shou et al., 2011). Looking at panic 

buying in the context of buying behaviour, Shou et al. (2011) describes consumer panic 

buying as ―the act of people buying unusually large amounts of product to avoid future 

shortage‖ (p.1). Consumer panic hoarding occurs for several reasons, the main reason is due 

to disruptions in the product supply, which can be caused due to several reasons such as 

natural disaster, labour strikes, government regulation and many more (Shou et al., 2011; 

Tsao, Raj & Yu, 2019). Additionally, Shou et al. (2011) emphasizes the complexity of the 

relationship between consumer panic buying and supply disruption, in which when consumers 

find that the supply of their products is decreasing due to the mentioned factors they start to 

buy in large amounts aiming to avoid shortage in the future. Subsequently causing further 

problems as high unusual demand might lead to stock-out which subsequently leads to further 

panic buying. In order to avoid this behaviour, retailers might decide to limit the supply, 

increase prices or enforce a purchasing quota to the customers. On the face of it, these 

practices might help in decreasing the demand, though it might also make customers 

increasingly anxious leading to worse or more panic buying (Shou et al., 2011). It was also 

noted that during supply shortage periods customers start substituting their missing preferred 

brands with other brands (Tsao et al., 2019). 

 

2.1.3 S-O-R model 

There are multiple models and frameworks describing consumer behaviour such as Hawkins‘s 

model of consumer behaviour (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010), Kotler‘s buying process 

model (Kotler P. , 1965) and the Stimuli Organism Response model (S-O-R model) (Vieira, 

2013). Looking at the first two frameworks there are similarities in how they are constructed. 

Hawkins model is constructed in three stages. The first stage is external and internal 

influences such as culture, social status, self-perception and personality. In the second stage, 

the influences have an effect on consumer self-concept and lifestyle. This effect creates needs 

and desires which leads to a decision process on whether to purchase a product or service, 

which is the third and final stage (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010). Likewise, Kotlers model 

is also constructed as three stages. The first stage is different buying influences such as price 

and quality being communicated through different mediums for the consumer. This leads to 

the second stage, where the different buying influences will be taken in by the consumer and 
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the consumer will make a decision based on their own self-perception and values. Lastly, 

there is the third step which is described as outputs, based on the influences and how they are 

interpreted by the consumer, outputs such as product choice and brand preferences are created 

(Kotler P. , 1965).  

 

This takes us to the S-O-R model, which also is a three-stage model. The first stage is stimuli 

which is an environmental and external attributes which can consists of aspects such as 

sensory stimuli (Vieira, 2013), price (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011) and general environment 

and situation (Jacoby, 2002) such as the COVID-19 pandemic for example with how it affects 

the global environment and supermarket shopping patterns. Furthermore, stimuli has an effect 

on consumer perception and as a result, has an effect on consumer behaviour (Chang, 

Eckman, & Yan, 2011; Vieira, 2013). Once the consumer has come in contact with one or 

multiple stimulus, the consumer moves over to the second stage of the model, organism. 

Organism is related to abstract aspects which are affected by the stimuli. Abstract aspects 

such as emotional responses and their role in shaping and deciding potential outcomes for the 

consumer are regulated during this process (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011). Third and lastly 

is the role of response. Response focuses on the outcome and specific consumer behaviour 

which has been created throughout the process. Consequently, response is dependent on the 

topic and phenomenon which is being studied. Furthermore, the response is measured two 

fold, both through an action or a lack of action (Vieira, 2013). Looking at the S-O-R model 

compared to Howard (2010) and Kotler (1965), the obvious difference is the flexibility of the 

S-O-R model in comparison to the other two. As a result, it gives the opportunity to study 

different phenomena by adjusting the different components within the framework to suit the 

field and purpose of the study.  

 

2.1.3.1 Organism 

While stimuli and response are context dependant in the S-O-R model (i.e. dependant on what 

is being researched), the strength of the S-O-R model lies in how organism is described and 

can be utilised to study phenomena (Vieira, 2013). Looking at organism in previous literature, 

one can find that it is commonly referred to as emotional response or emotional states which 

are created by consumers after coming in contact with stimuli (Vieira, 2013). In the original 

framework, there were three different emotional pair reactions to stimuli. Firstly, there was 
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pleasure and displeasure which is connected to whether the consumer likes the stimuli and is 

satisfied by it. Secondly, there was arousal and non-arousal which is connected to consumer 

attitude towards the stimuli. Specifically, it is looking at attitude from a hedonistic 

perspective, and the level of interest it gauges in the consumer ranging from non-interest to 

elation. Lastly, there was dominance and submissiveness which is connected to consumer 

perceived control or lack thereof within the studied context (Mehrabian & Russel, 1974 in 

Vieira, 2013). Moreover, organism through the use of pleasure, arousal and dominance is 

looking at decision making from a hedonic and heuristic perspective (Vieira, 2013). All three 

emotional responses are made during a short time frame from coming in contact with the 

stimuli, and judging the value which can or cannot be derived from a product or service. 

Consequently, consumer emotional response is created from individual perceptions and 

previous experiences (Jacoby, 2002). However, there is a distinction between the first two 

responses in pleasure and arousal versus dominance. While pleasure and arousal are clearly 

defined as emotional, there are arguments against the use of dominance as an emotional 

response since it is a cognitive response. Dominance is argued as having low effect as a 

mediator for response. As a result, it is argued to have low relevance to be studied as a 

component in the S-O-R model, unlike pleasure and arousal (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011; 

Russel & Pratt, 1980).  

 

Pleasure and arousal have been argued as integral aspects of emotional response in organism, 

as well as the S-O-R model as a framework. Additionally, pleasure and arousal as emotional 

responses can be connected with each other (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011; Vieira, 2013). 

Pleasure and arousal are closely linked and share common reasoning in how they are 

connected with hedonistic value. Pleasure focuses on utility value connected both practically 

and related to self-perception and lifestyle. On the other hand, arousal mainly focuses on 

attitudes and environment (i.e. store design and ambience) and social aspects (Chang, 

Eckman, & Yan, 2011). Similarly, the opposite of each emotional response in displeasure and 

non-arousal are linked with the same focuses. Moreover, looking at the connection between 

pleasure and arousal the focus lies on the hedonic aspects of consumer behaviour. The 

hedonistic aspects of shopping environment in arousal have the potential to increase pleasure, 

and as a result increase the rate of response in the model. Likewise, there is an opposite effect 

as well, non-arousal can increase displeasure in consumers resulting in less response (Vieira, 

2013). 
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2.2 Brand preferences 

When looking at branding in the context of consumer behaviour, one has to look at brand 

preference, ―Brand preference is the bias a customer holds toward a particular brand‖ (Chang 

& Liu, 2009, p. 1690). According to Kaswengi & Diallo (2015) previous research did not 

focus on the moderating role of a crisis on customer brand preferences of retailer brands, it 

mainly focused on drivers such as store image, retailer factors, the characteristics of 

consumers, perceived risk and marketing mix variables. ―It is not clear how consumers make 

their choice of brands in different store formats during crisis periods‖ (Kaswengi & Diallo, 

2015, p. 70).  

 

2.2.1 Brand equity 

Consumer‘s brand preference can be affected by several factors, the first one is brand equity.  

Chang & Liu (2009) claims brand equity has a direct positive effect on brand preference. 

Also, Myers (2003) discussed the importance of establishing brand equity, since ―the brand 

with the higher equity in the category generated significantly greater preference.‖ (p. 47). 

Furthermore, Keller (1993) states ―brand equity is defined in terms of the marketing effects 

uniquely attributable to the brand‖ (p.1). On the other hand, Aaker (1996) divides brand 

equity into five main dimensions the first four are related to consumer perception which are: 

Brand associations, perceived quality of the brand, brand loyalty and brand awareness. While 

the fifth one is related to information generated from the market and is called ―Market 

behaviour measures‖ (Aaker, 1996). Nonetheless, while Keller (1993) divides brand equity 

into customer-based brand equity and financial brand equity. Bailey & Bill (1996) describe 

financial brand equity as the gained financial value from the brand.  Moreover, Keller (1993) 

describes customer-based brand equity as ―the differential effect of brand knowledge on 

consumer response to the marketing of the brand‖ (p.2).  

 

2.2.1.2 Customer-based brand equity 

Given the context of this thesis, consumer-based brand equity becomes a vital aspect of brand 

equity to look further at. Keller (1993) explains ―Customer-based brand equity occurs when 

the consumer is familiar with the brand and holds some favorable, strong, and unique brand 

associations in memory.‖ (p.1), brand knowledge as referred to by Keller (1993) is divided 
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into brand awareness and brand image. And is identified by Kotler as (1991) as ―a name, 

term, sign, symbol, or design, or combination of them which is intended to identify the goods 

and services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of 

competitors" (Kotler 1991, p.442). Brand awareness is the ability to recall and recognize the 

brand performance by the customers. Conversely, brand image is the set of brand associations 

the customer has in their memory about the brand. There are three main categories of brand 

associations: benefits, attributes and attitudes (Keller, 1993). Attributes are the descriptive 

features of a product or service that describes its character and how a customer thinks of this 

product or service. Attributes are divided into product related attributes such as taste (Keller, 

1993). And non-product related attributes which are divided into four types: price and 

packaging, user imagery and usage imagery (Keller, 1993). Usage and user imagery are 

formed from the customer‘s contact with users of the brand, personal experience and from the 

brand advertisements or word of mouth (Keller, 1993).  While brand attitudes are described 

by Keller (1993) as the overall customer‘s evaluation of the brand. Brand attitudes are often 

the basis for the brand choice (i.e. consumer behaviour and brand preference). Brand attitudes 

are also consistent with perceived quality since it is related to non-product related attributes, 

product related attributes and the experiential and functional benefits (Keller, 1993).  

 

The last type of brand associations ―benefits‖ is described as the personal value the customers 

connect to the service or product attributes. Benefits are divided into three classifications: 1) 

symbolic benefits, 2) experiential benefits and 3) functional benefits. Functional benefits are 

―intrinsic advantages of product or service consumption and usually correspond to the 

product-related attributes.‖ (Keller, 1993, p. 4) They are related to safety and physiological 

needs (basic motivators) (Malsow, 1970, in Keller, 1993). Experiential benefits are linked to a 

feeling of product or service usage and are generated from the product-related attributes. 

While symbolic benefits normally are generated from the non-product related attributes and 

are more of an extrinsic advantage of the service or the product consumed, they are related to 

self-esteem and social approval (Keller, 1993). The brand associations that are important to 

customers buying grocery products were identified by Anselmsson, Johansson & Persson 

(2007) as environmental and/or animal friendliness, origin, organization and health. The 

intrinsic attributes related to grocery product‘s quality are appearance, texture, function, taste, 

consistency, ingredients, packaging and odour. Similarly, the extrinsic attributes related to 

grocery product‘s perceived quality are brand name, ingredients, price, packaging, nutrition 

information and promotion (Anselmsson et al., 2007). 
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2.2.2 Factors affecting brand preferences  

Beside customer-based brand equity, there are others identified factors affecting brand 

preferences: taste, packaging, price (Méndez et al., 2011), advertisements claim (Florack & 

Scarabis, 2006) and perceived quality (Wang, 2013). Which are all elements of brand 

knowledge (Keller, 1993). According to Méndez et al. (2011) when a product is consumed, 

taste becomes the strongest attribute that affects the choice of a brand, compared to brand 

packaging and price, nevertheless brand packaging and brand price are factors that directly 

affects the choice of a brand as consumers only come in contact with taste after their first 

purchase of the product. Likewise, Wang (2013) found visual packaging design had a direct 

influence on the customer‘s perceived quality of a food product and brand preference. The 

perceived quality of a food product indirectly affects brand preferences in a positive way 

(Wang, 2013). The influence of brand packaging and price are related to the product category 

and on how differentiated this category is. Brand packaging has the most influence in the 

more differentiated product categories, while price has a greater effect in the generic category 

(Méndez et al., 2011). 

 

Regarding advertisements claims, brand associations and recall which are part of brand equity 

are often associated to the uniqueness and strength of the advertisement‘s claims (Florack & 

Scarabis, 2006). In order for an advertisement claim to influence the customer‘s brand 

preferences it needs to be unique, clear, and memorable. Furthermore, it must relate to the 

customer‘s motivation in the purchase context (Florack & Scarabis, 2006). Furthermore, 

Florack & Scarabis (2006) argues an advertisement claim is most persuasive when it aligns 

with regulatory goals. ―fit between advertising claims and consumers regulatory focus may 

affect brand preferences and category–brand associations, both of which are important 

determinants of product choice‖ (Florack & Scarabis, 2006, p.753). Another variable that can 

affect the choice of a brand is risk aversion. Risk aversion is described as ―the extent to which 

people feel threatened by ambiguous situations and have created beliefs and institutions that 

try to avoid these‖ (Hofstede and Bond, 1984, p. 419).  

 

Risk-averse consumers tend to not try or buy new products; they feel threatened by the fact 

that they are uncertain about the performance of these products (Matzler, Grabner‐Kräuter & 

Bidmon, 2008). Consumers who are highly risk-averse tend to stick with their well-
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recognized and known brands in order to avoid financial losses by trying new brands (Matzler 

et al., 2008). 

 

2.2.3 Brand preference in a crisis 

According to Kaswengi & Diallo (2015) during a recession customer‘s shopping behaviours 

and attitudes are sensitive compared to normal economic situation, the behaviour can be an 

indication of the customer consciousness, mainly in terms of brand price. ―During the shock, 

consumers decreased consumption expenditures and switched to cheaper goods‖ (Kaswengi 

& Diallo, 2015, p. 71). Additionally, quantity and price are crucial factors that customers take 

into consideration when shopping (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). In general, the price of a brand 

is a notable issue that concerns the decision makers of businesses and customers but is crucial 

in times of economic recession (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). Furthermore, price can be a 

concern when there is a decline in the disposable income (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). In 

times of economic recession, store brands can be an excellent option for customers who are 

price conscious (Sinha & Barta, 1999, in Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015), ―As household income 

decreases, consumers switch from national brands to storebrands‖ (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015, 

p.72). This is the result of economic contraction and expansion periods on the customer‘s 

motivational orientations (Millet, Lamey & Van Den Bergh, 2012), ―Economic expansions 

offer opportunities for desirable outcomes (e.g., stock markets rise, jobs are abound, making 

profit is feasible, etc.), while economic contractions present a threat to an individual‘s 

financial security and well-being‖ (Millet et al., 2012, p.276). Economic contractions periods 

incentivised consumers to try brands with lower prices (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015), ―This 

experience can lead consumers to close the perceived quality gap between the brands‖ 

(Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015, p. 71). Consequently, during the recession store-brands shares 

increased (Tellis & Tellis, 2009, in Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015).  

 

Moreover, during the recession consumers started to seek more price knowledge, compare 

prices more when shopping and buy products that are on sale, which led to less visits to shops 

(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). On the other hand, ―loyal consumers are less price sensitive 

compared with promiscuous customers, suggesting that loyalty could insulate firms from 

some effects of economic crises‖ (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013, p.832). Consumers during 

an economic crisis, became less attractive to organic products, locally produced goods and 
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cruelty free products during periods of frugality, this can be explained by the fact that these 

products are not necessarily related to quality premium but more related to price premium 

(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). Changes in consumption during crisis periods are based on 

the demographics of the customer (Engemann & Wall, 2009), ―The burdens of a recession are 

not spread evenly across demographic groups‖ (Engemann & Wall, 2009, p.1). For instance, 

in 2009 during the economic crisis 76 % of job losses in the US were accounted to men 

(Engemann & Wall, 2009). Furthermore, a notable difference was found across income, 

gender, age and employment in customer‘s shopping adaptations in recession periods 

(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). Kaswengi & Diallo (2015) argued that socio demographic 

variables (profession, family size, age and income) are a factor that affects the choice of the 

brand in times of crisis.  

 

Previous empirical studies illustrated the significant link between store formats, marketing 

variables and demographics (Kumar & Roy, 2013, in Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). For instance, 

the impact of the retailer‘s marketing elements on brand equity depends on the format of the 

store, ―Specifically, the influence of store access on brand equity is statistically more 

significant in supermarkets than in hypermarkets‖ (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015, p. 72). In crisis 

periods, customers are more likely to go shopping in hyper markets instead for supermarkets, 

since hypermarkets provide a bigger variety of products and lower prices compared to 

supermarkets (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). When crisis intensity is high customers tend to 

adjust their buying strategies based on personal characteristics (e.g. profession, age and 

income) and not on marketing policies (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015 

 

2.3 Theoretical framework 

This thesis aims to research how the COVID-19 pandemic affects the brand preference of 

consumers in their purchasing decisions. Thus, a theoretical framework has been constructed, 

built on the foundation of consumer behaviour theory and branding theory. The framework is 

constructed similar to the S-O-R model in the three step approach (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 

2011), which is phenomenon, moderators and outcome (P-M-O). However, they differ in 

construction regarding internal aspects, and consequently the theoretical framework is 

structured in a three step process starting with the phenomenon, which in the context of this 
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thesis becomes the COVID-19 pandemic. Secondly, there is the role of moderators, which are 

directly linked to the outcome, and based on the purpose of the thesis the outcome is brand 

preference. Consequently, the moderating aspects of brand preference which will be focused 

on are four part, price, risk, quality and loyalty. 

 

Table 2.1 P-M-O model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.1 P-M-O model 

The first part of the P-M-O model is the phenomenon, describing the context which the study 

is conducted in. Similar to stimuli in the S-O-R model phenomenon is perceived and 

acknowledged by the consumer (Chang, Eckman, & Yan, 2011). Additionally, based on 

previous research within consumer behaviour, crises have shown to have an effect on 

purchasing behaviour (Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Sneath, Lacey, & Kennett-Hensel, 2009), 

and specifically brand preference (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017; 

Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). However, given the limitations in the area regarding pandemics as 

a crisis, and consequently, the purpose of the thesis the COVID-19 pandemic becomes the 

phenomenon or crisis context which consumers exists in.  

 

The second part of the P-M-O model is moderators. Moving beyond the S-O-R model which 

focuses on emotional responses such as pleasure and arousal (Vieira, 2013), and Hawkins 

model of consumer behaviour which similarly focuses on emotional aspects such as culture 

and self-perception (Hawkins & Mothersbaugh, 2010). Moderators moves away from the 

perspective of utilising either cognitive or emotional responses. Therefore, moderators include 

aspects which are deemed as having both cognitive and emotional effect on buying behaviour 

(Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Furthermore, price, risk, quality and loyalty 

Phenomenon  

COVID-19 

Pandemic 

 

Moderators 

Price 

Risk 

Quality 

Loyalty 

Outcome 

Brand Preference 
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have been chosen as moderators due to their role in affecting brand preference both within 

(Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015) and outside (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011) a crises context. 

Furthermore, the choice of going beyond either cognitive or emotional is due to the different 

level which the moderators affect brand preference during a crisis. While brand price might be 

related to self-perception and the amount of money the consumer is willing to invest in 

themselves on an emotional and qualitative level (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015), it can also affect 

brand preference on a cognitive level when the consumers financial situations become volatile 

and difficult to predict (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017). Likewise, 

brand loyalty and risk are connected on both a cognitive and emotional level regarding both 

cognitive affects in price sensitivity due to volatility in the market and emotional affects in 

self-perception, while loyalty is a mix of cognitive and emotional aspects such familiarity, 

quality, price and self-perception (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017; 

Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Lastly, while price, risk, quality and loyalty 

affects both on a cognitive and emotional level. The choice became clear from another 

perspective beyond their emphasis within the field of branding, which is their inherit 

interconnectedness as aspects moderating consumer brand preference both in a general 

context (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011) as well as a crisis context (Kaswengi & Diallo, 

2015). 

 

The third and last part of the P-M-O model is the outcome. Outcome is the subject which is 

being studied. Subsequently, given the purpose of the thesis brand preference has to be the 

outcome.  
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter the methodological choices of the thesis will be argued and explained, both 

from a theoretical perspective including research philosophy and from an empirical 

perspective focusing on the reasoning for the choices made in data collection. Finally, this 

chapter will end with bringing up the role of trustworthiness within research and ethical 

considerations for conducting the data collection.  

 

3.1 Research philosophy 

Research philosophy acts a vital role in creating validity, reliability and transparency in a 

study. Research philosophy offers the reader an insight into the context of a study and how it 

is structured and viewed, thus increasing the transparency of the study (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). There are two opposing views of research philosophy with different sub-philosophies 

in both, Hermeneutics and Positivism. Hermeneutics is rooted in a pursuit of qualitative 

knowledge and understanding. Qualitative research is conducted to gain a deeper 

understanding of a phenomenon and explore it. Furthermore, Hermeneutics aims to 

understand the deeper context which a phenomenon exist and is interpreted by humans. 

Moreover, research is commonly done by collecting data through interviews and ethnography, 

and analysing data through interpretations by findings categories and themes (Denscombe, 

2012). On the other hand, Positivism is rooted in a pursuit of quantitative knowledge and 

understanding. Quantitative research is conducted to gain a strong causal understanding 

between different theories or variables and utilise it. Furthermore, Positivism aims to 

understand objective and measurable truth, and as a result focuses on hypothesis testing to 

gain quantitative rigour (Denscombe, 2012). Consequently, the aim of this thesis being to 

study how the COVID-19 pandemic affects brand preference in purchasing decisions of food 

and personal-hygiene products, and a Hermeneutic philosophy becomes the obvious choice 

due to both the exploratory and explanatory aspects of the aim.  

 

However, using simply a Hermeneutic approach is insufficient as it is too broad, thus it 

becomes imperative to look further into Hermeneutic sub-philosophies to strengthen the 

research increasing validity and reliability (Hansson, 2012). Looking at different sub-

philosophies, Phenomenology is one which fits the thesis best. Phenomenology aims to study 
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a phenomenon within the social context it exists. Furthermore, the emotions, knowledge, 

memories and perception of people are used to better understand the phenomenon. 

Consequently, beyond the phenomenon, people and their perception of the phenomenon 

become the focus within Phenomenology (Denscombe, 2012). Moreover, since the thesis will 

research how the COVID-19 pandemic affects brand preference of consumers the thesis is 

already heavily positioned into studying the perception and emotions of people within the 

social context of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, a Phenomenological research 

approach was utilised to enhance and further strengthen the Hermeneutic approach of the 

thesis. 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

While research philosophy is utilised to understand the approach of how research is 

constructed and what type of data to collect, research approach delves into how data is 

collected. There are two opposite approaches in deduction and induction. However, there is 

also a third approach which exists, ―abduction‖ which is a mix of both deduction and 

induction (Alvehus, 2013; Bryman & Bell, 2011). A deductive approach focuses on already 

existing theories and utilises previous published literature and empirics as a starting point. 

Subsequently, researchers utilise existing theories to create hypotheses which they go out and 

test to verify and check the strength of existing theories (Denscombe, 2012). On the other 

hand, an inductive approach focuses on going out in the world and observing. The main point 

is trying to find new phenomena and create new theories which can be studied, striving 

towards adding and expanding the field as opposed to strengthening and further understanding 

what already exists (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). Lastly, there is abduction which is an 

amalgamation of deductive and inductive research approaches. In abduction the researchers 

move back and forth between empirical data and theories, as a result an abductive research 

approach offers higher flexibility as compared to either a deductive or inductive approach. 

Furthermore, this allows the researchers to adapt current theories within a theoretical 

framework, as well as changing the theoretical framework after empirical data has been 

collected. Thus, it strengthens the research by allowing the empirical findings to fit better 

within the context of the studied field (Alvehus, 2013). 
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Due to factors such as time constraint, an inductive approach is not feasible for the thesis. 

Additionally, an inductive approach is flawed as it is fully interpreted by the researcher, thus 

it runs the disadvantage due to a high risk of interpretations constructing from previous 

theories, and as such failing to fulfil the core purpose of utilising an inductive approach 

(Alvehus, 2013). Furthermore, a deductive approach will not be used as the strength of a 

deductive approach lies in utilising quantitative data as opposed to qualitative (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Thus, an abductive research approach will be utilised for this thesis. The main 

reason for utilising an abductive approach lies in the strength offered by the inherit flexibility 

within abduction (Alvehus, 2013). Furthermore, abduction offered the possibility in creating a 

theoretical framework for the thesis. 

 

3.2.1 Choice of theory 

Looking at consumer behaviour, the choice of theory was based on a mix of older articles 

which laid the groundwork for the topic of consumer behaviour. Starting with the debate 

within the field of consumer behaviour as rational (Herrmann, Heitmann, Morgan, 

Henneberg, & Landwehr, 2009; Tauber, 1972) versus irrational (Thompson, Locander, & 

Pollio, 1990) to look into the deeper aspects and reasoning behind consumer behaviour. As a 

result, it lays the foundation which will later be built upon with theories regarding consumer 

behaviour and buying behaviour during a crisis. While the field is limited in research 

regarding non-financial crises, research within a financial crisis context still remains relevant 

due to the inherent effect the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the global markets affecting the 

global economy. Consequently, buying behaviour theory (Rhee & Bell, 2002) and buying 

behaviour in a crises context (Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & 

Carcalén, 2016) became increasingly relevant to include as it introduces the foundation which 

later would connect consumer behaviour and brand preference in a crisis context due to their 

closeness and coupled relevance.  

 

When it comes to the brand equity model, by reviewing previous literature it was found that 

the main variables affecting the customer‘s choice of a brand were: risk aversion (Matzler et 

al., 2008), taste, packaging, price (Méndez et al., 2011), advertisements claim (Florack & 

Scarabis, 2006), brand loyalty (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013) and perceived quality (Wang, 

2013). All those variables except for risk aversion are elements of the customer-brand equity 



33 

 

model proposed by Keller (1993), specifically they are dimensions of brand knowledge. And 

are parts of Aaker‘s (1996) Brand equity ten model. Considering the effects of those variables 

on the customer‘s brand choice, the customer-brand equity model was adopted to further 

explain the nature of these variables and their relation to customer-brand equity and 

subsequently their relation to customer‘s brand choice.  

 

Lastly, the thesis omits using pure psychological theory. While theories such as Maslows 

Pyramid might give insight into the underlying psychological reasoning related to consumer 

behaviour in a crisis context (Datta, 2014), it and similar theories were omitted as they would 

shift the focus from consumer behaviour into human behaviour. Furthermore, given the 

purpose of the thesis is to increase understanding in how pandemics affect brand preference, 

the authors felt the focus should retain on traditional aspects of consumer behaviour and brand 

theory opposed to psychological aspects and theory. Another reason for the omission is the 

common critic of Maslows Pyramid and similar theories, which is the theories being too 

general (Neher, 1991) and as such validity issues arise in how to utilise them. 

 

3.2.2 Choice of methodology 

On the face of it, it appears that the distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods 

is that quantitative research utilizes measurements and qualitative methods does not (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011), but the differences between them is more than just the presence of numbers 

(Kuper, Scott & Levinson, 2008). Quantitative research aims to answer, ―How much‖ and 

―What‖ questions, while qualitative research aims to answer ―How‖ and ―Why‖ (Kuper et al., 

2008).  

 

Quantitative research intends to generalize results, while on the other hand qualitative 

research intends to observe the human behaviour and to understand the context they live in 

(Kuper et al., 2008). ―Qualitative research also allows for the generation of rich data and the 

exploration of ―real life‖ behaviour, enabling research participants to speak for themselves.‖ 

(Kuper et al., 2008, p.2). While quantitative studies intend to generalize the data, qualitative 

research intends to gather in depth information from groups and individuals by observing their 

behaviour, talking to them, and examining their artefacts (Kuper et al., 2008). This 
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dissertation is adopting qualitative methodology since it aims to explore the human behaviour 

under a certain context ―effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the customer‘s choice of 

brands‖ and by utilizing semi-structured interviews in depth information will be gathered 

which will aid the exploration of the phenomenon.  

 

3.3 Research strategy  

When conducting research, one has to account for both research philosophy and strategy as 

they are coupled (Lind, 2014). While the research philosophy allows for increased validity in 

a study (Bryman & Bell, 2011), it has to be connected with a suitable research strategy to 

achieve validity (Lind, 2014). There are two main branches of research strategy, qualitative 

and quantitative research strategy which acts as two opposites. A quantitative strategy aims to 

study quantifiable aspects, gaining strength in the amount of data which can be collected and 

analysed looking at causal relationships or testing and verifying hypotheses. On the other 

hand, a qualitative strategy focuses on softer aspects which cannot be quantified. 

Consequently, qualitative research focuses on cognitive and emotional aspects beyond causal 

links. Aiming to gain a deeper and greater understanding in from a perspective of how 

(Denscombe, 2012). Moreover, while quantitative research focuses on abundance of data 

through the use of surveys and observations. Qualitative data is limited due to inherent 

complexities in studying softer aspects and as such focuses on methods such as ethnography, 

interviews and focus-groups (Alvehus, 2013).  

 

Given the purpose of this thesis is to understand how a pandemic affects the brand preference 

in supermarket buying behaviour, the thesis aims for a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon of brand preferences during a pandemic. As a result, a qualitative research 

strategy becomes the optimal choice, as it allows methods to achieve a deeper understanding 

of the phenomenon (Alvehus, 2013). Specifically, semi-structured interviews were utilised for 

data collection as they allow the researchers to follow through and derive maximum value out 

of interviewees if conducting in an effective manner (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). 
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3.3.1 Time horizon 

In previous literature time horizons are divided into longitudinal and cross sectional (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011; Saunders et al., 2009). Cross-sectional is considered as a ―snapshot‖ of time 

while longitudinal can be called as a ―diary perspective‖ (Saunders et al., 2009). The choice 

of time horizon does not depend on the research strategy adopted, but it mainly depends on 

the research question (Saunders et al., 2009). Cross sectional is adopted when studying a 

particular phenomenon and is faced with time constrains (Saunders et al., 2009). While 

longitudinal studies the development and change over a long duration of time (Saunders et al., 

2009). Adopting longitudinal time frame is not feasible due to the uncertainties surrounding 

the time frame of the pandemic. Given the research question of this dissertation, the 

researchers are more interested to explore and study this particular phenomenon ―COVID-19 

pandemic‖ and its effects on the customer‘s brand choice in the time being, and are also 

constrained by a ten week period. Consequently, a cross sectional study suits this dissertation 

and was chosen. 

 

3.4 Research Design 

An important aspect dictating how to conduct research is research design. The main argument 

for the importance of research design is the role of research design in strengthening the 

validity in research. Research design increases validity through improved implementation of 

methodological choices in collecting empirical data. Thus, it increases relevance of collected 

empirics with research (Angrist & Pischke, 2010). Moreover, research design becomes 

directly tied with the research question and purpose. Consequently, a relevant choice in 

research design allows the empirical data to align effectively with the research question and 

purpose of a specific research (Denscombe, 2012).  

 

There are two main methods for research design, explanatory and exploratory research. The 

purpose of an explanatory research is to explain a phenomenon, commonly through causality 

between different variables and a phenomenon. As a result, an explanatory research design 

becomes of value for positivistic and quantitative research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2009). Conversely, the purpose of an exploratory research design is to explore certain aspects 

within a phenomenon. Furthermore, explorative research design focuses on gaining an 
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increased understanding through exploring and understanding the underlying aspects existing 

within a phenomenon (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Moreover, exploratory research 

often looks for interpretive knowledge, individual perception, and feelings. Consequently, 

exploratory research becomes of value for hermeneutic and qualitative research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011), as well as when researching lesser explored phenomenon or fields as it allows 

greater insight due to the lack of research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Therefore, an 

exploratory research design will be adopted for this thesis as it aligns with the purpose of 

better understanding how the COVID-19 pandemic affects consumer brand preference 

regarding food and hygiene products which is explorative and interpretive in nature. 

Additionally, an exploratory research design was also chosen due to the lack of research 

regarding brand preferences during a non-financial crisis. 

 

3.5 Data collection 

Data is the foundation which all research is built upon. When conducting research there are 

two data sources to choose from, primary and secondary data. Primary data consists of 

empirical data which has been gathered first and handed by the authors for the purpose of a 

specific paper or research. Conversely, secondary data consists of data which has been 

gathered by other authors for another paper or research (Alvehus, 2013). As previously 

mentioned, this thesis has utilised a qualitative research strategy based on semi-structured 

interviews as the main data collection method, and as a result the empirical data which this 

thesis is built upon will be primary data. The choice of utilising primary data through semi-

structured interviews is based on two factors. Firstly, primary data becomes increasingly 

important to utilise in field which are lacking in research, as one cannot expect to find 

sufficient secondary data. Furthermore, primary data becomes necessary to use to understand 

underlying reasoning from a phenomenological perspective, such as how a pandemic affects 

consumer brand preference (Denscombe, 2012). Secondly, is the important role of interviews 

in facilitating an understanding in consumer self-perceived emotions and thinking, which are 

key components in Hermeneutic, phenomenological and qualitative studies, as they are built 

upon the individuals emotions and thinking (Alvehus, 2013; Lind, 2014). 

 



37 

 

3.5.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Since this thesis is qualitative in nature, the choice of data collection into two main options, 

focus groups or interviews. While focus groups allow for the interaction between participants 

to increase validity and reliability of the empirical data collected as they get to make sense of 

a phenomenon collectively. However, while the collective is the strength of focus groups it 

can also be a weakness, as group thinking or a fear to discuss sensitive topics might detract 

from an important aspect of a phenomenon. Thus, potentially reducing the validity of the data 

collected (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Moreover, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there are 

ethical aspects in how to conduct focus groups, and as a result if focus groups were to be 

utilised in an ethical manner they had to be conducted online to minimize the potential of 

spreading the virus among participants. Furthermore, non-verbal cues such as facial 

expressions become increasingly difficult to observe online due to multiple participants. 

Additionally, due to the differentiating physical contexts the respondents might find 

themselves in, social cohesion might also be affected. Thus, affect social cohesion and the 

interactions which are the strength of focus groups negatively, and reducing the validity of the 

data (Stewart & Williams, 2005).   

 

On the other hand, individual interviews offer strength in allowing researchers to collect in-

depth data from each participant. Furthermore, there will not be any issues regarding group 

thinking and the fear of discussing sensitive topics will be less in a one on one interview as 

opposed to in a focus group. Thus, allowing increased validity and reliability in the data 

collection, and as a result the overall paper (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Consequently, this thesis 

will utilise one-on-one interviews to collect empirical data. Furthermore, the interviews will 

be semi-structured as it allows for the researchers to add flexibility to the interviewing 

process, consequently, facilitating the possibility of neither leading the respondent while also 

allowing the researchers to follow the respondent if they divert from the topic in a potentially 

meaningful manner. This flexibility has the possibility to increase both the validity and 

reliability of the data collected, and as a result the paper as a whole (Gioia, Corley, & 

Hamilton, 2012).  
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3.5.2 Sampling 

When conducting empirical data collection, data sampling is the foundation which the paper 

is built upon. A sample is described by Bryman & Bell (2011) as ―the segment of the 

population that is selected for investigation. It is a subset of the population‖ (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p.176). Since the aim of the study is explore the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on customer‘s brand preference in purchasing decisions of food and hygiene products, 

therefore in this research semi-structured interviewees will be conducted with retail 

consumers, but in order to ensure that the subset will be suitable for this research, the 

researchers established several criteria‘s (Bryman & Bell, 2011). First, the researchers chose 

the Swedish consumers as their sample, mainly due to convenience aspects related to the 

limited time frame they had, since it appeared to be time-consuming to search for other 

markets and find individuals from this country willing to participate. Another reason for the 

choice of Swedish consumers was related to the fact that Sweden enforced more moderate 

restrictions compared to other European countries enforcing stricter restrictions. As a result, it 

was interesting for the researchers to study a market that is different in its restriction measures 

compared to other countries. As for the main established criteria, the income of the 

participants, their age and gender are chosen as the main criteria‘s. According to Kaswengi & 

Diallo (2015) socio demographic variables are a factor that affects the choice of the brand in 

times of crisis. In this research the age group chosen is between 18 and 60 (Non-risk groups) 

whether they are students, workers, or working students. First because individuals in this age 

group can be considered as the best representation of the population since they buy groceries 

and visit the store more frequently than risk group individuals. Secondly, risk group 

individuals are visiting stores less frequently due to the risk of getting infected since they are 

considered more vulnerable to the virus. According to the WHO (2020) 51
st
 COVID-19 

situation report, individuals who are older than 60 years old have a higher chance of 

developing severe form of the COVID-19 virus. Moreover, income is crucial for individuals 

during a crisis since income directly affects the amount of disposable income. When there is a 

reduction in the customer‘s household income, customers changed their brand preferences 

(Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015).  

 

Furthermore, gender is chosen to add diversity in the sample, and according to Kaswengi & 

Diallo (2015) the choice of food products changed based on demographic profile (e.g. 

gender). For example, organic store brands were sold more when working females were 
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present in the store (Ngobo & Jean, 2012, in Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). Based on the 

established criteria probability sampling will not suit the aim of the thesis, since probability 

sampling is described as ―a sample that has been selected using random selection so that each 

unit in the population has a known chance of being selected‖ (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.176). 

Even though probability sampling has several benefits such as eliminating sampling bias and 

can be considered as a representative sample to the whole population (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Though in order to meet our established criteria nonprobability sampling was chosen for this 

research, a non-probability sample is explained by Bryman & Bell (2011) in which the 

selection process of the sample is not randomly selected, but some individuals have higher 

chance of being chosen than others. 

 

The researchers intended to choose the sample based on their own judgment and based on the 

selected criteria, this method is called ―subjective selection‖ which is described by Black 

(2010) as ―elements selected for the sample are chosen by the judgement of the researcher‖ 

(p. 26). But due to the self-isolation rules enforced by the Swedish government not all the 

interviewees can be chosen using subjective selection, since most of the interviews will be 

conducted using online video conference in order to comply with social distancing rules, and 

to prevent the interviewees from feeling uncomfortable and anxious in the case of face to face 

interviews. Therefore, the researchers adopted the convenience sampling method ―Sometimes, 

convenience samples may be the result of restrictions placed on the researcher‖ (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011, p.489). Convenience sampling is characterized by being less-time consuming 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009) and easy to access (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Convenience 

sampling is described as ―A sample that is selected because of its availability to the 

researcher‖ (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.713). A snowball sampling technique is also adopted, it 

is considered as a type of convenience sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2011) it is often used when 

researches find it difficult to identify the desired members needed for the sample (Saunders et 

al., 2009). The interviewees will be asked to suggest other individuals that meet the criteria 

selected (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

In total 16 interviews were conducted, while saturation of the data set was achieved at the 14
th

 

interview 2 additional interviews were conducted to further establish the saturation and 

increase trustworthiness of the study. Furthermore, table 3.1 gives a brief overview of the 
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interviews and is complimented by Appendix C which gives a full detail of the interviews and 

the demographics of the interviewees. 

 

Table 3.1 Interview synopsis 

Total interviews Time span Average time 

16 6
th
 – 13

th
 May 2020 18 minutes 

 

3.5.3 Interview guide 

While the operationalization of the interviews and topics will be discussed in the next sub-

chapter, in this sub-chapter the general structure and interview guide will be discussed. Semi-

structured interviews were chosen due to inherent flexibility allowing for greater validity in 

the data by facilitating the respondents if utilised correctly (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). 

Looking at the interview guide the interviews are structured in four parts, opening questions, 

general questions, targeted questions and ending questions (Appendix A).  

 

Starting with the opening questions, these are questions aimed to create a relaxed environment 

allowing the respondents to feel relaxed and normal, and as a result allowing them to be 

comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings. Consequently, increase the validity and 

responsiveness of the respondents (Alvehus, 2013). Secondly, while the general questions 

may be viewed as vague, they are intentionally designed to be vague. The purpose of the 

general questions is trying to facilitate an environment without leading questions allowing the 

respondents to explore their individual thoughts and feelings on the matter, and hopefully 

offer valuable and valid data for the thesis in accordance with Goia et al. (2012). Moreover, 

the general questions are an open field in which the authors could utilise the flexibility offered 

by semi-structured interviews and facilitate the respondents to give data based on follow up 

questions or directing the questions towards areas which only showed up during the data 

collection process in order to increase validity (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). However, 

if the general questions should fail their purpose then the third section with targeted questions 

are there to touch upon areas which might be absent during the general questions. Thus, 

allowing an extra layer of safety versus the inherent uncertainty in semi-structured interviews 

(Denscombe, 2012). Furthermore, the targeted questions are designed to touch upon the four 

different moderators if price, risk, quality and loyalty anchored in the P-M-O model. Lastly, 
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the ending question was designed to catch up anything of value from the respondent 

perspective which was overlooked by the researcher (Alvehus, 2013).  

 

3.5.4 Operationalization  

While the interview guide illustrate the reasoning used in creating the general structure and 

approach of the interview questions, in the context of qualitative research the 

operationalization tackles core concepts which are to be studied and their relevance within the 

chosen field of research. Furthermore, this allows the researchers to reach saturation of 

qualitative data in an increasingly coherent manner by aligning the operationalization and 

concepts which are going to be studied with the purpose and research question of the specific 

study (Saunders, et al., 2018). The purpose of this thesis was to study how the COVID-19 

pandemic has affected brand preference of food and hygiene products, and as a result the P-

M-O framework was constructed and utilised in order to study the phenomenon. While the 

phenomenon and outcomes (i.e. COVID-19 pandemic and brand preference) became self-

evident due to the research question and purpose of the thesis, the moderating aspects needed 

to be operationalized. Looking at the P-M-O framework the moderating aspects which were 

chosen from previous literature were price, quality, risk and loyalty. The interview questions 

were divided into four categories, introductory, general, targeted and ending questions 

(Appendix A). However, both the introductory and ending questions were general questions 

aimed to ease the interviewees and offer an additional aspect to increase validity of the data. 

Similarly, the general questions were intentionally designed as vague to be as non-leading as 

possible. Conversely, the targeted questions were directly inspired and operationalized by 

previous literature within the field of branding theory and consumer behaviour theory. 

Additionally, the targeted questions were designed to target the four aspects of price, quality, 

risk and loyalty in case they were not brought up by the interviewees during the general 

questions. Lastly, table 3.2 offers a brief overview of the operationalization and aim of the 

targeted questions. 

 

Table 3.2 Operationalization 

Question Aim 

9 & 10 Allowing the interviewees to explore the role of price as a moderator for 

brand preference during the pandemic 
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11 Allowing the interviewees to explore the role of risk and loyalty as 

moderators for brand preference during the pandemic 

12 Allowing the interviewees to explore the role of quality as a moderator for 

brand preference during the pandemic 

 

 

The first moderator was price, question 9 and 10 are directly linked to price and the role of 

price as a moderating aspect in brand preference. Question 9 was “How important is the price 

of food and hygiene products during the pandemic?” which was inspired by previous research 

which focuses on the role of price in a crisis context and the inherent uncertainties of crisis 

affecting consumer buying behaviour (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011; Puellas, Diaz-

Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016). Thus, allowing the interviewee to reflect on the role of price 

in buying behaviour of food and hygiene products before being asked question 10 which 

frames the role of price within the context of the thesis. Subsequently, question 10 became 

“Has price dictated what brand of food and hygiene products you buy during the pandemic?” 

which was inspired by previous research building on the role of price during financial crises 

affecting changes towards cheaper brands and store brands (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; 

Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). This allows the interviewee to reflect on potential changes in 

brand preference regarding price due to the pandemic, and as a result depending on the 

answer it allowed the researchers to explore the underlying reasoning behind the answer and 

potential change or lack-of change. 

 

Secondly, there is risk and loyalty which are intertwined. Both risk and loyalty is brought up 

in question 11 which is a two part question. The first part of the question is “Have you tried 

new brands of food and/or hygiene products during the pandemic?” which is inspired by 

previous research focusing on the role of risk tolerance in seeking out new brands during a 

crisis (Matzler, Grabner-Kräuter, & Bidmon, 2008). This allows the interviewees to start 

exploring their general risk tolerance towards brands. This opens them up further for the 

second part of the question which was “Have you tried more or less new brands than you 

would before the pandemic?” which was inspired by the role of crisis affecting shift in loyalty 

towards store loyalty programs (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017). 

Moreover, this question opens up the interconnectedness between risk and loyalty in affecting 

brand preferences (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011). Therefore, this question frames the 
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topic of risk and loyalty in a holistic perspective allowing the interviewee to engage and 

explore the potential interconnectedness between both moderators.  

 

The third and last moderator was quality. Question 12 is a two part question which focuses on 

the role of quality in brand preference. The first part of the question was ―How do you define 

quality in food and hygiene products?” which was inspired by the multitude of definitions 

which can be ascribed to quality (Aaker, 1996; Anselmsson, Johansson, & Persson, 2007), 

allowing the interviewee to put forth their own aspects of quality and preferences. Moreover, 

due to the different attributes of quality and the purpose of the thesis there were no need to 

limit quality to a set definition as the thesis aims to understand how the general aspect of 

quality affects brand preferences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the follow up 

question was “How important have [named qualities] been in your choices of food and 

hygiene purchases during the pandemic?” which was inspired by previous literature focusing 

on the change of prioritisations during a crisis which reduced the preference of quality for 

food by consumers (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). As a result, question 12 opens up the 

role of quality and how it exists in a dynamic role in relation to the other three moderators and 

allowed the researchers to fully explore the reasoning in potential changes by the 

interviewees.  

 

3.6 Data analysis  

Prior to conducting the semi-structured interviews, the researchers debated whether to 

conduct a pilot study or not. On one hand, Van Teijlingen & Hundley (2001) argues 

researchers conducting qualitative studies should not focus on conducting a pilot study as it is 

not necessary, stating ―Qualitative data collection and analysis is often progressive, in that a 

second or subsequent interview in a series should be ‗better‘ than the previous one as the 

interviewer may have gained insights from previous interviews which are used to improve 

interview schedules and specific questions.‖ (p.3). On the other hand, other researchers 

emphasized on the importance of conducting pilot studies as it helps researchers obtain ―real 

world‖ experience, leading to higher validity and reliability, while also enhancing the research 

quality and the research design leading to better interpretation of the findings, and 
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subsequently improving the results. (Kezar, 2000; Malmqvist, Hellberg, Möllås, Rose & 

Shevlin, 2019) 

 

As a result, the researchers opted to conduct a pilot study, aiming to find issues which need 

improvements or modifications. The researchers conducted two pilot studies in the form of 

interviews with two Swedish consumers who fit the sampling criteria put by the researchers. 

The result of these pilot studies were rewarding as the researchers received insights from the 

two participants which helped in changing the structure of the questions, the formulation of 

the questions and modified some questions, and subsequently improved the interview guide. 

The changes were done to reduce potential confusion while simultaneously developing non 

leading questions.  

  

After conducting the pilot test, the researchers started conducting the semi-structured 

interviews with the participants. All the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Saunders et al. (2009) explained the benefits to transcribe the data as 

soon as possible, mainly due to the huge amount of time taken to transcribe audio records. As 

a result, each interview is transcribed before the next one, also to spot potential improvements 

for the next interview. In order to analyse the data gathered from the interview, the 

researchers started identifying and searching for appropriate data analysis methods. Two 

approaches were considered: thematic analysis and content analysis. Braun & Clarke (2006) 

describes thematic analysis as ―a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data. It minimally organises and describes your data set in (rich) detail.‖ 

(p.6). Although, Braun & Clarke (2006) argues thematic analysis should be identified as a 

method on its own, and has various advantages such as its flexibility is caused by its 

independence from theories and epistemological position.  However, Bryman & Bell (2011) 

argues thematic analysis is not considered as a distinctive technique of analysis and does not 

have an identifiable heritage. They continue to explain that thematic analysis is discerned in 

most of the qualitative data approaches such as qualitative content analysis, discourse analysis 

and grounded theory. And since thematic analysis is shared by different qualitative analysis 

methods (Holloway & Todres, 2003) and is considered as a tool used across different 

qualitative analysis methods (Boyatzis, 1998 in Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researchers opted 

to adopt content analysis as the data analysis method for this dissertation. Qualitative content 

analysis is a method which organizes the empirical data into categories which aids 
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discovering patterns not detectable by only listening to audio records and reading the 

transcripts of these audio records (Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee, 2018). In 

qualitative content analysis codes and categories are discovered from the interview transcripts 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Bryman & Bell (2011) explained qualitative content analysis as a 

method to analyse documents and establish meanings in and of the text, ―There is an emphasis 

on allowing categories to emerge out of data and on recognizing the significance for 

understanding the meaning of the context in which an item being analysed (and the categories 

derived from it) appeared‖ (p.717). 

 

Specifically, the researchers are adopting ―conventional content analysis‖ that was proposed 

by Hsieh and Shannon (2005). The aim of conventional content analysis is to describe a 

phenomenon. ―This type of design is usually appropriate when existing theory or research 

literature on a phenomenon is limited‖ (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1279). In conventional 

content analysis the researchers submerge themselves in the empirical data seeking to let the 

themes flow and to get new insights from the data, while avoiding to categories the data 

themselves from preconceived knowledge and categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

Furthermore, this was done independently to eliminate the possibility of influencing each 

other‘s view of the empirical material, and as a result increase credibility of the themes and 

categories found and created (Denscombe, 2012). Since the data is collected only from 

interviews, the researchers used open-ended questions (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Data 

analysis begins by reading the data collected repeatedly in order to reach immersion and 

achieve a holistic sense (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Afterwards codes are derived by reading 

the data word by word and the exact words that seem to capture main concepts or thoughts are 

highlighted. The researchers then started making notes about their thoughts, impressions and 

initial analysis. After resuming this process, ―labels for codes emerge that are reflective of 

more than one key thought. These often come directly from the text and are then become the 

initial coding scheme‖ (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1279). Afterwards codes are categorized 

based on the relation and linkage between the codes. The emerged categories are then used to 

group and organize codes into relevant clusters (Patton, 2002 in Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

Afterwards, the researchers combined the related subcategories into fewer categories and a 

tree diagram was developed aiming to construct a hierarchical structure of these categories 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  Finally, in the analysis and discussion sections the researchers 

explained and identified the relationship between subcategories and categories. And relevant 
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theories are then disused, argued and compared in relation to the obtained insights and data 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

 

3.7 Trustworthiness 

The transparency and trustworthiness of qualitative research is crucial to the integrity and 

usefulness of the findings (Cope, 2014, in Connelly, 2016). Trustworthiness of a research 

refers to the level of confidence in the data gathered, the methods used to gather the data, and 

the interpretation of the data which guarantees the quality of the research (Pilot & Beck, 2014, 

in Connelly, 2016). Additionally, the components of trustworthiness in qualitative research 

differ from quantitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). While in quantitative research the 

main criteria of evaluating the quality of a research are reliability and validity, researchers 

argue that adopting these concepts in evaluating qualitative research is inappropriate and 

inapplicable (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggested that in order to test 

the quality of a qualitative study, different terms should be adopted. Lincoln & Guba (1985) 

proposed four criteria to evaluate qualitative research, and they are: (1) credibility, (2) 

dependability, (3) conformability and (4) transferability. Bryman & Bell (2011) argues that 

those four criteria are parallel to reliability and validity. In this research Lincoln & Guba 

(1985) four criteria model is adopted. In order to ensure the quality of this study research, the 

researchers created procedures and protocols that would ensure the worthiness of this research 

to the reader (Connelly, 2016).  

 

To begin with, the most crucial criteria of trustworthiness is credibility (Connelly, 2016), it is 

parallel to internal validity in quantitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It is referred to the 

credibility of the findings, in which it ensures that the research is conducted according to the 

laws of good practice (Bryman & Bell, 2011). ―Credibility can be achieved by prolonged 

engagement with participants; persistent observation in the field; the use of peer debriefers or 

peer researchers‖ (Morrow, 2005, p.252). In this dissertation semi-structured interviews are 

conducted which increases the engagement with participants compared to surveys, and it adds 

flexibility to the interviewing process. This flexibility has the possibility to increase both the 

validity and reliability of the data collected, and as a result the paper as a whole (Gioia, 

Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). Also, this dissertation utilizes peer reviewed articles that are 

published in reputable journals. Furthermore, the researchers explained to the participants the 
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purpose of the research. They also provided them with a feedback of what they observed in 

the interviews and their impression at the end of the interview, aiming to achieve respondent 

validation which is a technique related to the laws of good practice (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

Furthermore, dependability refers to whether the research is consistent over time (Morrow, 

2005), and the degree of stability of the data across time (Connelly, 2016). When relating 

dependability to validity and reliability, Bryman & Bell (2011) explains that dependability is 

parallel to reliability. In order to achieve dependability, the findings should be consistent 

throughout the study as much as possible. Additionally, the thesis utilized semi-structured 

interviews allowing consistency throughout the results to an extent. Though, this dissertation 

is studying human begins and their behaviour in a certain phenomenon, which makes it hard 

to have the exact same results throughout the study. Other procedures that lead to 

dependability are audit trails (Connelly, 2016), audit trails require a peer researcher or a 

student advisor to keep trail with the activities and process of the research (Morrow, 2005). In 

this paper a student advisor is maintaining the audit trail of the dissertation (Morrow, 2005). 

 

Moreover, conformability deals with the objectivity of the research (Morrow, 2005) in which 

the findings should never be objective and should describe the situation, or the phenomenon 

being researched and not focus on beliefs and biasness (Gasson, 2004, in Morrow, 2005). 

Conformability focuses on the integrity of the findings and that the data is tied together by the 

researcher (Morrow, 2005). Most of the procedures that ensures dependability can be applied 

to ensure conformability (Morrow, 2005) for instance audit trail would ensure that the 

research is not objective. In this dissertation all the collected data are presented as it is without 

manipulation from the researchers, the analysis of the data is performed subjectively and are 

then related to previous empirical research, in order to insure the conformability of the study.  

 

Finally, transferability refers to the usefulness of the findings to the reader (Connelly, 2016), 

it refers to the degree of generalization the reader created (in relation to their own context) 

when examining the findings. Transferability can be achieved by providing adequate 

information about the research process, context, participants and the researchers themselves 

and their relationship (Morrow, 2005). In this study information regarding the purpose of the 
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study, the process of the study and the participants of the study is provided in the dissertation, 

while information regarding the purpose of the study, the process of the study, and 

information regarding the researchers, their the relationship and their aim from the study are 

fully provided to the interviewees before conducting the interviews. 

 

3.8 Ethical considerations 

Since the researchers are seeking to conduct semi-structured interviewees with individuals 

and analyse their data, ethical concerns emerged while planning the research (Saunders et al., 

2009). Research ethics can be referred to the researcher‘s behaviour in relation to the 

interviewee‘s rights (Saunders et al., 2009). According to Saunders et al. (2009) there are two 

main ethical philosophies within business research: teleology and deontology. ―the 

teleological view argues that the ends served by your research justify the means.‖ (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.184). On the other hand, ―The deontological view argues that the ends served by 

the research can never justify the use of research which is unethical.‖ (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.184). Even though the deontological view can decrease the reliability and validity of the 

research, since the purpose of the study and the research question is stated to the sample 

before conducting the interviews, which might lead to altered behaviours or non-participation 

(Saunders et al., 2009), though adopting the deontological view is morally and ethically right. 

 

By adopting the deontological view, the researchers made four main ethical considerations. 

First, the purpose of the study and the research question will be provided to the participants 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011) to allow the participants to choose if they wish to participate or not. 

When conducting the interviews, the purpose of the study and the research question will be 

given again. Secondly, even though verbal agreements act as a contract in Sweden in the 

presence of a third party, but the researchers felt that a consent form would be more 

appropriate. As a result, a consent form was sent to the participants before conducting the 

interviews. Thirdly, in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) the 

data is processed fairly, transparently and lawfully, and is collected for legitimate, explicit, 

relevant, and specific purposes (GDPR, 2020). Lastly, the researchers made the participants 

names anonymous in order to make the participants more comfortable, which Walford (2006) 
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explains that anonymity is given by researchers to individuals and research site as an ethical 

norm.  
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4. Empirical findings 

This chapter will present the empirical findings from the data collected in the interviews. 

Furthermore, the findings will be divided into three separate categories of price, quality and 

risk & loyalty. Moreover, each section will touch upon the different themes and sub-themes 

found. 

Looking at the empirical findings four main aspects were found which was divided into 

different themes and sub-themes as illustrated in Appendix B. Comparing the four different 

aspects with the moderators in the P-M-O model, the clear difference is the combination of 

risk and loyalty aspects in the P-M-O model. Furthermore, the choice combining risk and 

loyalty was due to the interconnectedness between risk and loyalty in the empirics. When 

discussed they were interconnected and trust was rarely spoken outside of the context of 

loyalty and vice versa, thus they were discussed in the context of two sides of the same coin. 

 

4.1 Findings on price 

Starting with the role of price and how it affects brand preference during the crisis the main 

theme which emerged was income. Specifically income was divided into two commonly 

occurring subthemes of disposable income and financial uncertainty during the pandemic 

among the respondents. Looking at disposable income one common theme was the social 

impact of the pandemic. Respondents found themselves with increased disposable income due 

to the pandemic affecting their social behaviour. One of the interviewees stated,  

―We don't spend money on the cinema, on cafes or alcohol. It's basically save more 
money now in quarantine than before [both laughing]. I have more money now than, than 

I had before.‖ – Interviewee 7 

This specific sentiment was echoed by an additional three interviewees. Furthermore, 

financial uncertainty was a theme brought up regarding the role of price in brand preferences 

during the pandemic. Aspects such as work, job security and savings were frequently 

mentioned and their impact on the price sensitivity of the respondents. While one of the 

respondents mentioned the pandemic having a negative effect on his business, conversely the 

rest of the respondents discussed about the lack of financial uncertainty and mentioned both 

job stability for the interviewees employed as well as the students. Moreover, they discussed 

the pandemics effect on their price sensitivity and outside of the one interviewee which stated 
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there was a change 9 out of 17 interviewees shared a similar sentiment as interviewee 5 

regarding her lack of care for price during the pandemic, she stated: 

―I think also because this pandemic hasn't affected my job, I still have the same salary as 

I have before.‖ – Interviewee 5 

And as a result, outside of the person which felt uncertain about their future financial 

situation, the common sentiment was the pandemic did not directly affect their price 

sensitivity in the context of brand preferences for food and hygiene products. While the 

pandemic had affected the price of certain food and hygiene products they bought, they were 

not directly tied the aspect of price. However, they were a result of changes in demand and 

preferences regarding the quality of food and hygiene products. Consequently, they found 

themselves with increased disposable income due to a decrease in social activities they would 

do in a non-crisis environment. However, while the increased disposable income affected the 

price sensitivity of the interviewees, it did not affect their brand preferences. As one of the 

interviewees stated:  

―…but then it came to the maybe last days of the month of the month, and then the price 

became a factor. And now we don't have that problem. So when pricing became a factor 
that would affect the brands you bought that would affect me not buying anything.‖ – 

Interviewee 1 

This aligns on the opposite spectrum of previous literature stating price as one of the largest 

influencers in brand preferences during financial crises, due to decreases in disposable income 

during a financial crisis (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). 

 

The second sub-theme was financial uncertainty. Looking at the interviewees only one 

brought up the pandemic as having negative effect on their personal finance as compared to 

the rest. However, this person was the only interviewee owning a business as the others were 

either employed, students or a mix of the two. Specifically, the business owner mentioned 

changes in quantity of food bought due to the financial impact of the pandemic. 

―Because we have to watch our economy, like we still buy the same quality but lesser 

quantity‖ – Interviewee 10 

However, while this person had become increasingly price conscience due to the pandemic, it 

had not affected his brand preferences and the brands he bought before the pandemic. His 

focus lied on similar spread of brands as before the pandemic, which differs from Millet et al. 

(2012) which brings up the role of shifting preferences and financial risk during financial 
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crisis. As a result, the findings speak to the lack of shifts brand preferences towards store-

brands as opposed to Puellas et al. (2016) findings. Nonetheless, interviewee 10 illustrated the 

difference in financial security amongst the interviewees. While he was worried about his 

financial security and had become price conscience, 6 of the interviewees mentioned financial 

security directly or indirectly when discussing the role of price and how it has affected their 

brand preferences during the pandemic, which of the interviewees framed as:  

―So it basically hasn't changed them during the fundamentals, our income level is still the 

same, pandemic didn't affect us that much.‖ – Interviewee 3 

This aligns with the aspect of a catalyst such as a financial crisis, forcing consumers to 

become price conscience regarding brands and brand preference (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 

2011). Additionally, the interviewees emphasized this lack of change regarding their financial 

situation as the main aspect for not feeling product price affecting their choice of brands. 

Thus, the findings align with the general research on brand preferences. Specifically, price as 

a factor related to personal income and financial stability (Anselmsson, Johansson, & Persson, 

2007). Thus, price was not deemed a factor affecting brand preference during the pandemic as 

it was directly tied to income, and as a result of the lack of financial impact of the pandemic, 

price was viewed as a moderator similarly to before the pandemic. 

 

4.2 Findings on quality 

Looking specifically at the role of quality in brand preference during the pandemic, there were 

two main themes, subjective preferences and product knowledge. Starting with subjective 

preference, the interviewees had a wide range of preferences and subjective indicators for 

quality regarding food. Aspects such as taste, quality of ingredients and sustainability were 

commonly touched upon. However, a relevant finding regarding the brand preference was the 

interviewees‘ consensus of a standard which had to be met, or a minimum quality threshold. 

Furthermore, looking at the quality threshold, the pandemic had two camps of interviewees. 

There were the people who were content to keeping up with their old products and brands as 

they considered them to be up to the expected standard, as one of the interviewees stated: 

―I still feel like the products that I buy still holds the same quality that I've expected. So 

there hasn't been any reason for me to shift up and change the brands that I buy. Like, for 

instance, the apple juice, it still contains the same Apple 100% real apple juice. So there's 

no reason for me to change that.‖ – Interviewee 4 
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This was a sentiment which other respondents agreed with. Conversely, there was also 

another group which had changed their preferences and demands due to the pandemic. These 

people had increased their minimum quality threshold due to the pandemic and were focusing 

on higher quality products for their own well-being, as one of the interviewees stated:  

―…so quality comes first, I don't want, I don't want to buy a hand sanitizer that only kills 

98% of the, of the bacteria. But I want the hand sanitizer killing 99% of the bacteria. And 

if I have to pay a higher price for that, then I'm willing to pay a higher price for that.‖ – 

Interviewee 14  

This was a sentiment agreed upon by an additional 4 interviewees, where they discussed the 

importance of quality during the pandemic for their physical well-being and health. However, 

the interviewees sharing this sentiment had different approaches in how it affected their brand 

preference. While some of these interviewees drifted towards ―better‖ brands, others remained 

with their previously preferred brands opting for products of higher quality within the known 

brands catalogue.  

 

Furthermore, quality in the context of food and hygiene products was related to and judged on 

multiple different factors amongst the different interviewees. The difference in subjective 

interpretations and expectations of quality such as sustainability, taste, ingredients and 

packaging which mirrored previous research within branding and buying behaviour stating 

individual focus and preferences exist regarding these aspect in a non-crisis context 

(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011). However, what caught 

interest in this theme was the sub-theme regarding the minimum level of expected quality of 

food and hygiene products. While the demand for the quality threshold existed amongst all 

interviewees, what stood out was the perspective of 5 interviewees which stated there had 

been changes raising the quality threshold during the pandemic due to an increased health 

conscience. Thus, the interviewees became divided into two camps, the ones which were 

content and felt their previous brand preference offered high quality, and conversely the ones 

which felt they needed to make changes as one of the interviewees mentioned:  

―So the difference between now and then must be that, the biggest difference is that I care 

about the brand, which I didn't do a lot before was that done. So I don't want to buy 

something that just emerged out of a pandemic, and maybe didn't make its way through 

all the inspections, or I don't know, anything like that it is in quality.‖ – Interviewee 1 

This parallels Keller (1993) functional aspect of products and brands amongst consumers. 

Consequently, the pandemic had created a shift in functional demand from the interviewees 
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where there had been an increased demand for quality from a health perspective. Additionally, 

brand association became increasingly important amongst the interviewees experiencing 

changes in their product quality demand. Thus, brands became a tool communicating quality 

to the consumers (Anselmsson, Johansson, & Persson, 2007; Kotler, 1965).  

 

The other sub-theme was product knowledge, which was divided into two aspects, experience 

with the product or brand and perceived brand quality. Starting with product and brand 

experience there were differences between food and hygiene products. All respondents were 

familiar with food products and how to judge their quality. However, this was not the case 

with hygiene products. One common aspect discussed was the lack of specific brand 

preference as a result from this lack of experience, and as such brand preference was achieved 

through traditional marketing channels as one of the interviewees said: 

―I am trusting the brands or the product that it's it that it does what it says because I 

cannot under hygiene products I cannot I can't judge in an appearance I judged more 

about what whether my friends saying, what is the advertisement say so a bit of word of 

mouth and information that I might also gain from the internet because I'm looking okay 

which hygiene product is the best and that I read those reviews and then I'm Just going to 

pick up bread after that, but not from my experience. I wouldn't as I don't have a lot of 

experience in hygiene products. I would Yeah, rather ask people and then judge the 

quality by what those people are said. Then any, any other thing‖ – Interviewee 14 

This sentiment was constructed similarly as evident when another interviewee discussed their 

decision making process for buying hygiene products: 

―…hygiene products I don't, I haven't used them [much] and I get tips from my parents. 

So in that case this is different‖ – Interviewee 6 

These findings aligned with previous research regarding experience and consumer buying 

behaviour. Specifically, how brand or product knowledge acts as a foundation which allow 

consumers to make decisions and create brand preference (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011). 

Moreover, this highlights the role of traditional marketing channels such as advertisement as 

well as word of mouth  in creating brand knowledge and brand awareness in the decision 

making process for hygiene products (Keller, 1993; Kotler, 1991). As there were consumers 

where the pandemic was the first time they had to come in contact with and evaluate hygiene 

products from a new need and perspective, and had to rely on information and knowledge 

from external parties in their decision making for hygiene products. Nonetheless, navigating 

this aspect could be found difficult as one of the interviewees mentioned the aversion of being 

taken advantage of by brands due to the crisis:  
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―But I feel like that I feel like I don't like brands that try to turn the pandemic into some 

kind of opportunity. So I feel that when I see a brand, like taking advantage of the 

pandemic, either an advertisement or in some other way, I'm trying to not buy anything 

from those‖ – Interviewee 4 

This sentiment was echoed by 2 other interviewees and might be related to uncertain quality 

amongst these brands which is one reason for consumers becoming risk averse during crisis 

(Matzler, Grabner-Kräuter, & Bidmon, 2008).  

 

Continuing with product knowledge, which was divided into two separate aspects, experience 

with the product and perceived brand quality. While looking at product knowledge one aspect 

which affected how the consumers judged quality was previous experience with the product. 

One of the findings in this section were amongst the interviewees with lacking experience 

with hygiene products, and as a result their judgements on quality regarding hygiene products 

were constructed second-hand due to lack of experience which one of the interviewees puts it 

as:  

―I cannot under hygiene products I cannot I can't judge in an appearance I judged more 

about what whether my friends saying, what is the advertisement say so a bit of word of 

mouth and information that I might also gain from the internet because I'm looking, okay 

which hygiene product is the best and that I read those reviews and then I'm Just going to 

pick up bread after that, but not from my experience. I wouldn't as I don't have a lot of 
experience in hygiene products. I would yeah, rather ask people and then judge the 

quality by what those people are said. Then any, any other thing‖ – Interviewee 14 

And as a result, their brand preferences of hygiene products were derivative of general 

marketing aspects due to their lack of personal experience with the products. On the other 

hand, perceived quality worked as the opposite side of the same coin. While tangible aspects 

such as previous experience affected how the interviewees perceived quality, intangible 

aspects such as country of origin for the products, quality of components and ingredients were 

highlighted as aspects which the interviewees were averse of due to the self-perceived 

implications of buying lower quality products during the pandemic. 

 

Secondly, there was the role of perceived brand quality amongst the interviewees. Given the 

importance of product knowledge, regarding food products there were specific aspects 

mentioned as indicators of quality regarding food during the pandemic. Knowledge about 

origin of food products, components of food and hygiene products had become increasingly 

important as it affected their choice of brands, as one of the interviewees stated: 



56 

 

―I cared more about the specific goals so I tried to like buy soap It was more like, like 

intense‖ – Interviewee 13 

This was a common sentiment amongst an additional 12 interviewees, which 2 mentioned the 

importance of knowing the origin of brands and products they bought due to the pandemic: 

―… let's say a pasta company should be clean. It should be. It should have structure and 
stuff like that. So if I buy pasta from I don't know, Kyrgyzstan or another. And I don't 

know it just came up during the pandemic. I don't know. I wouldn't feel so. So reassured 

that that's a brand I wanted to have – Interviewee 1 

―I mean before different pandemic i was i was looking more for the cheapest price I was 

caring, I was less caring about where this product comes from.‖ – Interviewee 14 

Thus perceived quality became an amalgamation of experience and marketing and experience. 

As a result, drawing similarities between aspects such as packaging which communicate 

quality (Wang, 2013). On the other hand, it might also relate to the consumers motivational 

aspects for the purchasing choice aligning functionality with a common need (Florack & 

Scarabis, 2006). Thus, in the context of interviewee 13 aligning the advertised effectiveness 

of the new soap with his new need for hygiene and clean hands. Therefore, perceived brand 

quality became an important factor moderating the brand preference and purchasing decision 

of the interviewees according to themselves.  

 

Consequently, looking at the role of quality in affecting brand preference the biggest shift was 

regarding health and health consciousness due to the pandemic. What the consumers ate and 

used became increasingly important due to the implications of health and improving their 

chances against the COVID-19 virus. As a result, aspect such as what they ate and used, 

where it was produced, how it was produced and the comparative utilitarian benefit between 

brands became increasingly important. While the majority of the interviewees did not change 

their brand preference due to this as they felt their previous brand could fulfil their new crisis 

demands. Nonetheless, it did change the brand preference of other consumers which did not 

have the same perceived quality in their previous preferred brands drastically due to the 

importance which they attributed to having these new demands filled.  

 

4.3 Findings on risk and loyalty 

Finally, the third and final theme which emerged from the data is risk and loyalty. The theme 

has three main categories the availability of the brands, health consciousness and habits, 
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routines, and suitability. Starting with the availability of brands, the interviewees indicated 

consumers only changed their preferred brands with other brands, when it was unavailable. As 

a result, in the case of stock out, the interviewees either substituted their preferred brands with 

another one or bought them online. It should be noted the lack of stock and brands were 

caused by other customers who panic bought products. Many consumers started panic buying 

which is an outcome of disasters, which led to supply shortages (Shou et al., 2011; Tsao, Raj 

& Yu, 2019). Thus, the interviewees either bought their preferred brands online or substitute it 

with different brands.  

―Yeah, basically I..  we have to buy online since some things are almost always sold out.‖ 

– Interviewee 6 

An example of substitution was given by interviewee 12, when she was asked whether she is 

still buying the same brands as before the pandemic she replied: 

―No, because they are not available anymore‖- Interviewee 12 

However, supply shortages were only reported by four of the interviewees and it was only 

hygiene products which were not available.  

 

Moreover, looking at the increased health consciousness in the context of the pandemic, the 

interviewees‘ health consciousness increased as result of the pandemic and the nature of the 

virus, as the interviewees understood the importance of the immune system and hygiene in 

fighting the virus. There were five consequences of the increased health consciousness of the 

interviewees. Firstly was the sub-theme of avoiding new emerging brands, the interviewees 

stated they would not try new products during the COVID-19 pandemic, as they argued this 

was not the time to try new emerged products, and it‘s safer to stick with well-known 

established brands instead of the new emerged products which might have not went through 

all the testing and regulations.  

―I would never ever tried during this time, I would never try another brand that I've never 

seen before because you don‘t know. That's different between now and then. …So I don't 

want to buy something that just emerged out of a pandemic, and maybe didn't make its 

way through all the inspections‖ – Interviewee 1 

However, it should be noted that one interviewee argued it is a good chance for the consumers 

to try new products, but his argument was mainly based on saving money during the 



58 

 

pandemic due to the uncertainties regarding the financial situation and the ending of the 

pandemic.  

―it‘s a good chance for someone to try something different‖ – Interviewee 10 

 

Secondly was the lower frequency of store visits, the interviewees started going less often and 

less frequently to stores, in order to decrease the amount of time spent in the stores aiming to 

minimize the risk of getting infected.  

―we don't go to the supermarket as often as we did before‖                   ―because of the 

worry that going out in public and meeting other people that you might get infected‖ – 

Interviewee 3 

Although one interviewee discussed that spending less time in the store might lead him to not 

buy his preferred brands as he want to spend as less time as possible in the store, which 

subsequently affects his choice of his preferred brands as he would buy the brands that is 

available in front of him and won‘t spend much time searching for his preferred brands.  

―I buy whatever is in front of me but if I find the brands that I‘m used to I would buy 

them no change.‖ – Interviewee 8 

However, all the other interviewees stated that they did not change their preferred brand due 

to this factor, they only stated that while spending less time in stores they started focusing on 

buying the necessity products.  

―Now it's I am going to the store where I know that I can just get what I need. I'm 

shopping now more out of necessity instead of pleasure.‖ – Interviewee - 14 

It should also be considered that some of the interviewees did not feel the same about 

spending less time in the stores, as they explained that they are going to the stores as frequent 

as before the COVID-19 pandemic. And one of the interviewees explained that he is even 

going more frequently to the store during the pandemic, he explained that: 

―Since the university is closed. I felt that as a way to like basically got up from, from the 

dorm.‖ - Interviewee 13 

 

Moreover, the third consequence of the increased health conscious was panic hoarding. The 

interviewees indicated that they started panic hoarding due to several reasons, but mainly due 

to the increased health conscious as they were afraid that they won‘t find enough food and 
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hygiene products to buy, which subsequently would affect their health since they won‘t have 

enough hygiene products to use against the virus, and food products to feed themselves and 

their families and protect them against the virus. Although there were other reasons for panic 

hoarding by they are all under the umbrella of increased health conscious.  

―when people really go to supermarket and buy with a huge amount, and then we feel yes 

we have to do this also because maybe we will not find products anymore.‖ – Interviewee 

12  

Another reason for panic hoarding was because they saw other customers doing the same. 

―because people started in bulk. So you had to do that you didn't want to be the guy that 

is smart and became the stupidest of them all because you didn't buy in bulk. So you had 

to go with the flow.‖ – Interviewee 1 

And the final reason for panic hoarding was due to the behaviour of panic hoarding of 

consumers in general, as Shou et al. (2011) explained that panic hoarding can decrease the 

supply of some products, which subsequently causes further problems as high unusual 

demand might lead to stock-out which subsequently leads to further panic buying. 

―when people really go to supermarket and buy with a huge amount, and then we feel yes 
we have to do this also because maybe we will not find products anymore. So, like I have 

a lot of products in my house and even I don't have place so I put them in a in the 

basement, with this pandemic no I have to buy maybe 10 more.‖ – Interviewee 12 

The researchers decided to distinguish between panic hoarding and bulking. As the 

interviewees who adopted the bulking strategy, did so to go to the stores less frequently and 

since bulking is not considered as panic hoarding. Some of the interviewees started to buy in 

bulk solely to decrease the frequency of visits to the stores. 

―we don't go to the supermarket as often as we did before, but we tried to buy more in 

bulk… because of the worry that going out in public and meeting other people that you 

might get infected‖ – Interviewee 3 

 

Fourthly was the sub-theme of living situation, the interviewees who are living with their 

families decided that only one member of the family should do the groceries in order to 

minimize the risk of several family members getting infected, which subsequently had an 

effect on the choice of brands during the pandemic. Since only one member of the family is 

buying food and hygiene products for the whole family and cannot buy the exact brands that 

each one of the family members wants or prefers, as the main goal is to minimize the risk of 

getting infected by spending less time there.  
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―In general, I don't do groceries myself. I let other people do it for me, especially family 

members. And we decided on one family member who is always going out wearing a 

face mask using an hand sanitizer before going out of the house. And this person does 

then groceries.‖ – Interviewee 14 

When asked whether she is asking for a specific brand when her family member is buying the 

food and hygiene products, she replied: 

Yes, like before that I would have, I would have chosen the brands that I usually do. But 

now I don't care about the brand. – Interviewee 14 

 

The fifth and final consequence of the increased health conscious of the interviewees was the 

adoption of regulations regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. As it would minimize the risk of 

getting infected in stores but has affected the approach of buying products. The interviewees 

started to avoid standing in crowded places, some started using scanners instead of waiting in 

line to pay at the cashier, some started wearing gloves & masks and minimize the amount of 

time spent in the stores. 

―And as I said I wash my hands a lot now before and after. Keeping distance from other 
customers. Mainly do scanners instead of cashiers try to avoid being close to people as 

much as I can.‖ – Interviewee 11 

One can argue that these measures might affect the choice of brands during the pandemic, as 

less time in the stores might lead to choosing the available brands without searching for them 

further as explained by interviewee eight, and also avoiding crowded places in the store can 

make the interviewees choose another brand, if their preferred brand is in this place, since it 

would cost them more time in the store to go back after everybody has left, plus if an 

individual had the virus this place could still be contaminated. However, it was only one 

interviewee indicated changes his preferred brand due to this factor and, all the other 

interviewees stated that they have not changed their brand preferences due to this factor. To 

sum it up, first it should be noted that most of the interviewees did not change their buying 

behaviour during the pandemic and bought the same preferred brands as before. Secondly 

those who changed their buying behaviour, changed it due to the fact that they are living in a 

household with family members and wanted to minimize the risk of getting infected, and due 

to the adoption of the Swedish government‘s regulations regarding the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Although these arguments are valid, however most of the interviewees based their choice of 

brands based on their old habits of buying, which aligns with Kaswengi & Diallo (2015) 

argument that when crisis intensity is high customers tend to adjust their buying strategies 

based on personal characteristics. The interviewees explained that their own routines of 

buying (habits) is the main factor that made them stick with their brand choices and not 

change it. 

―I think I'm just the creature of habit, in regards to my consumption‖ – Interviewee 15 

―I know what I like so why change?‖ – Interviewee 7 

And due to suitability, most of the interviewees argued they found the brands which fits and 

suits them the most in terms of functionality, price, and quality.  

―I got used to the products I buy, and as I told you I found the best products for me so 

why change them‖ – Interviewee 11 

To sum it up, the interviewees only changed their brand preferences when their preferred 

brands was out of stock, which only occurred to four of the interviewees and only in hygiene 

products. And their choice of brands mainly depends on personal characteristics (Kaswengi & 

Diallo, 2015), habits and the fit between their preferred brands and their personal 

characteristics. Although the increased health conscious and awareness led to changes in the 

buying behaviour, they did not affect the brand choices and preferences of most of the 

interviewees.    
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5. Discussion 

In this chapter the findings will be discussed and reflected upon within the wider context of 

the field of branding in a crisis as a whole.  

Looking at the different aspects affecting brand preference of food and hygiene products, the 

main take away was that the pandemic had low effect on changing brand preferences. While 

there were a few aspects which facilitated a change in brand preferences such as the changes 

in the market place and behaviour and the changed demand for quality, the over-all takeaway 

was one where consumers were confident and content with their previous brand preferences 

due to the pandemics mild nature in affecting how the different moderators in price, quality, 

risk and quality were perceived. Looking specifically at the moderating role of risk and 

loyalty on brand preferences during the pandemic, although there was noticeable change in 

buying behaviour of the interviewees, however, the majority of the interviewees did not 

change their preferred brands. There were three main reasons for this: (1) Availability of the 

brands, (2) old habits and routines of buying and (3) the Swedish restrictions.  

 

To begin with, the findings indicated that the interviewees who changed their preferred 

brands, changed it because they could not find they preferred brands at store, due to stock-out 

of these brands and due to panic hoarding by other customers, As Shou et al. (2011) explained 

that panic hoarding can decrease the supply of some products, which subsequently causes 

further problems as high unusual demand might lead to stock-out which subsequently leads to 

further panic buying. Consequently, illustrating the importance of managing the supply chain 

in crisis periods and keeping enough supply of the most demanded products or enforcing a 

purchasing quota to the customers (Shou et al., 2011). It should be noted it was only hygiene 

products which went out of stock, a type of products the interviewees started buying at higher 

rate due to the pandemic. Moreover, it was reported by the interviewees they did not really 

care about the brands of these products, since they only started buying them more frequently 

during the pandemic and did not have time to experience different brands to know which is 

better. 

 

Furthermore, although the interviewees did not change their brand preferences in the 

pandemic as they did not change their old habit and buying routines. Illustrating the 
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importance of buying habits and routines and is in accordance with Thompson et al. (1990) 

argument, when they explained that routine purchases were usually less prepared due to the 

inherit nature of them being routine. Thus, through routine consumers was risk averse in 

trying new brands. Subsequently, less thought and preparation are used before going out to 

buy routine items such as groceries, relying on a utilitarian approach in the buying decision 

based on previous experience with the product as well as need. Furthermore, Kaswengi & 

Diallo (2015) highlight consumers choice of brands in a crisis period mainly depends on 

personal characteristics. However, the loosen restrictions enforced by the Swedish 

government also had an impact that led the interviewees not to change their preferred brands 

with new ones, as it didn‘t have any effect on the perceived risk the interviewees had towards 

the pandemic, subsequently leading them to stick with their old routines and buying 

behaviour. 

 

There were factors which led to changes in brand choice, and they all emerged as a result of 

the increased health conscious of the interviewees, which resulted into five main changes in 

their behaviour: First, they tried to avoid the risk of trying in emerged brands, fearing that 

these new brands might not have went through all the inspections and testing, and due to the 

uncertainty of the performance of these brands. Which slightly agrees with Matzler et al. 

(2008) argument, when they explained that risk-averse consumers tend to not try or buy new 

products; they feel threatened by the fact that they are uncertain about the performance of 

these products. Second, the interviewees started spending less time in the stores in order to 

minimize the risk of getting infected by the COVID-19 virus. They also started to avoid going 

to multiple stores searching for their preferred brands if it was out of stock, mainly to decrease 

the risk of getting infected by the COVID-19 virus. And, due to store loyalty, since the longer 

a consumer had been shopping at the same store the less likely they were to switch to another 

store (Rhee & Bell, 2002). However, these changes in behaviour had quite a low effect on 

their brand preferences, as the interviewees brand preferences has not changed based on these 

factors.  

 

Third, some of the interviewees started to panic buy hygiene and food products fearing stock 

out of their preferred brands. This aligns with Shou et al. (2011) arguments explaining panic 

buying (i.e. hoarding) occurring due to disruptions in the product supply after a disaster. The 
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panic hoarding behaviour was a result of the media and peer pressure, however the most 

significant motivator for this behaviour was due to the behaviour of panic buying of other 

consumers in general, As Shou et al. (2011) explained that panic hoarding can decrease the 

supply of some products, which subsequently causes further problems as high unusual 

demand might lead to stock-out which subsequently leads to further panic buying. However 

panic buying didn‘t affect the interviewees brand preferences as they hoarded their preferred 

products, and even the interviewees who adopted the bulking approach when buying food and 

hygiene products didn‘t change their brand preferences they simply increased the quantity of 

their purchases, in order to decrease the frequency of their visits due to their increased health 

consciousness. Fourth, the interviewees started adopting the Swedish government‘s 

regulations regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, which made them adopt social distancing 

rules and spend less time in the stores, aiming to decrease the risk of getting infected. This at 

a glance caused no concern for the brand preference of consumers. However, consumers who 

are more concerned and anxious about getting infected by the virus might change their 

preferred brand with another one if the brand was in a crowded place in the store, in 

alignment with one interviewee. Finally, the living situation of the interviewees emerged as a 

significant factor, since due to the pandemic and the risk of getting infected by the COVID-19 

virus, interviewees who were living in a household with their families, stated that only one 

member from the family started buying food and hygiene products for the whole family, and 

as a result they became didn‘t care about brands as much, as long as they got the products 

they wanted. As a result, emphasizing the important role of the living situation during a 

pandemic, and its effect on the customer‘s brand preference. It should be noted that this 

situation was only reported by one interviewee. 

 

While previous studies found price changes occurred due to necessity amongst consumers 

during a financial crisis, as they face increased financial uncertainties and volatility (Gázquez-

Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017; Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 

2016). Thus, facilitating compromises on brand preferences for consumers, specifically, 

towards cheaper brands and store-brands (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; Kaswengi & 

Diallo, 2015). However, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic price was not a factor 

affecting brand preference outside of the one business owner which was interviewed. While 

the business owner faced similarities regarding financial uncertainty and volatility due to his 

income being coupled with the financial success of his business, and as a result was forced to 
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change his brand preferences due to the financial impact of the pandemic on his business. 

Thus, changing the crisis into both a pandemic and financial crisis, this was not the case for 

the rest of the interviewees. The rest of the interviewees differed from this experience as their 

income was not affected by the pandemic, and as a result there were no changes in how price 

regulated brand preference during pandemic for them. Additionally, there were consumers 

who found themselves with increased disposable income during the pandemic. However, this 

increased in disposable income did not affect their brand preferences as well. As price affects 

brand preference during financial crises in a forceful way (Matzler, Grabner-Kräuter, & 

Bidmon, 2008). Consequently, this illustrates the softer aspects of price not affecting brand 

preferences during a non-financial crisis as the pandemic did not put enough strain on the 

consumers‘ financial situation.  

 

Quality was a moderator which changed during the pandemic affecting changes in brand 

preference. While it is common amongst consumers to make concession regarding quality 

during financial crises due to their financial uncertainties and opting for cheaper brands and 

products (Degeratu, Rangaswamy, & Wu, 2000; Mueller & Szolnoki, 2010), this was not the 

case during the COVID-19 pandemic. The changes in quality preferences could be divided 

into two separate groups, the ones which did not change and the ones which changed their 

brand preference. The difference between the two groups was how they perceived their need 

for quality before the pandemic. The ones which did not change their brand preferences were 

content with the quality of their preferred brands as they felt the brands still met their 

minimum criteria for qualitative needs, as opposed to the other group which felt the pandemic 

had increased their minimum criteria for qualitative needs, and changed their brand preference 

towards brands which they perceived having a higher quality. Furthermore, this change in 

criteria also reduced the price sensitivity which displayed in different types of behaviours 

such as buying more expensive brands or more expensive products within the consumers 

already preferred brands. However, one of the key components regarding quality was how the 

pandemic had forced consumers in how they engaged with hygiene products, which due to the 

lack of experience amongst a minority of consumers led them to search for information 

through traditional marketing channels, which affected their brand preference. Thus, 

providing an opposite compared to financial crises where the consumers are experienced with 

the food and hygiene products they engage with (Méndez, Oubina, & Rubio, 2011). 
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Moving beyond the P-M-O framework and looking at the overarching effect of the pandemic 

on brand preference the aspects of price, quality, risk and loyalty becomes tied to the 

pandemic in the context of the health aspect of the COVID-19 virus. While there were not 

much indicating large changes in brand preference, there were large changes in health 

consciousness and qualitative demands on brands due to the pandemic. Furthermore, the 

increased focus on health permeated the aspects the moderating roles of quality, risk and 

loyalty and intertwined them together. Contrasting with previous crisis literature on financial 

crises which stated financial crisis pushes consumers to act and reason price as a factor in 

relation to brand preference (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015; Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & 

Carcalén, 2016) adopting changes in demand and utilitarian needs for consumers towards 

cheaper brands (Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, & Esteban-Millat, 2017), the COVID-19 

pandemic illustrating similar sentiment regarding personal health as opposed to personal 

finance. As a result, price did not play a large role in affecting consumer brand preference, 

although certain consumers stated they were willing to increase their spending, price was now 

directly tied brand preference. However, quality, loyalty and risk were through the changed 

demands. The consumers demanded food and hygiene products which could meet their 

criteria either directly through high quality brands or indirectly through availability and risk 

averseness. Consumers shied away from trying new brands and were increasingly aware of 

the different factors which could affect the health factors of the food and hygiene brands, 

similar to other crises (Puellas, Diaz-Bustamante, & Carcalén, 2016).  

 

Consequently, aspects such as brand knowledge, brand origin, retail availability and brand 

loyalty became intertwined with the Swedish restrictions or recommended guidelines and the 

underlying factor of consumers need to proactively reduce their chance of contracting the 

COVID-19 virus and simultaneously increase their personal and family health which they 

deemed important during the pandemic. Subsequently, this ties together with previous crises 

literature focusing on preservation and utilitarian needs of food and hygiene of consumers 

(Jung & Sung, 2017; Xu & Peng, 2015) and tying it with consumer brand perception and how 

the brands ability to meet these demands (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015; Millet, Lamey, & Van 

den Bergh, 2012). Therefore, this change in demand played the largest role in affecting brand 

preference among consumers through them either staying with their previously preferred 
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brands as they felt the brand still met their new demands, or changing towards new brands 

which could meet the new demands.  
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6. Conclusion 

This chapter will present the conclusion of the thesis. Furthermore, this chapter will also 

include theoretical and practical implications of the thesis. Lastly, this chapter will end with 

the limitations of the thesis and the potential for future research. 

The topic of brand preferences has been researched intensively in the past years; however 

previous research did not focus on the moderating role of a crisis on the customer‘s brand 

preferences of retailer‘s brands (Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015). Due to the world wide impact the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and given the lack of empirical data and studies on the phenomena of 

purchasing behaviour during a pandemic, this thesis explored how does the COVID-19 

pandemic affect brand preference in purchasing decisions of food and personal-hygiene 

products. The PMO model was built on the foundation of consumer behaviour theory and 

branding theory, which provided the bases for collecting empirical data needed for this 

dissertation. The framework had three different aspects to it, the phenomenon (The COVID-

19 pandemic) Moderators (Price, quality, loyalty and risk) which were found in previous 

literature studying brand preferences in a crisis context, and finally the Outcome (Brand 

preferences). Subsequently this dissertation adopted qualitative methodology since it aimed at 

exploring the human behaviour under a certain context, and to do so semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with sixteen consumers in the Sweden which were selected on a 

specified criterion.  

 

The findings indicated the aspects of price, quality, risk and loyalty became tied to the 

pandemic in the context of the health aspect of the COVID-19 virus. While there were not 

large changes in purchased brands, there were large changes in health consciousness and 

qualitative demands on brands due to the pandemic which changed consumer demand from 

brands and as a result their brand preferences. Furthermore, the increased focus on health 

permeated the aspects of the moderating roles of quality, risk and loyalty and intertwined 

them together. While price did not play a large role in affecting consumer brand preference, 

the increased focus on health had reduced the price sensitivity of consumers which was 

further reduced by the increase of disposable income due to lack of social activities resulting 

from the pandemic. However, quality, loyalty and risk were through the changed demands. 

The consumers demanded food and hygiene products which could meet their criteria either 

directly through high quality brands or indirectly through availability and risk averseness. 
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Consumers shied away from trying new brands and were increasingly aware of the different 

factors which could affect the health factors of the food and hygiene brands, similar to other 

crises. Consequently, aspects such as brand knowledge, brand origin, retail availability and 

brand loyalty became intertwined with the Swedish restrictions or recommended guidelines 

and the underlying factor of consumers need to proactively reduce their chance of contracting 

the COVID-19 virus and simultaneously increase their personal and family health which they 

deemed important during the pandemic. 

 

6.1 Theoretical Implications 

The implications of this thesis can be divided into two parts, theoretical and practical 

implications. The main theoretical implications were the interconnectedness of different roles 

of price, quality, risk and loyalty. Furthermore, while previous research has focused on the 

role of price during crises (i.e. Ang, Leong, & Kotler, 2000; Gázquez-Abad, Martínez-López, 

& Esteban-Millat, 2017; Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015) the results indicated price was a non-

factor for consumers which were not affected financially by the pandemic. Additionally, price 

sensitivity was not important for the consumers as long as the products meet their new needs 

regarding health. As a result of the lack of research on the effect of non-financial crises on 

brand preference, the main theoretical implication is the contribution to the field with 

empirical data on how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the brand preference of 

consumers. Additionally, the emphasis on quality highlights the importance of understanding 

the impact of a crisis and the shifting demands during crises and how they align or clash with 

consumer demands before a crisis, both in a non-financial and a financial crisis context. 

Specifically, the shifting needs regarding health and health consciousness due the health 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lastly, by adjusting the P-M-O framework by 

combining risk and loyalty, and including consumer behaviour as a moderator creating an 

adjusted P-M-O framework. The adjusted P-M-O framework could be utilised in similar 

studies on how a pandemic has affected brand preference, or perhaps studying how other non-

financial crises have affected brand preference.  
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6.2 Practical implications  

The practical implications can divided into two parts, implications for retailers and secondly 

implications for food and hygiene brands. Firstly, focusing on the retailers the findings of the 

thesis illustrated price becoming a non-factor during the COVID-19 pandemic and as a result, 

during similar crises, in the future retailers can decrease the amount discount offered and 

retain a higher profit margin during the crisis due to the reduced price sensitivity amongst 

consumers. Additionally, another option which could facilitate increased profitability is to 

increase their stock of high end brands and products during a crisis as it could offer higher 

profit per unit sold due to the increased demand for quality amongst the consumers. However, 

the high end brands and products bought needs to align with the needs created by the crisis. 

Furthermore, due to the increased brand loyalty and risk aversion retailers should try to 

minimize the amount of new brands they buy and include in their product portfolio as a result 

of the crisis. Finally, due to the volatile availability of products, retailers could try procuring 

food and hygiene products of strong and known brands to better meet the need of the 

consumers during a pandemic. 

 

Secondly, on the topic of food and hygiene brands, marketing becomes an increasingly 

important factor due to the pandemic. For hygiene brands marketing can become an effective 

tool to communicate with consumers regarding product quality as it was one of the products 

where traditional marketing had a large effect due to lack of experience and knowledge of 

consumers with the products. For food brands they need to emphasize the lack of changes and 

sticking with what originally made them successful due to the increased brand loyalty and 

increased risk aversion of trying new brands due to the pandemic. However, this should be 

done cautiously as one sentiment among consumers was the fear of being taken advantage of 

due to the pandemic, and as a result the marketing needs to be done in a subtle manner not 

evoking such feelings among consumers. 

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

There are several limitations and future research opportunities in this study, Firstly, the lack 

peer reviewed scientific articles about brand preferences in a pandemic context, forced the 

researchers to explore literature in an economic crisis context instead of the actual context of 
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the pandemic, which led the researchers to develop the PMO model which provided the bases 

for collecting empirical data needed for this dissertation based on the previous literature 

regarding brand preferences in an economic context. However, the findings indicated the 

PMO model is considered limited in a pandemic context as price was not an important factor 

in a pandemic environment on the customers brand preferences and was only relevant as a 

factor for consumers experiencing a financial crisis. As a result, future researchers aiming to 

study the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the purchasing behaviour of consumers 

should first, explore literature in a pandemic context (if available). Secondly, the unique 

approach adopted by Sweden regarding the COVID-19 pandemic had an influence on the 

brand preferences of the interviewees. As a result it is suggested that future researchers should 

study a country with stricter restrictions regarding the COVID-19 pandemic as it was noted a 

country with lenient restriction (i.e. Sweden) affected consumers buying behaviour. Future 

researchers could also compare countries with the same restriction levels or different 

restriction levels as it would provide insights about how the restrictions affects the buying 

behaviour of consumers, and can also look into the role of different cultures on the buying 

behaviour when facing a pandemic. 

 

Thirdly, all the interviews were conducted online which might have limited the researcher‘s 

ability to extract more insights from the interviewees, although the interviews were 

conducting using a camera, thought face to face interviews could have increased the 

reliability. Fourth, due to the limited time frame of the researchers, only qualitative method 

was adopted, although qualitative studies help researchers gain a deeper understanding of a 

phenomenon and explore it, by observing the human behaviour and understanding the context 

they live in (Kuper et al., 2008). However, it does not generalize the data. As a result, 

adopting a mixed method approach should be more fruitful as it allow for the generalization 

of the findings while gaining in-depth rich data.   
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Interview guide 

 

Demographics 

Age: 

Gender: 

Income: 

Occupation: 

Relational status:  

Living situation: (e.g., living alone/with others, renting apartment/house, owning 

apartment/house) 

 

Introduction 

Hi, as you already know we are two students from Kristianstad University. Currently we are 

writing our master thesis, and it is about the topic of brand preference during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

Opening questions 

1. What is your name and age? 

2. Could you give a brief description of yourself and what you do? 

General Questions  

3. How familiar are you with the COVID-19 pandemic?  

4. How has the pandemic affected you on a general level? 

5. How are you currently approaching buying food and hygiene products (i.e. toilet 

paper, soap, hand sanitizer etc.) during the COVID-19 pandemic? → Why? → How 

does this compare to before the pandemic? 

6. Has the pandemic affected how you buy food and hygiene products online or 

physically? → Why? 
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7. What are factors are normally important in your brand choice for food and hygiene 

products, before the pandemic? → Why? → How does this compare to now, during 

the pandemic? 

8. What products do you usually buy when visiting supermarkets? → Which brand of 

[named products] do you buy → Why? → How does this compare to now, during the 

pandemic? 

Targeted questions 

9. How important is the price of food and hygiene products during the pandemic? → 

Why? → how does this compare to your view before the pandemic? 

10. Has price dictated what brand of food and hygiene products you buy during the 

pandemic? → Why? → how does this compare to before the pandemic? 

11. Have you tried new brands of food and/or hygiene products during the pandemic? → 

Why? → Have you tried more or less new brands than you would before the 

pandemic? → Why?  

12. How do you define quality in food and hygiene products? → How important have 

[named qualities] been in your choices of food and hygiene purchases during the 

pandemic? → Why? → how does this compare to before the pandemic?  

Ending questions 

13. Is there anything we might have missed and you wish to add regarding how the 

pandemic has affected your brand preferences? 
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Findings related to previous research 

Findings not related to previous research 

Appendix B: Theme diagram 
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Appendix C: Interviewees demographics 

 

Interviewee Gender Age Monthly 

Income 

(SEK) 

Occupation Relationship 

status 

Living situation Time Date 

1 Male 26 30000 Employee at 

Försäkringskassan 

Complicated Own apartment 25 min 9/5/2020 

2 Female 37 10000 Master student Dating Own apartment 18 min 12/5/2020 

3 Male 22 8000-10000 Bachelor student 

and instructor as a 

part time job 

Single House with parents 20 min 6/5/2020 

4 Male 26 34000 Works in IT Single Own apartment 23 min 7/5/2020 

5 Female 29 20000 Nurse assistant Dating Own apartment 12 min 6/5/2020 

6 Male 24 5000-6000 Bachelor student 

and works at a day 

care as a part time 

job 

Single Apartment with 

family 

14 min 9/5/2020 

7 Female 27 20000 Employee at 

Bauhaus 

Dating Own apartment 19 min 13/5/2020 

8 Male 37 18000 Employee at a Care 

repair shop 

Married Own apartment 13 min 9/5/2020 

9 Female 28 8000 Master student Single Own apartment 14 min 10/5/2020 

10 Male 43 30000 Business owner Married Own villa 16 min 9/5/2020 

11 Female 42 20000 Occupational 

therapist 

Married Own villa 13 min 12/5/2020 

12 Female 30 10000 Master student and 

works as a teacher 

as part time job 

Married Own apartment 25 min 11/5/2020 

13 Male 24 No income Master student Dating Own room in a 

student dorm 

15 min 11/5/2020 

14 Female 24 2500 Master student Single House with parents 19 min 6/5/2020 

15 Male 24 10500 Bachelor student Single Own apartment 17 min 7/5/2020 

16 Male 34 Preferred 

not to say 

Student Single Own apartment 14 min 6/5/2020 

 

 


