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Abstract 
A global crisis struck the world in the shape of the COVID-19 pandemic at the beginning of 2020. As a 

result, supermarkets have experienced panic buying behaviors, empty store shelves, out of stocks, 

and a large increase in online sales. Supermarkets, producers, marketers, and businesses have had 

to adapt to consumers' changed buying behavior in food consumption. In previous research, it has 

been found that price and quality are two of the most influential factors in the consumer decision-

process, in particular, increased price sensitivity and perceived quality of food products concerns 

consumers in crisis situations. The aim of this study was to research beyond panic buying behaviors, 

by investigating if consumer buying behavior has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic regarding 

price sensitivity and perceived quality within two specific food categories, meat as well as fruits and 

vegetables. In addition, a moderating effect of residency in either Austria or Sweden was tested. A 

quantitative method has been used, in which consumers in Austria and Sweden were surveyed in an 

online questionnaire. 169 responses from consumers were analyzed. The result suggests that the 

buying behavior in regard to price sensitivity and perceived quality of meat, fruits, and vegetables has 

changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. No moderating effect of residency was found. The findings 

in the study create a foundation in a unique crisis situation that has never been studied before and the 

exploratory nature of the study gives multiple indicators for future research. 
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1. Introduction 

It started in late 2019 with reports of a new virus in China. The Chinese authorities informed 

the World Health Organization (WHO) about several cases of a mysterious lung disease in 

Wuhan, the capital of central China's Hubei province. Several of the patients worked on a 

“wet market”. A wet market can be compared to a farmers market, where local farmers sell 

perishable foods and animals such as rats, crocodiles, snakes, and larval rollers. The term 

“wet” comes from the fact that vendors wash their fish and vegetables at the market and make 

the floor wet (Westcott & Wang, 2020). The WHO categorized this new disease as the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19), which comes along with a virus, the severe acute 

respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) (World Health Organization, 2020a). As 

the COVID-19 cases increased 13-fold outside China within two weeks, the WHO announced 

on March 11, 2020, “COVID-19 can be characterized as a pandemic” (World Health 

Organization, 2020b). The world has overcome similar events, where diseases were jumping 

from animals to people. Nevertheless, this time the conditions are different, as humans are 

spreading the disease more easily among themselves, in addition, people are more closely 

connected with each other than before and thereby the virus is moving way faster around the 

globe. Diseases accompany people and cause a spread from city to city through flight 

connections, very quickly, leading to a global pandemic (Garthwaite, 2020).  

 

In order to counteract the expansion of the Coronavirus, schools and universities were closed 

in many countries around the globe, events were cancelled and retailers that did not sell 

essential products had to close, while supermarkets remained open. Changes were introduced 

in most countries quite quickly and drastically, however, countries across the globe have 

taken different measures such as quarantine rules, curfews, and border closures (Graham-

Harrison, 2020). The pandemic outbreak and its following consequences have led to changes 

in consumer behavior, as indicated by a Nielsen investigation (Nielsen, 2020a). The 

investigation suggested a model of six key consumer behavior threshold levels that show 

early, changing, spending patterns for emergency items, health and food supply. Every single 

threshold level correlates with different consumption levels. The first level is called the 

proactive health-minded buying, in which consumers are more interested in buying products 

that support their overall maintenance of health and wellness, leading to level number two the 

reactive health management, where products are prioritized that are essential for the virus 

containment, e.g. hand sanitizer, are prioritized. At this level, the government launch safety 
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and health campaigns. The next level is level number three, which is called the pantry 

preparation. At this point, the behavior of consumers changes in the way that stockpiling 

shelf-stable foods begin along with because the small quarantine. Quarantined living 

preparation is the fourth level in the model by Nielsen, it includes an increased online 

shopping behavior and situations with out-of-stock in-stores. Level number five, the 

restricted living, is where the consumers start to have price concerns as limited stock 

availability impacts pricing in some cases and consumers reduce their shopping trips. The last 

threshold, according to the Nielsen model, is living a new normal. At this stage, people return 

to their new daily routines but are more conscious about health issues and risks, and therefore 

e-commerce will be popular. The last level according to the model is reached when COVID-

19 quarantines lift beyond the country’s most affected hotspots and life starts to return back 

to as it was before (Nielsen, 2020a).  

 

While with the 21st of April 2020 Sweden is at the preparation of the quarantined living as 

described by Nielsen (2020a) while Austria and several other European countries deal with a 

restricted living. Sweden has taken a different approach, compared to other European 

countries, the country in the North focuses on pushing proper hygiene, self-isolation and 

social distancing, holding online meetings, and trusting the population to follow guidelines 

from the public health authorities rather than enforcing law upon the population while kids 

below the age of 16 are remaining in school and gatherings up to 50 people are allowed. 

Residents above 70 years or older are advised to avoid public transportation and avoid 

pharmacies and supermarkets (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2020). Nevertheless, it can be seen 

that Sweden was preparing for a home staying with increased sales of household products and 

frozen food. In the first week of the announcement of COVID-19 pandemic the sale for milk 

and cream powder increased by +159.5%, followed by pasta +159% and flour by 124.4% 

compared to last years sales (Nielsen, 2020a). However, since Sweden enforced guidelines 

and advices to the public rather than laws, Sweden is regarded to have remained in the fourth 

threshold level introduced by Nielsen, quarantined living preparation, since Sweden 

restrictions were not as severe as those in other European countries such as Austria (Nielsen, 

2020a).  

 

In Austria, week 9 in 2020 showed a strong increase in sales for storable foods (+20% 

compared to week 9 in 2019). This includes ready meals (+184%), pasta sauces (+178%), 

pasta (+151%), flour (149%), canned vegetables (+122%) and fish (+107%). Frozen products 
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also show a clear increase, however, less than products that can be kept without further 

cooling (Nielsen Retail Measurement Services Austria, 2020). This is explained by Austria 

being in the fifth threshold restricted living as defined by Nielsen. On March 16, 2020, the 

universities and schools in Austria closed, retailers and shopping centers had to close, 

employees were sent to home office, and many lost their job due to the COVID-19 outbreak. 

It was only allowed to leave the home under three conditions: to help old people, go grocery 

shopping, and go to work (Sozialministerium Österreich, 2020). 

 

In addition, the behavior in the supermarkets changed. During the outbreak of the 

coronavirus, supermarkets dealt with rushing masses of people, empty shelves, long queues at 

the cash registers, and discussions among customers to get the last products. People started 

panic-buying water, rice, pasta, frozen goods, and toilet paper. Supermarket chains and 

experts from the food retail sector assured their customers that there would not be a shortage 

of food. Nevertheless, even though coronavirus was already determining everyday life in 

some countries, people continued to bulk-buying, panic shopping and there are still some 

empty shelves in supermarket aisles as of April, 2020 (Rubinstein, 2020). This was also the 

case for Austria, where shopping became a new experience. Entering a supermarket was only 

possible with a face mask and gloves. Plexiglass was set up in front of the cash registers and 

employees had to regularly disinfect their hands, while everyone should keep a one-meter 

distance. The "Click and Collect" model was also inserted in small shops, where the needed 

products could be chosen online and then picked up directly in the shop, which saved 

delivery time and made it possible to order fresh products (Spar, 2020). In Sweden, 

supermarkets were advised to mark the grounds to assists consumers to keep a distance of 2 

meters and plexiglasses were also used in many cases, besides this, there were no other 

notable restrictions for the supermarkets or their consumers such as mandatory use of face 

masks and gloves (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2020; Sveriges Television, 2020a). On their own 

initiative, multiple supermarket chains in Sweden decided to have exclusive opening hours 

for those above 65 years old and people in risk groups (Sveriges Television, 2020b).  

1.1. Problematization 

It has long been researched what drives the buying behavior of food (Grunert, 2005; Baker, 

2009; Brinkman, De Pee, Sanogo, Subran & Bloem, 2010). Buying behavior is considered to 

be part of consumer behavior research and its models can be traced back to the mid-1960s. 
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As these models have been developed, factors such as demographic, social, financial, or 

cultural factors and their influence on the buying behavior have been researched (Solomon, 

2017). However, two factors, in particular, have been highlighted to influence the buying 

behavior of food, these are price and quality (Vukasovič, 2010; McKenzie, Schargrodsky & 

Cruces, 2011; Duquenne, & Vlontzos, 2014). Price has been a major influence on buying 

behavior from a historic point of view (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Based on the price in 

grocery stores and circumstantial influential factors such as financial boost or deficit, the 

prices can be perceived differently by the consumers under different conditions. A changed 

perception of price is often linked to price sensitivity (Hoyer, MacInnis & Pieters, 2008). 

Quality is often linked to perceived quality in food consumption (Zeithaml, 1988; Steenkamp, 

1997). Perceived quality, in turn, refers to a mix of multiple attributes, expected to be 

converted into a consumer perception used to finalize a food choice and can similarly to price 

change by influences from circumstantial factors (Grunert, 1997).  

  

Consumers have on numerous occasions changed their food buying behaviors due to various 

crises. Crises directly connected to food can, however, cause durable, and sometimes 

permanent changes to consumer behavior, even after the crisis is over (Grunert, 2006; Sans, 

De Fontguyon & Giraud, 2008; Baker, 2009; Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; Kosicka-

Gebska & Gebski, 2013; Van-Tam & Sellwood, 2013). For instance, the Avian Influenza that 

spread through the poultry meat market in 2005 changed consumer behaviors with regard to 

meat more permanently, in terms of concerns for meat’s origin, since the crisis had more 

impact on the consumer buying decision process (Vukasovič, 2010).  

 

Previous research on buying behavior and its relation to price and quality has however been 

mostly been performed in what can be referred to as normal societal conditions, without the 

interference of global disasters such as a financial crisis or a pandemic. These crises change 

the fundamental basis of buying behavior that applies under normal conditions. In these 

situations, such as in the multiple financial crises and health crises, consumers’ perceptions of 

price and quality have been found to vary extensively depending on the crisis (Vukasovič, 

2010; McKenzie, Schargrodsky & Cruces, 2011; Duquenne, & Vlontzos, 2014). In the global 

financial crisis 2008 it was found that consumers perceived price differently. Due to 

uncertainties such as job security consumers became more price-sensitive, therefore, changed 

their buying behaviors (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). In terms of food consumption, 

consumers have in particular showed price sensitivity towards meat, as suggested by studies 
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during in the financial crisis (Chamorro, Miranda Rubio & Valero, 2012; Grunert, 2005; 

Kosicka-Gebska & Gebski, 2013). Further, in a financial crisis, the consumer also tended to 

choose the options of smaller meals, such as snack bars and avoid fast-food chains and 

restaurants, as they were perceived to be too expensive (Theodoridou, Tsakiridou, Kalogeras, 

& Mattas, 2019). In Greece, it was found that consumers modified their eating habits, 

reduced their food consumption quantities, and looked for less expensive food brands due to 

the Greek financial crisis in 2013 (Duquenne & Vlontzos, 2014).  

 

Consumers seem to be more concerned about prices and offers, rather than the quality of the 

food in a financial crisis as opposed to a health crisis where consumers were more concerned 

about food quality then the price (Sans et al., 2008; Theodoridou et al., 2019). As an example, 

the BSE crisis, also known as mad cow disease, was a health crisis that struck Europe during 

the 1980s and 1990s as cows developed a harmful disease that could be transferred to humans 

by eating fresh beef. The crisis changed the consumers' perception of quality of fresh beef 

forever as higher demand on quality controls were introduced and beef was avoided until 

stricter quality controls were performed (Harvey, Erdos, Challinor, Drew, Taylor, Ash, Ward, 

Gibson, Scarr, Dixon, & Hinde, 2001; Sans et al., 2008; Arnade, Calvin, & Kuchler, 2009; 

Rieger, Weible & Anders, 2017). 

 

Even though, it can be seen that the buying behavior of the consumers' changes in a crisis, it 

is important to stress that the same findings from previous crises cannot be applied to the 

current situation of the global pandemic. Riksbanken (2020) for instance explains that there 

are major differences in the current pandemic compared to the global financial crisis of 2008-

09. The current COVID-19 pandemic has immediately directly affected companies and 

households that now face threats of bankruptcies and increased unemployment on a greater 

scale (Riksbanken, 2020). Economists believe the pandemic can lead to a greater recession 

than the financial crisis in 2008. In addition, compared to other crises the pandemic has led to 

a global and sudden standstill, which makes it unique compared to any other previous crisis 

in modern times (Canfranc, 2020). In comparison to other health crises, the COVID-19 is 

spreading through communities’ way easier and has a higher reproduction number. Compared 

to the swine flu in 2009-10, the reproduction number was 1.4-1.6, while the COVID-19 

number is 2-2.5 or even higher (Newman, 2020; BBC, 2020a). Thus, a situation similar to the 

COVID-19 pandemic has never been researched before, which creates a research challenge, 
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trying to apply and adapt established theory into a completely new situation in order to 

achieve new insights. 

 

Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that there are some similarities between the crises, e.g. in 

both the pandemic and the financial crisis there is serious damage to employment, 

government support packages, and loans in order for businesses and families to keep sectors 

productive (Canfranc, 2020). Despite the differences between the current pandemic and 

previous crises, it was noted that meat was the most researched food category in a time of 

crisis (Grunert, 2005; Kosicka-Gebska & Gebski, 2013). Meat was therefore chosen to 

elevate previous research in an altogether new context that could be used for comparison 

between entirely different types of crises. Furthermore, meat does not belong to the food 

products that have been reported to have an increase or decrease in the current pandemic, 

which allows the study to research beyond pasta and frozen food and gain new insights. In 

addition, it was found that in Iceland the population increased their health-promoting 

behaviors of eating more fruits and vegetables due to the financial crisis, however, less 

research on fruits and vegetables exists compared to meat (Ásgeirsdóttir, Corman, Noonan, 

Ólafsdóttir, & Reichman, 2014). Fruits and vegetables are considered to be a good counter 

product to compare to meat due to its differences in price and quality perceptions among 

consumers, e.g. country of origin importance and reference prices. Therefore, these two food 

categories should be researched related to the consumers buying behavior during COVID-19 

in relation to price sensitivity and quality perception.  

  

To summarize, changing behavior patterns in economic crises can be distinguished from 

those in health crises. The same aspects mostly relate to the relevance of the price and the 

relevance of quality. It can also be said that meat plays a role in food consumption in both 

types of crises. On the other hand, there are still fewer references to other products in the 

food sector, such as fruits and vegetables in times of crisis. What is certain is that the 

COVID-19 pandemic has spread all over the world and, as mentioned in the introduction, has 

already led to changes in buying behavior. To what extent the changed behavior will hold is 

still uncertain, so is the extent of how much the buying behavior will change in various 

countries. Nielsen's studies, which already have been published, did not give any figures on 

the buying behavior of meat except canned meats, even though this food product have played 

a major role in previous crises. Nielsen studies have shown figures on changed buying 

behavior of fruits and vegetables, which may be influenced by the expected health benefits 
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that consumers see as beneficial in COVID-19 times, but the influences have yet not been 

explained. Hence, the impact of changed buying behavior with regards to price and quality of 

meat, fruits, and vegetables (MFV) remains unknown.  

 

The research relevance lies in informing experts in business, science and politicians about 

what changes in buying behavior have been caused by COVID-19 in general. Moreover, it is 

also important to find out which impact this pandemic has on the buying behavior of MFV. 

Moreover, capturing the changed buying behavior during the crisis could be beneficial for 

comparison in future research. The present master thesis can be regarded as an exploratory 

research, since information is primarily collected that helps define the problem. Exploratory 

research is often used as a first stage research, followed by a descriptive or casual research 

(Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). For this reason, the research questions for this master thesis are: 

 

RQ1: Which impact does consumers’ price sensitivity for meat, fruits and vegetables 

have on the changed buying behavior of meat, fruits and vegetables during COVID-19? 

 

RQ2: Which impact does consumers’ perceived quality of meat, fruits and vegetables 

have on the changed buying behavior of meat, fruits and vegetables during COVID-19? 

 
RQ3: How does residency in Austria or Sweden impact the relationship between price 

sensitivity and perceived quality and changed buying behavior of meat, fruits and 

vegetables? 

1.2. Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between price sensitivity of MFV 

and changed buying behavior of MFV. In addition, the relationship between perceived quality 

of MFV and changed buying behavior is to be determined. In order to answer the research 

question, these relationships should be researched to determine if there is a positive or 

negative influence on the two variables and to what extent buying behavior changes due to 

the factors of price sensitivity and perceived quality respectively in the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

At this point, it is also important to clarify that impacts on changing consumer behavior goes 

beyond the time limits of a recession or crisis (Baker, 2009). However, according to the 
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theory of cyclical asymmetry, it is erroneously assumed that things will normalize after the 

crisis and that consumers will reduce their expenditure faster than back in response to a crisis 

(Deleersnyder, Dekimpe, Sarvary, & Parker, 2004).  



  Pärson / Vancic 

9 

1.3. Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1 This chapter introduces the topic and the current status of COVID-19, 

followed by a problematization that clarifies the research gap and the 

research purpose. This chapter also contains the research questions. 

Chapter 2 This chapter explains relevant theories and previous research for achieving 

the research goal. It starts with an introduction to consumer behavior so that 

the models and outputs of this study can be understood, followed by the 

importance of price and quality as influencing factors and then how these 

influencing factors have been reported in previous crises. The chapter 

concludes with the hypotheses and a research model. 

Chapter 3 This chapter presents the theoretical method, including the argumentation 

for choosing a quantitative method, the choice of theory, and critique of 

sources. Furthermore, the time horizon for this work can be found in this 

chapter.  

Chapter 4 This chapter presents the empirical method, including the process of data 

collection to data analysis, sampling selection and operationalization. The 

chapter concludes with the reliability and validity of the study and the 

ethical considerations. 

Chapter 5 This chapter shows the results of this study with an analysis of the 

descriptive statistics, the Spearman’s rank correlation, then the results of 

the multiple linear regression and tests for moderating effects. The chapter 

concludes with a summary that illustrates if the hypotheses are supported. 

Chapter 6 In the last chapter, the data obtained is discussed and the results of the 

study are compared and argued with the theories mentioned in the literature 

review. The research questions are then answered in the conclusion and the 

dissertation is summarized. Finally, theoretical contributions, practical 

implications, limitations and future research are presented. 
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2. Literature Review 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to present relevant theories and literature for this study. In 

order to understand changed buying behavior, one must first understand the basics of buying 

behavior and what factors influence buying behavior. Therefore, this chapter firstly presents 

established models of buying behavior, such as the EBM Model and the TPB Model. These 

models illustrate how consumers react to a stimulus and in which ways the stimulus comes, 

this is important in order to understand price and quality as an influencing factor. Moreover, 

the relevance of price and quality is being described and finally, the changed buying 

behavior in previous crises, to subsequently understand the differences between previous 

crises and COVID-19. All of these theories were in particular useful to build the research 

model and explain the relationship between price and quality and the changed buying 

behavior. 

 

2.1. Buying behavior  
For many years, consumers and their behavior have been researched both in science and in 

practice. Consumer behavior research goes far beyond the field of marketing. Research in this 

area originated in the mid-1960s. In marketing, understanding consumer behavior is the 

fundament for elaborating marketing strategies. According to Solomon (2017), a consumer is 

an individual who identifies a desire or need, buys a product or service and then goes through 

the three stages of the consumption process. However, the role of an individual is changing in 

different contexts, for example, if parents buy products for their children, they become buyers 

for their children, but the children are still the consumers. Consumer is used as a term for the 

individual that consumes a service or product and buyer is the individual that makes the 

purchase (Solomon, 2017).  

 

The buying behavior is purpose-oriented and does not always take place consciously. Most 

consumers want to satisfy needs through a purchase, whereby suppressed wishes, e.g. after 

social prestige, lead to the choice of high-priced brands. In a recession, however, more care is 

taken to ensure that goods with irrelevant price-increasing properties are not bought. It is 

important to note here that consumer behavior has changed significantly over the past 25 

years and the changes are reflected in the generations (Solomon, 2017). Kar's (2010) study 
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confirmed that consumers were looking for new landmarks after the global economic crisis, 

making them more economical, responsible and demanding. It can thus be said that crises 

have an economic and a social impact on consumer behavior (Kar, 2010). 

 

Models of buying behavior have helped in describing and predicting consumer behavior. 

They elaborate on how people’s desires and needs are influencing the seek for satisfaction, 

not only at an economic level but also including cultural norms, values and emotions 

(Chisnall, 1995). Two of the most established models in the literature are the model by Engel, 

Blackwell and Miniard (1995) and Theory of Planned Behavior (1985). 

2.1.1. Buying behavior models 

Engel, Kollat, and Blackwell introduced the EKB model in 1968 to explain the decision-

making process of buying behavior in five stages. (1) problem recognition, (2) information 

search, (3) evaluation of alternatives, (4) purchase decision, and (5) Post-purchase evaluation 

(Engel, Kollat, & Blackwell, 1968). The model was then developed further by Engel, 

Blackwell, and Miniard (EBM) into the EBM model in 1995 to extend the decision process to 

also include information input, information processing, and other variables influencing the 

decision process. Compared to the original model, the EBM model pays more attention to the 

external factors influencing the buying decision process and is therefore used in the study 

(Blackwell, Miniard, & Engel, 2006). 

 
Figure 1: The EBM model (Blackwell et al., 2006) 
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The EBM model describes that the consumer decision-making process is influenced and 

shaped by several factors and determinants. These factors are categorized into three broad 

categories, namely psychological processes, individual differences and environmental 

influences. The psychological processes refer to the five steps from the original EKB model 

that have been modified into seven steps in the decision process column in Figure 1; need 

recognition, search, pre-purchase evaluation of alternative, purchase, consumption, post-

consumption evaluation and satisfaction. Individual differences found to the right of Figure 1 

include consumer resources, knowledge, attitudes, personality, values, and lifestyle. 

Environmental influences also found to the right in Figure 1 involve culture, social class, 

personal influences such as who the consumer associates with, family, and the situation such 

as that the behavior changes depending on the situation (Blackwell et al., 2006). The two 

columns to the left in Figure 1, input and information process, refer to the decision-making 

process, however, these are not focused on the external factors influencing the behavior and 

are therefore not considered in this study. 

 

However, the EBM model illustrated in Figure 1 has received critique throughout the years, 

e.g. the EBM model has been criticized for having a mechanical overview of human 

behaviors. The model ignores individual, social and situational factors influencing 

consumers’ processing. Further, the model is argued to be too complex, as the variables are 

undefined leading them to be hard to read and vague for practical usage (Foxall, 1980; 

Jacoby, 2002). Another model used to explain buying behavior which pays more attention to 

social and situational factors is the TPB model (Brug, de Vet, de Nooijer & Verplanken, 

2006). Both of these models, the EBM and the TPB model, are used to show how the 

influence of factors can look like in terms of output. Each variable will be an important 

indicator for understanding the changed buying behavior in the COVID-19 crisis. 

 

The TPB model was introduced in 1985 by Ajzen and is built on the prior model of Theory of 

Reasoned action developed by Ajzen and Fishbein in 1975. The TPB model is introduced 

here to explain assumed influencing variables on buying behavior under normal conditions. 

The model is developed to predict individual behaviors, by considering attitudes, subjective 

norms, and perceived behavior control that influence the intention to perform a behavior 

(Ajzen, 1985). 
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Figure 2: The Theory of Planned Behavior model by Ajzen (1985) 

 

Attitudes towards the behavior describe how people surrounding the individual feel about a 

particular behavior, and how these are influenced by the strength of behavioral beliefs and 

evaluation of potential outcome. Behavioral beliefs allows understanding individuals' 

motivation behind the potential consequences of the behavior. Subjective norms are referring 

to how perceptions of others can affect the performance of a behavior. Normative beliefs can 

be developed by which behavior is accepted or not by a social group and the motivation of 

the individual will then determine if the individual will comply with the social circle's beliefs 

and opinions. Perceived behavioral control describes an individual’s intention for a certain 

behavior, however, the behavior is disturbed by subjective and objective reasons such as 

beliefs (Ajzen, 1985). The TPB model has been criticized because the link between intention 

and behavior is often considered weak due to the control of the behavior. In addition, the 

model often only seems useful when there are positive attitudes and norms towards the 

behavior (Kothe & Mullan, 2015). Further, researchers call that models have to be adapted 

and developed to new versions consider the enormous changes in society (Xia & Sudharshan, 

2002). 

 

Despite the received critique, the model presented have been used to explain food 

consumption before, e.g. the EKB model has been used to explain food buying behavior from 

wider perspectives, as a food crisis affects the entire food chain from suppliers to consumers' 

brand identification (Breitenbach, Rodrigues, & Brandão, 2018). The TPB model has been 

used in several occasions to predict food consumption behavior, especially in MFV, related to 

different age groups (Brug et al., 2006), but also comparisons between various genders 
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(Blanchard, Kupperman, Sparling, Nehl, Rhodes, Courneya, & Baker, 2009). By 

understanding what influences the buying behavior to change, these models will be used as 

inspiration to build an own adapted version of changed buying behavior in the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

2.1.2. Factors influencing consumer behavior 

Many factors on different levels affect buying behavior, from broad cultural and social 

influences to motivations, beliefs, and attitudes lying deep within humans (Kotler & 

Armstrong, 2018). In general, it can be differentiated between internal factors that have an 

influence on consumer behavior and external influencing factors (Hoyer et al., 2008). The 

internal influencing factors can be further divided into the following four groups: cultural, 

social, personal, and psychological factors. Cultural factors include factors that influence the 

behavior of larger groups of consumers. Social influencing factors are reference groups such 

as family, social role, and the status of the consumer. The personal factors influencing buying 

behavior include age, profession, income, lifestyle, and the personality or self-image of the 

consumer. Psychological factors are the individual motivation, attitude, perception, and 

individual learning behavior of each consumer (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018).  

 

 
Figure 3: Factors influencing Buying Behavior (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018) 

 
The EBM model marks the above-listed factors as the environmental influences, 

nevertheless, the difference is that Kotler & Armstrong (2018) are taking a more general 

approach and saying that these factors are affecting consumer behavior, while the EBM 

Model claims that these factors are influencing the buying-decision process. The individual 
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differences in the EBM Model (1995)  are partly the psychological factors in the Model by 

Kotler & Armstrong (2018).  

 

For example, motivation, which determines why people display a certain behavior and it 

consists of several motives, as it also can be seen in the TPB, which in turn are influenced by 

different human needs. The motivation thus serves to satisfy needs. Maslow's hierarchy 

model is based on the different urgency of individual needs and thus explains that every 

upper need only becomes effective in the behavior of the individual when the subordinate to 

him is fulfilled to a certain extent. The higher a need in the hierarchy, the less important it is 

for the pure survival of the individual and can, therefore, be deferred more easily (principle of 

relative priority) (Kenrick, Griskevicius, Neuberg & Schaller, 2010). The basis of this 

pyramid is formed by physiological needs. These needs include oxygen, food, water to drink, 

and to get clean (to avoid illness), relaxation, freedom from pain, and warmth. Only when the 

minimum of these basic needs is met, the next level of needs, security, can be satisfied 

(Kenrick et al., 2010). For example, during an economic crisis employees have to deal with 

job insecurity. Job insecurity comes along with losing status, privileges, or contact with 

coworkers, which are basic needs of human beings (Carrigan, 2010).  

 

Furthermore, the attitude of consumer has a significant impact on buying behavior. The 

attitude is connected with the expectations and the inner attitude of the individual regarding a 

product, a person, or other objects. Moreover, attitude is predictable depending on the 

involvement. Low-involvement product purchases are less likely to be predicted than high-

involvement purchases. Also, the attitude confidence tends to be stronger when there is more 

information available (Hoyer et al., 2008). However, it is relevant for this research to know 

which influence the degree of involvement has on the prediction of behavior. As this study 

researches the buying behavior in a low-involvement purchase, it can be said that the 

behavior is less likely to be predicted.  

 

There are situation-related factors, that include the physical and social environment, the 

purpose of the purchase, the time of the day or season of the purchase, the urgency of the 

purchase, and the current state of the buyer. It is not always possible to make a clear 

separation between situation-related influencing factors and the original stimuli. However, 

one can assume that a circumstance that triggers a purchase decision process can be seen as 

an attraction. In contrast, a circumstance that only influences an already initiated purchase 
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decision process can be seen as an influencing factor (Hoyer et al., 2008). Therefore, when 

exploring the buying behavior of MFV it has to be exactly measured that the COVID-19 

pandemic is the situation changing the buying behavior. 

2.2. The relevance of price and quality 
As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, COVID-19 has led to changes in consumer 

behavior patterns, but there has also been a shift in what factors are influencing the decision-

making process. In the previous section it was explained which internal and external factors 

are influencing the buying behavior. According to Noel (2009) price and quality are general 

influences that influence the influencing factors e.g. price is influencing the attitude and 

subsequently the attitude is influencing the buying behavior. A Nielsen investigation, shows 

the outbreak of COVID-19 has made consumers seek for products that are risk-free and have 

the highest quality especially when it comes to food items but also cleaning products. 

Therefore, consumers are willing to even pay a higher price (Nielsen, 2020b). Although price 

is one of the most influential factors in purchasing behavior (Hoyer et al., 2008), it only 

seems secondary at this time. 

2.2.1. The relevance of price 

Kotler & Armstrong (2018) define price as “is the amount of money charged for a product or 

a service. More broadly, price is the sum of all the values that customers give up to gain the 

benefits of having or using a product or service” (p. 308). From a historic point of view, price 

has been a major influence on buying behavior. Nevertheless, non-price factors became also 

very important in the buying decision process in the last decades (Kotler & Armstrong, 

2018). Consumers patronize companies where they feel that the products have a fair price 

(Daskalopoulou & Petrou, 2006). How the price is perceived varies between consumers, 

however, it was proven that the price €9.99 in being perceived as much cheaper than €10. 

That is the reason, why many prices in grocery stores end with number 9 at the end (Manoj & 

Morwitz, 2005). Nevertheless, a price should also never be too low for the consumer, 

otherwise they suspect a low quality (Monroe, 1976).  

 

Also, the degree of the price-sensitivity differs from consumer to consumer, some might be 

more affected by price changes than others. On the other hand, there are price-intensive 

consumers that are willing to buy a product regardless of its price (Hoyer et al., 2008). 

Consumers that are more sensitive to prices have mostly absolute price thresholds influence 
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purchasing decisions. For a considered purchase, these customers are already fixing a certain 

price range that they are willing to pay. If the price of a product is within this price range, the 

buying behavior will not change. However, attributes such as quality influence the tendency 

to make a purchase, even if the price is above the price range (Vastani & Monroe, 2019).  

 

Based on the prices in grocery stores price information can differ between men and women, 

whereas men are more affected by the price than women (Vastani & Monroe, 2019). 

Frequency of purchases has an effect on the reference price, the more purchases are being 

done, the less price-sensitivity on consumer’s side. In addition, there are indicators that a 

higher frequency leads consumer to a preference of lower prices (Jensen & Grunert, 2014). 

 

Sometimes consumer determine a product’s quality by its price. This is because, the 

experience they made with buying a certain product at this price, promised them a certain 

quality and vice-versa. If the price is used as an indicator for quality, overestimations in the 

price-quality relationships are made (Hoyer et al., 2008). Although these two influencing 

factors can be combined as one can be an indicator for the other one, in this study they are 

considered and measured separately. 

2.2.2. The relevance of quality  

Since the COVID-19  outbreak consumers are saying they would pay more for quality 

assurance and safety standards that are verified. Consumers bought hygiene products, pre-

packages durables, and canned foods for the reason of giving them safety and therefore 

quality guarantees. In addition, the origin of products is a concern of the consumers, with 

local products they feel more secure, especially when it comes to food since the product did 

not have a long way to be exposed to COVID-19 (Nielsen, 2020b).  

 

Quality can be defined broadly as superiority or excellence. By extensions, perceived quality 

can be defined as the consumer’s judgment about a product’s overall excellence. Perceived 

quality is different from objective quality. Objective quality describes technical and 

measurable superiority. Nevertheless some researchers claim that objective quality does not 

exist, therefore the literature is mostly talking about the perceived quality (Zeithaml, 1988).  

 

The perceived quality of food depends primarily on the food product. In addition, to evaluate 

the quality of food a summary construct is needed, that contains different aspects of the 
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product (Steenkamp, 1997). This construct is equipped with multiple attributes, where the 

overall quality that is perceived by the consumers is described with a set of attributes. This 

multi-dimensional quality perception is then formed in a one-dimensional, weighting some 

attributes stronger and finalizing the food choice (Grunert, 1997). Perceived quality of food 

items starts with physical characteristics and in the communication about the product (price 

tag). The physical characteristics such as appearance (consistency, size, shape, color) are also 

mentioned by Randall and Sanjur (1981) to have an influence on the food choice. In addition, 

the interaction between the food item and consumer, the situation, and the time frame 

influence the perceived quality (Issanchou, 1996). 

 

Grunert (2005) categorizes the attributes of perceived food quality in search, experience, and 

credibility attributes. The scholar claims that the fat content of meat or the color are the first 

evaluating indicator before the purchase. Experience attributes include taste and texture, 

which are part of the consumption experience after the purchase. Consumers will try to derive 

quality from surrogate indicators. The final attributes, the credibility, will always be uncertain 

to the consumer, since consumers can not test if the product has the feature that it promises, 

such as naturalness, safety, health, and animal welfare. These attributes can sometimes not be 

distinguished, that is why there is also the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic 

attributes. 

2.3. Buying behavior in crises 
According to Ang et al. (2000), who studied the financial crisis in Asia, consumers reduced 

their consumption and wastefulness in crisis situations as they became more careful in the 

decision-making process by seeking more information about product before considering 

buying them. Consumers also bought necessities rather than luxuries, as well they switched to 

cheaper brands, bought local instead of foreign brands, and also smaller packages. The 

changed buying behavior can change depending on the income and financial stability of the 

consumers before the financial crisis occurs (Ang et al, 2000). In the global financial crisis of 

2008, the retailers had to respond to the changed buying behaviors, by rethinking the 

structure of their marketing mix, price, product, placement, promotion, and people due to the 

unstable environment. Fair pricing and non-traditional promotions were implemented, in 

addition, the products offered did more than just to fulfill a need and instead also created an 

emotional connection to create customer loyalty since the retailers were desperate for 
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returning customers (Mansoor & Jalal, 2011). Similar behaviors by companies and 

consumers are illustrated in the current COVID-19 pandemic, as Unilever chose to stop and 

restructure its advertising to save money on outdoor advertisements. Unilever started to look 

for cheaper alternatives, and prepared for expected lasting changes in consumer behavior. 

Among the changing consumer behaviors Unilever expected to see is an increase in consumer 

spending in-home cooking and cleaning with household items since consumers were 

expected to stay home more during and a long time after the pandemic (Marketing Week, 

2020).  

2.3.1. The influence of price sensitivity in a crisis  

In research, price has been found to have a large influence on changed buying behavior in a 

recession due to job uncertainty and an unstable economic environment (Hampson & 

McGoldrick, 2013). In the Asian financial crises, price was found to have a large impact on 

changed buying behavior since consumers focused on cheaper prices and were more 

concerned about receiving value for money (Ang et al., 2000). Hampson & McGoldrick 

(2013) argue that in a recession consumers become more sensitive to prices and sales. The 

changed buying behavior reflects a greater awareness of prices, in which the consumers 

solely focus on low prices. In most cases of recessions, as disposable income decreases, the 

price becomes more worrying. Recessions also tend to have social dimensions, so that even 

those consumer which were not affected by the recession, became more price-conscious 

(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). In addition, Hampson & McGoldrick (2013) found that in 

recessions consumers made fewer shopping trips. Additionally, less disposable income 

minimized the number of impulse purchases and consumers were more likely to shop with 

shopping lists and purchases were more planned in advance (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). 

In contradiction, McKenzie, Schargrodsky and Cruces (2011) found that the frequency of 

shopping increased during crisis situations, and consumers instead bought products in smaller 

volumes. Kosicka-Gebska and Gebski (2013) found that the global financial crisis 2008 

increased consumers’ price sensitivity as consumers bought smaller portions of meat during 

the crisis because of the decreased capital, however, the changed buying behavior remained 

even long after the crisis and the consumers had more capital. Chamorro, Miranda, Rubio, 

and Valero (2012) argue that price could take a larger role in the consumer decision process 

than perceived quality in previous financial crisis situations, which is supported by Grunert 

(2006), however, little information is provided about fruits and vegetables in financial crisis 

situation. Vlontzos, Duquenne, Haas, and Pardalos (2017) argue that fruits and vegetables in 
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previous financial crisis situations have varied between age and gender groups, e.g. fruit and 

vegetables have been prioritized for their health benefits for children and pregnant women 

and therefore the price is not regarded. Arechavala et al. (2016) found that in the financial 

crisis in Barcelona teenage girls ate more fruits and vegetables than boys.  

2.3.2. The influence of perceived quality in a crisis 

Perceived quality can have a various magnitude of impact on the changed buying behavior 

depending on the type and scale of the crisis. As previously explained, price can be a 

dominant deciding factor on changed buying behavior in a financial crisis. In a health crisis, 

however, consumers  can prioritize quality over price (Sans et al., 2008). In the BSE crisis 

consumers avoided buying certain products that were thought to be risky for their health, 

such as fresh beef, while the overall meat consumption remained high (Sans et al, 2008; 

Arnade et al., 2009). Consumers prioritized perceived quality above all other attributes 

including price, and refused to buy fresh beef until more extensive controls were made 

(Grunert, 2005). In the BSE crisis, the country of origin was perceived to be important for 

quality assurance, as a result, a fresh beef meat quality label was created in France during the 

crisis to promote local French beef. Little has been found about fruits and vegetables in 

previous crisis situations, however, Arnade et al. (2009) found that similar to crises involving 

meat, consumers also avoid certain products in fruits and vegetable crises such as the E.coli 

outbreak in 2006 where consumers avoided fresh spinach while the overall consumption of 

green leafs remained high.  

 

The examples mentioned illustrate how price sensitivity and perceived quality can change in 

various crisis situations, however, it is important to stress that those findings are unique to 

their settings and conditions while the COVID-19 pandemic is unique compared to previous 

crisis situations, as was explained in Chapter 1. Therefore, the findings from previous crises 

can be used to reach an understanding of how price sensitivity and perceived quality can be 

influential on changed buying behavior, however, these findings are not directly applicable to 

the current situation and must, therefore, be adapted. A research model was therefore built to 

achieve adaptation where upon five hypotheses were created to answer the research 

questions.  
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2.4. Hypotheses Development 
The literature shows that price has always been an important factor influencing buying 

behavior (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). It was found that in crises such as the global financial 

crisis 2008, consumers perceived the price differently (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). That 

the price is perceived differently depends, among other things, on price sensitivity (Hoyer et 

al., 2008). Consumers who are more sensitive to the price are more likely to have a reference 

price and buy a different product if the price increases (Vastani & Monroe, 2019). Hampson 

& McGoldrick (2013) found that in the global financial crisis, consumers were more sensitive 

to sales and looked for more knowledge about the price, before making the purchase. A crisis 

can include a social dimension and even though a person is not directly affected by it, they 

still become more aware of the price and more careful with their spendings (Hampson & 

McGoldrick, 2013). When it comes to meat, in a crisis with financial consequences, the price 

could be more dominant than the quality (Grunert, 2006; Chamorro et al., 2016). Therefore, 

the following hypotheses was build:  

 

H1: There is a positive relationship between the price sensitivity of meat on changed buying 

behavior of meat. 

 

On the other hand, there is little information from previous research about price sensitivity 

and fruit and vegetables in crises. Nonetheless, it is believed that price sensitivity has an 

impact on changes in buying behavior, which is line of what has been reported in Sweden 

that consumers have noticed the price increases in fruits and vegetables due to the pandemic 

(Sveriges Television, 2020c). In addition, fruits and vegetables serve as a contrast to meat in 

this study as explained in Chapter 1, which is why it is important to investigate the influence 

on this product category. With this in mind, the following hypothesis was built:  

 

H2: There is a positive relationship between the price sensitivity of fruits and vegetables on 

changed buying behavior of fruit and vegetables. 

 

Perceived quality refers to the consumer’s judgment about a product’s overall excellence. It 

can be interpreted as if the consumer perceives that the product is meeting expectations on 

desired attributes such as taste and appearance. The more the product meets expectations, the 

more likely the consumer is to purchase the product (Zeithaml, 1988). Applied to meat 
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products the attributes such as search, experience, and credibility play a large role in 

perceived meat quality. The sum of these attributes leads to the perceived quality of  meat 

(Grunert, 2005). In previous crisis situations, people show a tendency to prioritize the 

perceived quality. The changed buying behavior of meat is explained by the fact that humans 

prioritize food safety and their own health risk (Sans et al., 2008; Arnade et al., 2009). 

Applied to the current pandemic, studies are showing that consumers are buying products for 

quality and safety assurance, such as hygiene products and canned food, the consumers are 

also ready to pay a higher price for quality assurance and safety verification in food products 

(Nielsen, 2020b). In addition, in Sweden it has been reported that the demand for Swedish 

meat has increased during the pandemic (Sveriges Television, 2020d). Thus, the following 

hypothesis is proposed: 

  

H3: There is a positive relationship between the perceived quality of meat on changed buying 

behavior of meat. 

 

The same definition of perceived quality applies to fruits and vegetables, hence, the more the 

product meets expectations, the more likely the consumer is to purchase the product 

(Zeithaml, 1988). People tend to focus on the health beneficial effects in crisis when it comes 

to Fruits and Vegetables and therefore find the quality important, in the hope to boost their 

immune systems (Vlontzos et al., 2017). As supermarkets in Sweden have seen an increase in 

fresh food sales this may indicate that Swedish citizens are trying to boost their immune 

systems and therefore are considering the quality of fruits and vegetables (Dagens Nyheter, 

2020). Thus, proposing the following hypothesis: 

 

H4: There is a positive relationship between the perceived quality of fruits and vegetables on 

changed buying behavior of fruits and vegetables. 

 

Sweden and Austria are, as explained in Chapter 1, in different thresholds of the COVID-19 

pandemic (Nielsen, 2020a), and also experience very different regulations and laws from 

their public authorities. In Austria, residents are only allowed to leave their homes to help 

older people, go grocery shopping or go to work, while Sweden only has restrictions for not 

meeting in groups larger than 50 people (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2020; Sozialministerium 

Österreich, 2020). In addition, when doing grocery shopping in Austria, people must wear 

face masks and gloves whereas this is not mandatory in Sweden (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 
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2020; Spar, 2020). Consumers in Sweden and Austria are both expected to be equally 

concerned about the quality of food products, since COVID-19 health concerns are 

considered to be global. However, since Austria experiences a more restrictive living than 

Sweden due to different authority regulations, the Swedish residents are expected to be less 

price-sensitive than the Austrians. Thus, the following hypothesis is suggested:  

 

H5: Swedish residents will weaken the positive relationship between prices sensitivity of 

meat on the changing buying behavior (H1) and the price of fruit and vegetables on the 

changing buying behavior (H2). 

2.5. Research Model  
According to the research purpose the literature was selected to provide a fundament for 

answering the research question. However, in order to show exactly which relationships 

should be measured and how, a research model was created. This model contains the 

variables that strive from the literature and are relevant for the research. Each of the variables 

show the connection to another one. Changed buying behavior of meat and changed buying 

behavior of fruits and vegetables are defined as the variables where an effect has to be 

measured on, also known as the dependent variables. These variables are conceptualized as 

being affected in a positive direction by the price sensitivity of MFV and by the perceived 

quality of MFV. Furthermore, the illustrated relationships are being moderated by the impact 

of Sweden.  

 
 
Figure 4: Research Model 
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Chapter 2, which contains the literature review ends with this research model. Models of 

previous consumer behavior were presented and factors that have an impact on consumer 

behavior. In addition, the role of price and quality was clarified and then the buying behavior 

was explained in previous crises. The knowledge gained in this chapter are taken up again in 

Chapter 6 to discuss results of the empirical study. 

.  
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3. Theoretical Method 
 

This chapter explains the research paradigm of this study, then the research approach is 

defined, in addition, the choice of method and the choice of theory are argued. Finally, the 

sources are viewed critically and a time horizon is established. 

 

3.1. Research paradigm  

Every scientific investigation is based on a certain paradigm, which can be defined as a 

worldview or a series of interconnected assumptions about the world (Kuhn, 1962; in 

Slevich, 2011). The research paradigm is divided into ontological and epidemiological 

considerations (Bell, Bryman & Harley, 2018). The ontological considerations concern the 

nature of reality, while the epistemological considerations relate to how to examine reality 

(Bell et al., 2018). 

 

Ontology refers mainly to the nature of the social entities and describes which entities exist 

and whether they can be considered as objective entities or mere social constructions. There 

are two main ontological positions: (1) objectivism, claims that social phenomena and their 

meanings exist even without being dependent on social actors, and (2) constructivism states 

that social phenomena and their meanings are generated by social interaction and are in a 

constant state of revision (Bell et al., 2018). 

 

Epistemological positions can be divided into three categories: (1) Positivism is an 

epistemological position that advocates applying scientific methods to the study of social 

reality. Only knowledge, that can be perceived by human senses can be justified as 

knowledge. Hypotheses are to be generated, that make it possible to evaluate explanations of 

laws. Furthermore, the study has to be conducted in an objective way and knowledge is 

gained by facts that provide the fundament for laws. (2) Realism believes that the natural and 

social sciences should adopt the same approach to data collection and that an external reality 

exists. (3) Interpretivism, is based on the view that it is necessary to differentiate between 

people and objects in natural sciences and therefore the researcher should also grasp the 

subjective meaning of action (Bell et al., 2018). 

 



  Pärson / Vancic 

26 

The epistemological position of positivism has been chosen for this master thesis. Because 

this work is realistically oriented and the reality should be described as it really is. Positivism 

implies that phenomena have an objective reality, in this case the phenomena is the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic and it is important to capture the buying behavior during this 

time in an objective way, to be able to give implementations. Furthermore, by choosing the 

positivism approach, the research can investigate the buying behavior of MFV without 

influencing respondents. 

3.2. Research approach 
Depending on the research questions and the current state of research in a specific subject 

area, it is decided how empirical research should be carried out. A distinction is made 

between two approaches: (1) Deductive, is an approach that shows the relationship between 

research and theory. Based on previous studies, researchers formulate one or more 

hypotheses that are being tested empirically, while (2) the Inductive research is making a 

general statement with the help of an individual case or empirical findings. This type of 

research tries to derive conclusions for the general public from an observed event (Bell et al., 

2018). 

 

This dissertation is based on previous studies on buying behavior and changed buying 

behavior in times of crisis. These researches are going to be empirically tested based on the 

novel crisis triggered by COVID-19. As mentioned in 3.1., this work takes a positivism 

approach and tries to capture the reality of the current situation. Positivism involves the 

principle of deductivism (Bell et al., 2018). With a deductive approach, it is possible to 

explain the causal connection between buying behavior of MFV and perceived quality and 

price sensitivity during COVID-19. The underlying hypotheses are verified by data collected 

by the researchers. 

 

It is also important to mention that this study takes an approach from exploratory research 

because little is known about the current situation and existing theories and research cannot 

certainly be applied to this situation. Exploratory research is used in marketing to find initial 

information about a defined problem (Kotler & Armstong, 2018). This research can be 

characterized as unique. 
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3.3. Choice of method 

To explain the causal connection between price and quality with buying behavior of MFV, 

the deductive approach is being chosen. As the deductive approach includes the testing of 

theory, a quantitative method is recommended (Bell et al., 2018). Quantitative methods are 

suitable when trying to generalize findings and adapt it to a bigger population, which would 

not be possible to do in a similar way with a qualitative method (Bell et al., 2018). In 

addition, the positivism position indicates that through the development of hypotheses, 

explanations of laws should be given, only then they can be generalized (Bell et al., 2018). 

Especially the discipline of consumer behavior relates to quantitative research, as in the early 

years of consumer behavior the goal was to gain data about consumer characteristics. Later, 

researches were focused as well on the measurement of attitudes, preferences, perceptions, 

and lifestyles. With the start of the 21st century, also the meaning behind the data was 

important to be interpreted as new data from the internet and social media appeared. 

Therefore, the relationship between consumers and influencing factors became even more 

important (Chrysochou, 2017). On the other hand, a qualitative method cannot be used to 

generalize finding, as the focus is more on the interpretation of one's individual worldview. 

Furthermore, it is more likely that researchers are influencing their research and the gained 

results from qualitative studies can be interpreted in different ways (Opdenakker, 2006). The 

goal of this study is to collect a large amount of data about the changed buying behavior of 

MFV and to gain objective data, in order to be able to generalize it on the Swedish and 

Austrian population. 

3.4. Choice and Critique of Theory 

The aim of this thesis is to research how the buying behavior has changed for MFV in regard 

to price sensitivity and perceived quality during the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to achieve 

this goal, the researchers decided to first create an understanding of what has been researched 

in buying behavior so far, to identify major theories and understanding which factors affect 

the buying behavior under normal circumstances. The EBM model and TPB model were 

found to be two of the most extensive and researched model in buying behavior. Furthermore, 

these models were used in studies that include MFV consumption and were therefore chosen 

for understanding buying behavior (Brug et al., 2006; De Bruijn, 2010; Breitenbach, 

Rodrigues, & Brandão, 2018; Lentz, Connelly, Mirosa & Jowett, 2018; Li et al, 2018). These 

models have received some critique over the years, e.g. they have been criticized to have a 
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too broad and mechanical overview of the human behaviors and do not pay enough attention 

to the details, e.g. the situational factors influencing consumers processing in the buying 

decision process (Foxall, 1980; Jacoby, 2002; Kothe & Mullan, 2015). In addition, 

researchers call for the models to be adapted and developed into a more modern context to 

understand the influences of more recent external factors that did not influence society as 

much then as they are nor, e.g. digitalization (Xia & Sudharshan, 2002; Breitenbach et al., 

2018). 

  

However, by understanding these models and what factors are influencing buying behavior, 

the dependent variable could be built for this research. Walters (1978) explains that consumer 

decision-making models can be used to help understand processes and strategies, that could 

then be used to provide a foundation for establishing theories. The models can also give a 

better understanding of the effects of changing a variable on the other dependent variables 

and specify the exact cause and effect that relate to consumer behavior (Walters, 1978). The 

many layers of buying behavior, e.g. attitudes, motives, and beliefs, will be used to explain 

the changed buying behavior in the COVID-19 pandemic (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Nevertheless, the current pandemic is considered so unique and different from previous 

researches, that these models and theories have been adapted to the current pandemic 

situation, as it can be seen in Chapter 2.5.  

3.5. Evaluation of Sources 

The literature review contains academic books, relevant newspaper articles, but most of the 
literature of this research originates from scientific articles. These articles were retrieved 
from Summon@HKR and Google Scholar. In order to guarantee a high level of quality of the 
sources, the sources used in this work were assessed according to the Association of Business 
Schools (ABS) ranking. However, this work is an exploratory study of a still unexplored 
object, which is why only Journals cited in the ABS were evaluated. To assure quality of 
newspaper articles, only articles in renowned trustworthy newspapers were selected. Since 
this work is about crises and food, articles from other subject areas were also used, whose 
quality was checked with the number of citations in Google Scholar. 
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3.6. Time horizon 

Bell et al. (2018) describe that development can be studied with either a cross-sectional or 

longitudinal research design. Cross-sectional time means gathering information about the 

development at one point in time, whereas longitudinal design measures development in an 

extended period of time. Some benefits of using a cross-sectional study design are that it is 

quick, cost-effective, and gives room for a large sample group. Considering the time frame of 

the thesis is between 2020-03-27 until 2020-06-02, a cross-sectional research design was 

regarded most suitable, which is often the case when the project is time-constrained. 

Furthermore, since the aim of the thesis is to study the buying behavior of MFV during 

COVID-19, the thesis is regarded to have the characteristics of cross-sectional research 

design (Bell et al., 2018).  
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4. Empirical Method 
 

The empirical method chapter explains the research strategy of this study, followed by the 

data collection approach. The variables of this study are presented and argued in the 

operationalization, which also provides the measurement of each variable. In addition, the 

sample selection and data analysis of the dissertation are described and finally, the chapter 

contains the reliability and validity aspect of the study and ethical considerations.  

 

4.1. Research strategy  

Bell et al. (2018) explain that there are two main types of research strategies, quantitative and 

qualitative research. The difference between the two is the relationship between theory and 

data as well as epistemological- and ontological considerations. As explained in Chapter 3.2., 

a deductive and positivism method will be used to explain the causal connection between 

changed buying behavior of MFV related to price and quality in the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Further a cross-sectional research will help the researchers to capture the behavior to gather 

information at one point in time during the pandemic. In addition, it gives the researchers an 

opportunity to examine relationships between defined variables  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 3.3., this work is a quantitative study. This method was chosen 

because it is particularly popular in the area of consumer behavior in order to generalize 

results (Chrysochou, 2017). A research tool that accompanies quantitative research is a 

survey, which is also most frequently used to gather data in cross-sectional research (Bell et 

al., 2018). This survey was conducted with an online questionnaire. The researchers also 

decided to choose this research tool, because during a global pandemic it is not possible to 

interview people face to face. Also, an online questionnaire provides more protection for 

researchers and respondents against the infection of the virus. In addition, it was easier to use 

this method with this tool due to time constraints, since the researchers were geographically 

distant from each other in the process of the research. Kotler & Armstrong (2018) argue that 

a questionnaire is an adequate tool for an exploratory research to gain data. The online 

questionnaire is also ideal for finding the right data for accepting or rejecting the hypotheses 

and, above all, for answering the research question. 
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Furthermore, a few benefits of using a self-completion questionnaire are that they are fast to 

administer, convenient for the respondent, and it gives an opportunity for a large sample size. 

On the other hand, a few disadvantages of a self-completion questionnaire are that the 

researcher cannot help the respondents to answer a question if needed, the lack of control can 

lead to missing data and there is also the risk for a low response rate. Some limitations to 

quantitative studies are that they often turn a blind eye towards differences in the social and 

natural world. In addition, the connection of theory is made by researchers which could be 

interpreted differently by the respondent and it may affect the results (Bell, et al., 2018).  

4.2. Data Collection 

For this thesis, data from peer-reviewed articles, books, statistics, online sources, and relevant 

newspaper articles are used to build a theoretical framework. Based on this elaborated 

knowledge from the sources, the hypotheses were built, which show the relation between the 

variables. A questionnaire was created to collect data. The questionnaire was first tested in a 

pilot study on friends and relatives of the researcher since they also belong to the 

investigating sample (see Chapter 4.4.). After the pilot study, items were improved to ensure 

validity, that what needs to be measured is measured. Instructions were also added to the 

questionnaire, where instructions were lacking. According to Saunders et al. (2016), pilot 

testing is being used to guarantee a higher validity and reliability of the collected data. For 

the data collection, the questionnaire was created in Google Forms because the handling is 

easy and the questionnaire can be adapted for many different devices. Furthermore, the 

questionnaire was created and sent out in English, since the researchers assume that an 

English questionnaire is reasonable for answering both in Sweden and in Austria. However, it 

was feared that this could be a problem for people 50+. Since the questionnaire is accessible 

online, it can be filled out with various devices, but this does not control who is filling out the 

questionnaire. The online self-completion questionnaire opened on the 11th of May until the 

16th of May. The questionnaire was sent through the network of researchers and key people 

were selected to send it to their network, which made it possible to reach age groups or social 

classes outside the researchers’ network. The survey was disseminated through social 

networks such as LinkedIn, Facebook, and WhatsApp messages were also sent to spread the 

awareness of the survey. Overall 222 people responded to the questionnaire about their 

buying behavior during COVID-19.  
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4.3. Operationalization  
The operationalization explains how concepts of the research are transformed into 

measurements for the chosen variables (Bell et al., 2018). The aim was to record responses 

from respondents using the questionnaire. The questionnaires contained items that should 

measure the corresponding variables, in order to enable an analysis. Overall, the 

questionnaire was divided into four sections. After a short introduction from the researchers, 

demographic characteristics for the control variables were queried, followed by items on the 

dependent variables, and finally items on the independent variables. According to Bell et al. 

(2018) questionnaires that are short are usually achieving fewer dropout rates and higher 

response rates. A total of 29 items was used in the questionnaire, whereas 23 items separately 

polled meat, and fruits and vegetables. Furthermore, these items were on a 7-point Likert 

scale, going from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The questionnaire can be 

found in the Appendix 1 and an overview of the variables can be found below:  

Variable Type Variable Retrieved from 

Dependent Variables Buying Behavior of Meat 

Buying Behavior of Fruits & Vegetables 

Questionnaire 

Independent Variables Price Sensitivity of Meat 

Price Sensitivity of Fruits & Vegetables 

Perceived Quality of Meat 

Perceived Quality of Fruits & Vegetables 

Questionnaire 

Moderating Variable Residence Questionnaire 

Control Variables Age 

Gender 

Education 

Income 

Questionnaire 

Table 1: Overview Variables 
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4.3.1. Dependent variables 

The dependent variable measures the outcome of the research model (see Chapter 2.5.). It is 

called a dependent variable because it changes depending on the independent variable that is 

varied by the researchers (Carlson, 2006). For this study, the dependent variable is Changed 

Buying Behavior (CBB). However, since the buying behavior of certain food categories is to 

be measured, this variable was divided into the changed buying behavior of meat (CBB M) 

and the changed buying behavior of fruits and vegetables (CBB FV), which means that the 

study has two dependent variables. Since no previous items were found in studies on the 

buying behavior of MFV, the inspiration for operationalizing the dependent variable came 

from various researchers who examined buying behavior in different ways. Edwards (1993) 

collected several items from previous studies about buying behavior and published a study on 

"Development of a New Scale for Measuring Compulsive Buying Behavior" (Edwards, 

1993). From her study, items were selected which were proven to be suitable for measuring 

compulsive buying behavior. However, the study at hand is about the changed buying 

behavior in a crisis, which is why the items selected from Edwards' study had to be adapted. 

Furthermore, in order to find the right items for this study, Chapter 2.1.2. was used to 

determine key aspects. Some aspects of these factors could be found in the items of the study 

by Baumgartner & Steenkamp (1996). These were then selected and adapted to this study in 

order to measure what should be measured and thereby ensure a high validity of the study. In 

addition, two items were formed, which derived from the results of the Kosicka-Gebska & 

Gebski (2013) study on buying behavior in times of crisis. Finally, the research of Valášková 

and Klieštik (2015) helped to understand how the changed buying behavior can be measured 

in a crisis and subsequently the intensity of the changed buying behavior. If a change is to be 

measured, it is advantageous to have a 7-point scale (Valášková & Klieštik, 2015). For this 

reason, a 7-point scale was used in the questionnaire, whereas 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = 

disagree; 3 = more or less disagree; 4 = undecided; 5 = more or less agree; 6 = agree; 7 = 

strongly agree. The scale for measuring CBB M and CBB FV comprises 11 items whose 

purpose is to capture the degree of change in the buying behavior of the consumers for these 

food categories. These 11 items include different aspects of the changed buying behavior and 

some items are in pairs, in order to not exclude the opposite of the changed buying behavior. 

Nevertheless, they might negatively correlate but serve the purpose of the measurement. To 

guarantee the reliability of the variable of changed buying behavior, a Cronbach’s Alpha test 

was conducted. Cronbach’s alpha measures the internal consistency and “correctly describes 

the reliability of the sum or average of q measurements that satisfy the parallel assumption or 
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the less restrictive essentially tau-equivalent assumption” (Bonett & Wright, 2015, p. 3). For 

this reason, the researchers decided to conduct a Cronbach's Alpha test of the items. The 

reliability test for the dependent variable CBB M showed a value of 0.833, which is above the 

0.5 merits and between the 0.9 ≥ a 0.8, meaning that this variable is good in its internal 

consistency. The result for the dependent variable CBB FV was 0,834 which shows as well a 

good consistency (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). 

4.3.2. Independent variables  

Two main independent variables were created for this study. These were also divided into the 

two corresponding food categories, which is why a total of four independent variables was 

created. 

 

Price Sensitivity was measured for MFV separately, as they cannot be recorded together. 

Therefore, price sensitivity for meat (P M) and price sensitivity for fruit and vegetables (P 

FV) was created. Price sensitivity has already been described in Chapter 2.2.1. and therefore, 

used for the search of suitable items for the measurement. The study by Vastani & Monroe 

(2019) provided the necessary key aspects that have to be considered. Erdem, Swait & 

Louviere (2002) examined price sensitivity with 21 items, out of these 21 items, they adapted 

12 items from the Consumer Involvement Profiles Scale by Laurent & Kapferer (1985). For 

the study at hand, two items were chosen and adapted from the 21 items. In addition, 

Steenhuis & Waterlander (2011) investigated the role of price in food consumption. From a 

total of 16 items in their study, one item was selected which was adapted for the present 

study. However, Van Westendorp (1976) elaborated Price Sensitivity Meter was used as the 

cornerstone for evaluating price sensitivity. It gave insights into the reaction of price to 

consumers and the degree of sensitivity and through the usage of the Price Sensitivity Meter, 

it is also possible to give indications of the Willingness to Pay, however, this was not in the 

focus of this study but could have been evaluated (Desmet, 2016). In total three of his four 

main questions for measuring consumer price sensitivity were used from Van Westendrop 

(1976) and adapted for this dissertation. Overall six items were used in the present study to 

measure P M and six items to measure P FV. To test the reliabilities of the variables 

uniformly, a Cronbach’s alpha test was also carried out for these independent variables. The 

result for Price Sensitivity of Meat was 0.800. For the independent variable Price Sensitivity 

of Fruits and Vegetables, the result was 0.799. Both results are above the 0.5 merit and 

between the 0.8 ≥ 0.7, meaning that the variables are acceptable (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). 
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Perceived Quality was measured separately for meat (Q M), and fruits and vegetables (Q 

FV). A total of six items was used to measure each of these independent variables. The items 

were selected based on the multi-dimensional concept of perceived quality in food by Grunert 

(1997). The study of Walsh, Hennig-Thurau, Wayne-Mitchell, & Wiedmann (2001) provided 

items about brand consciousness and perceived quality of food items, as brands were not in 

the focus of the study, the items for perceived quality were chosen to measure the perceived 

quality in the present study. Nevertheless, the items had to be adapted for this study. The 

researchers also opted for the Cronbach’s alpha test for these variables. The reliability test for 

the variable Perceived Quality of Meat showed 0.824, therefore it can be said that this 

variable has a good internal consistency and is reliable. The reliability test for the variable 

Perceived Quality of Fruits and Vegetables showed 0.836, which shows a good internal 

consistency for this variable as well (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). 

4.3.3. Moderating variable 
A relationship between two variables is moderated when it holds for one category of a third 

variable but not for another category or other categories (Bell et al., 2018). The moderating 

variable influences the independent variable, and this influence can either strengthen or 

weaken the relationship between the independent and dependent variables (Edward & 

Lambert, 2007). In the present study, it has been argued that Austria and Sweden are in 

different stages of the COVID-19 pandemic as defined by Nielsen (2020a), which means the 

two countries have different restrictions (Graham-Harrison, 2020). Therefore, Residence was 

taken as a moderating variable. The item asked on a nominal scale which country is the 

places of residence of the respondents. The respondents were only asked about the country, 

since this was relevant for the research purpose; the city or region in the country were not 

relevant. Residence was computed into a moderating variable and, as shown in Chapter 

5.3.2., the variable has rather a direct effect than a moderating effect on the independent 

variable.  

4.3.4. Control variables  

The control variables were chosen after comparing scientific articles where demographics are 

being used in measuring changed buying behavior with regards to price sensitivity and 

perceived quality. From the pool of demographics, four control variables were picked, as the 

literature review mentioned that these demographic factors have an influence on the 

relationship of buying behavior and price and buying behavior and quality. 
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 Age 

In line with previous research, age can have an influence on changed buying behavior, such 

as life experiences affecting the attitudes and motives of the consumers (Brug et al., 2006; De 

Bruijn, 2010; Harvey et al., 2001; Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). The respondents were asked 

how old they are and could give answers on a scale from 18 to 80.  

  

Gender 

Gender is a commonly used demographic factor to measure buying behavior and could have 

an influence on the changed buying behavior relationships (Blanchard et al., 2009; Kotler & 

Armstrong, 2018). It was already found, that females tend to consume more fruits and 

vegetables in a crisis (Arechavala et al., 2016; Vlontzos et al., 2017). Also, according to 

Vastani & Monroe (2019) men are more affected by price than women. Therefore, gender 

seemed as an appropriate control variable, which was coded on a nominal scale, whereas 1= 

Female and 2 = Male. A third option was given in the questionnaire, but there were no 

response rate for this category.  

 

Education level 

According to Rasmussen et al. (2006), the socioeconomic status and educational level can 

influence and promote buying behavior during a crisis. This control variable is assessed by 

asking the respondent about their highest level of education completed. This item used six 

predefined answers on a nominal scale such as Less than high school degree, High school 

degree or equivalent, Bachelor degree, Master degree, PhD degree and Others. The data 

obtained from the questionnaire did not contain "Others", which is why this answer was not 

included in the coding. Therefore, this control variable was coded as a scale, whereas 1 is the 

lowest educational level, in this case Less than high school degree and 5 the highest PhD 

degree.  

 

Income 

According to several scholars, the income can affect consumers' perceptions of price and 

quality, especially in times of crisis when job security is uncertain (Rasmussen et al., 2006; 

Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013; Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Therefore, income was chosen 

to be a control variable. The respondents were asked “In which of these categories is your 

monthly income (after taxes)?”, there were six predefined answers such as up to 500 €, 501 € 

to 1.000 €, 1.001 € to 1.500 €, 1.501 € to 2.000 €, 2.001 € to 2.500 € and more than 2.501 €. 
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These numbers were available as they correspond to the average income (Statistik Austria, 

2020). This control variable was coded as a scale, whereas 1 = up to 500 € is the lowest 

income category and 6 = more than 2.501 € is the highest income category. 

4.4. Sample selection 

Buying behavior and changes in buying behavior have previously been extensively 

researched (Sans et al, 2008; Solomon, 2017). However, the current situation is unique, since 

the world has never before faced a pandemic on this global scale in modern times. Although 

the situation is unique, recent studies are showing that the consumers are illustrating similar 

changes in buying behaviors in the current crisis as in previous crises (Sans et al 2008; 

Arnade et al 2009; Nielsen, 2020b).  

Consumers were selected as the population. This was broken down on consumers who buy 

groceries and are between the age of 18 and 80. Consumers under 18 were regarded to not be 

in charge of the grocery shopping in the households, since they do not have their own income 

and mostly still live at home with their parents (Austrian Institute of SME Research, 2018). 

Consumers above 80 were assumed not to be doing grocery shopping during the pandemic, as 

they belong to a certain risk group (Vally, 2020) and therefore these age groups were 

excluded. The questionnaire was distributed in Sweden and Austria, and targeted persons 

who were resident in either of these two countries, however, nationality was not regarded. In 

addition, people not living in the two countries that are in the focus of the research were 

invited to answer the survey to potentially provide additional data for analysis. Since data are 

to be obtained about the changed buying behavior of MFV, a control question was inserted 

whether the respondents eat meat. 

The technique used was the convenience sampling. Bell et al. (2018) define convenience 

sampling as using data that is available to the researchers and their accessibility. Convenience 

sampling can be effective for preliminary analysis of an issue (Bell et al., 2018). Considering 

the time frame, the absence of funding for the project, and the scarcity of literature and 

research on similar global pandemics in modern times, a convenience sampling was seen an 

acceptable method for the purpose of the thesis. In addition, the researchers would have 

found it difficult to use a different sampling method, since the circumstances of COVID-19 

also make it more difficult to recruit respondents according to a quote plan or face to face.  



  Pärson / Vancic 

38 

The authors used their contact networks to distribute the questionnaire to the public. 

Communication channels such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp were used for 

distribution, both on public profile pages. To improve the response rate, the researchers also 

used a snowball sampling method, this method relies on the referrals from the original group 

of respondents to generate additional responses. The advantage is that this method reduces 

the search cost and time, on the other hand, it might introduce bias because it increases the 

chance that this sample does not represent the population (Bell et al., 2018). 

Another bias can arise in this study because only digital channels were used to distribute the 

questionnaire. According to the Mobile Marketing Association Austria (2018) only 83% of 

people in Austria use a smartphone or tablet. In the age group from 25 to 50, it is 96%, while 

in the age group from 50 to 75 it is only 76%. Therefore, a proportional age distribution can 

not be given. The survey resulted in 222 responses and out of these 53 were deleted due to 

respondents not eating meat or not living in Austria or Sweden. As expected the answers 

were approximately 90 percent from both Austria or Sweden as these were the home 

countries of the two researchers. 

4.5. Data analysis 
Google Forms was used for the data collection. The tool automatically consolidates all 

gathered data in the form of a spreadsheet. First the raw data was exported to an Excel sheet, 

where it was sorted and coded according to the codes given the variables in Chapter 4.3. in 

the thesis. As raw data does not provide enough information to analyze, it needs to be 

processed (Saunders et al., 2016). Then the data was exported from the Excel sheet to the 

IBM software SPSS, where the invalid data or data that was not possible to use for the 

purpose of the research was removed. For these reasons, the number of respondents was 

reduced from n = 222 to n = 169. The authors of this work also decided, without further ado, 

to exclude vegetarians and people with a residence other than Austria or Sweden from the 

study. After these changes it was possible to work with the same number of cases for the 

entire data analysis. First, a Cronbach's Alpha test for the dependent and independent 

variables was carried out, which measures the internal reliability or consistency of the items. 

The test showed values between 0.799 and 0.836 (α > 0.600). In addition, a factor analysis 

was carried out for each individual variable, which resulted in support and trusting the 

Cronbach’s Alpha test. As a second step, the computed variables were tested for normal 

distribution using a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Since the majority of the variables showed no 
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normal distribution, the Spearman rank correlation test was carried out. Among other things, 

it was possible to accept or reject H1 to H4 through the Spearman Correlation Matrix. 

However, in order to give more importance to answering the hypotheses, a multiple linear 

regression was conducted. Through this analysis, it was possible to determine the direct effect 

on the relationship between the independent and dependent variables and the potential 

moderating effect of this relationship. 

4.6. Reliability and Validity  

Bell et al. (2018) describe reliability as the possibility of repeating the results of a study, 

which means if someone else can replicate a study with the same measures, the study can be 

considered as reliable. Reliability is an issue often associated with quantitative research and is 

set to answer whether the measurements of the study are consistent or not. Three factors are 

commonly used to determine reliability. Stability, if the same measurement can be used over 

time. Internal reliability, if the indicators in the scale or index are consistent. Finally, inter-

observer consistency, e.g. when more than one observer is categorizing open-ended questions 

there may be a lack of consistency. To determine the internal reliability, a Cronbach’s alpha 

test was used in SPSS. Cronbach’s alpha test is commonly used to determine internal 

reliability. The test shows a computed alpha coefficient between 1 and 0, where 1 means 

perfect internal reliability and 0 means no internal reliability. A common rule is that alpha 

values above 0.7 are considered to be sufficient for internal reliability. Furthermore, the 

authors were considerate when creating the measurements of its stability and created the 

questionnaire without open-ended questions to enhance inter-observer consistency (Bell et 

al., 2018). 

In addition to reliability, validity is perceived to be the most important criteria for research 

quality in many ways. Validity refers to if indicators that are set to measure a concept really 

do measure and capture that concept. Validity can be tested in several ways, however, the 

most common ways are measurement validity, internal validity, external validity, and 

ecological validity. Measurement validity is questioning if the measure really reflects the 

concept indicated. Internal validity is questioning if every influencing factor has been 

captured, if it can be seen that variable x affects variable y, and if there are any additional 

factors that may influence the relationship. External validity occurs when the results of the 

study can be generalized in other contexts and ecological validity occurs when social 
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scientific findings really can be applied to a person's everyday natural environment and 

settings (Bell et al, 2018). To capture and measure changed buying behavior, the 

measurements of changed buying behavior was based on established theories, traced back to 

the 1960s, as well as established scales and items previously capturing the phenomenon. In 

addition, established theories, scales, and items were also used to capture price sensitivity and 

perceived quality in relation to food items. Further, as these scales have not been used in 

relation to the kind of unique situation, some items in the questionnaire were adapted with 

regards to newly published newspaper articles to involve the buying behavior of the 

consumers during COVID-19 and to adapt the established theories into a more specific 

context. 

4.7. Ethical considerations 

Bell et al (2018) describe that ethical considerations are often related to how people taking 

part in the research are treated. As the research is being conducted, one should consider four 

dimensions of ethical concerns, such as harm to participants, lack of informed consent, 

invasion of privacy, or if deception is involved (Bell et al., 2018). A self-completing 

questionnaire was used to gather data. The questionnaire was completely anonymous by only 

asking for the demographics of age, gender, eating meat, country of living, educational level, 

and income level of the respondent. By solely asking for these demographics, the answers 

could not be traced back to any of the respondents, which assured their privacy. Further, the 

survey was distributed online and not via email, ensuring anonymity issues. The research also 

gave confidentiality by informing the respondents in the introduction that the gathered data 

would solely be used for analysis in our dissertation and nowhere else. Bell et al. (2018) 

explain that ensuring anonymity can help respondents to answer the survey more honestly 

and increase the reliability and validity. 
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5. Results and Analysis
 

The following chapter presents the results of the study. The collected data from the 

questionnaire made it possible to run different analyses in SPSS. Therefore, the descriptive 

statistic is presented, followed by the Spearman’s rank correlation test and finally a multiple 

linear regression, including tests for moderating effects, in order to accept or reject the 

hypotheses. At the end of the chapter a summary of the analysis can be found. 

 

5.1. Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics demonstrates an overview of the empirical data, which was used for 

the analysis. In studies where humans are the object of research, it is of great importance to 

control if the included statistical values are in line with the study (Pallant, 2016). The 

descriptive statistics presented in Table 2 include the dependent variables, independent 

variables, the intended moderating variable, and also the control variables.  

A total of 222 people took part in the survey. Among them were 33 respondents who stated 

that they did not eat meat and 20 respondents that were actually living in a country other than 

Sweden or Austria. Since these respondents’ answers are not in the focus of the purpose of 

this research, they were removed from the data set and the final number of valid respondents 

was set to n= 169. 

The dependent variable Changed Buying Behavior of Meat (CBB M) had an average of 2.77, 

on a 7-point scale, where 7 would have indicated an absolute change in buying behavior of 

meat. Nevertheless, this result shows, that there has been barely any change among the 

respondents of this study when buying meat. The same applies to the second dependent 

variable Changed Buying Behavior of Fruits and Vegetables (CBB FV), with an average of 

2.91. Therefore, it can be said, that the overall buying behavior of MFV did not change much 

according to our study under the conditions of the COVID-10 pandemic.  
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Dependent Variables N Min. Max. Mean Std. Deviation Cronbach’s Alpha Kolmogorov- Smirnov Distribution 

Changed Buying Behavior of Meat 169 1 6.45 2.77 1.15 0.833 0.021 Not normal 

Changed Buying Behavior of Fruits & Vegetables 169 1 6.45 2.91 1.20 0.834 0.012 Not Normal 

Independent Variables 

Price Sensitivity of Meat 169 1 7 3.90 1.36 0.800 0.053 Normal 

Price Sensitivity of Fruits & Vegetables 169 1 7 4.15 1.35 0.799 0.003 Not Normal 

Perceived Quality of Meat 169 1.83 7 5.60 1.14 0.824 0.000 Not Normal 

Perceived Quality of Fruits & Vegetables 169 1.83 7 5.44 1.18 0.836 0.000 Not Normal 

Moderating Variable 

Residence 169 0 1 0.51 0.50    

Control Variables 

Age 169 18 79 32.49 13.61 

 
  

Gender 169 1 2 1.53 0.50   

Education 169 2 5 3.09 0.78   

Income 169 1 6 3.54 1.66   

Table 2: Descriptive statistics 
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The independent variables are those whose effect on the dependent variable are to be 

measured. In this study, the price sensitivity of meat, fruits, and vegetables (P MFV) and the 

perceived quality of meat, fruits, and vegetables (Q MFV) were defined as independent 

variables. On a 7-point Likert scale, the average for price sensitivity for meat (P M) was 3.90, 

which means that the respondents are a little above medium price-sensitive when it comes to 

buying meat. Price sensitivity for fruits and vegetables (P FV) is a bit higher, 4.15, which 

means that the respondents are slightly more sensitive about the price and changes of price 

when they buy fruits and vegetables compared to when they buy meat. For both food 

categories the average value for perceived quality is above 5.0 on a 7-point Likert scale; 5.60 

for meat (Q M) and 5.44 for fruits and vegetables (Q FV), which indicates that the 

respondents care more about high quality when buying these product categories in COVID-

19 times. The standard deviation for the independent variables was between 1.14 and 1.36. 

In addition, a good value of reliability was found for all dependent and independent variables 

in the Cronbach’s Alpha test. Among the variables formed, Q FV has the highest internal 

consistency with a value of 0.836, while P FV has the lowest internal consistency with 0.799. 

Of the 169 participants in the survey, 50.9% were from Sweden and 49.1% from Austria. A 

balanced percentage was also reached for the Gender variable, where 46.7% of the 

respondents were female and 53.3% of the respondents were male. None of the respondents 

had a lower degree than a high school degree, which may also have to do with the fact that 

the questionnaire was in English and since English is not the first language for Austrians and 

Swedes, one would have to have the necessary language skills for this survey. More than a 

third of the respondents had a bachelor degree (45.6%), followed by a master degree (28.4%) 

and a high school degree or equivalent (23.7%). PhD degree was only minimally represented 

in the study (2.4%). The average age of the respondents was around 32, but the standard 

deviation for the age was 13.61. The oldest participant in the study was 79 and the youngest 

18. There were a total of six income categories to choose from the Income control variable. 

Each category was equally selected with around 15%, whereas the highest percentage of 

respondents was in the income category 1.001 € to 1.500 € with 18.9%, the mean for Income 

was 3.54 and the standard deviation was 1.66.  

In addition, the results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test were presented in the descriptive 

statistics. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test is a test in which a certain variable is being tested 

for its normal distribution within the variable itself (Drezner & Turel, 2011). If the 
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significance value is minor than 0.05 (p < 0.05), the variable is not normally distributed, p > 

0.05 indicates a normal distribution. As the majority of the variables do not have a normal 

distribution (see Table 2), a Spearman's rank correlation coefficient was chosen (Pallant, 

2016).  

5.2. Spearman Correlation Matrix 

Since the descriptive statistics have been introduced, the next step is to focus on the analysis 

of the data since it will provide a better understanding of the data. Therefore, the “statistical 

reasoning” for providing an interpretation of the data is used that provides an insight on the 

acceptability of the data through the analysis of multiple variables and factors (Ben-Zvi & 

Garfield, 2004).  

The Spearman correlation is a type of data analysis that provides a non-parametric correlation 

coefficient for non-parametric variables, which is similar to the Pearson’s distribution test of 

the normal distributions on the nature of the distribution of the data studied (Pallant, 2016). 

The test is being used for analyzing a correlation between two variables, producing an r-value 

for the correlation within the range of 1 and -1. If the value is between 0 and 1, the 

relationship between the variables is considered to be positive, meaning the more of the 

independent variable, the more of the dependent variable we can expect. A value between -1 

and 0 is negative and in the opposite direction, hence, the more of the independent variable 

the less we can expect of the dependent variable (Xiao, Ye, Esteves & Rong, 2015). What is 

regarded as a weak or strong correlation depends on the sample size of the study at hand, the 

significance levels and what is considered to be a small, medium or large correlation. A rule 

of thumb is that correlation levels, whether positive or negative, between r= 0.1-0.3 are 

considered as small correlations, r= 0.3-0.5 as medium correlations and r= 0.5-1 as large 

correlation (Hemphill, 2003).  

In terms of significance levels in the Spearman’s correlation test and in the multiple 

regression that will be performed in the next part, there is a discourse in the literature of what 

should be the minimum accepted significance level (p) of a correlation and in multiple 

regression analysis (Westfall & Young, 1993). Zar (2009) argues that although the 

significance levels of p < 0.001, p < 0.01 and p < 0.05 are the most accepted significance 

levels, the 0.05 level is not a sacred or untouchable number, but can be modified depending 

on the sample size and the circumstances of the study. As our study should rather be seen as 
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an exploratory study, since the state of research, a pandemic in modern times and has not 

been researched before, the researchers regard p < 0.10 to be an acceptable significance level 

for this study. Furthermore, p < 0.001 (***) will be considered as a very strong significance,  

p < 0.01 (**) as a strong significance, p < 0.05 (*) a weak significance and p < 0.10 (†) a very 

weak significance. The significance level of each correlation can be seen in Table 3. 

The Spearman’s correlation test shows that there is a small positive and weak significant 

correlation between CBB M and P M (.179*) since the value is below correlation is below 

0.3, is positive and the significance level is below 0.05 but also higher than 0.01 (Hemphill, 

2003). The correlation between CBB M and Q M was also small and positive, however, the 

significance level was very weak (.146†). It should be noted that this significance level was 

0.053, meaning close to below the 0.05 level. Thus, it can be determined that the dependent 

variable of meat has a significant relationship with price sensitivity and the perceived quality 

of meat in the study.  

This means that the more sensitive the respondents have reported they are towards the price, 

the more likely their buying behavior for meat changes during COVID-19. Aligned with this 

are also the findings of Ang et al. (2000) that during the financial crisis consumers were 

focusing more on cheaper prices as well as good value for money. Hampson & McGoldrick 

(2013) also found that consumers are more aware of prices and price rises during a crisis and 

therefore are more price sensitive. For this reason, the hypothesis H1: There is a positive 

relationship between the perceived price sensitivity of meat on changed buying behavior of 

meat can be accepted. However, it should be noted here that the correlation suggests a small 

correlation (.179*) with a weak significance level (Hemphill, 2003). 
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  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10     

1 Changed buying behavior of Meat 

 
          

2 Changed buying behavior of Fruits & Vegetables .942** 

 
          

3 Price Sensitivity Meat .179* .197* 
 

         

4 Perceived Quality Meat .146† .133† .003 

 
        

5 Price Sensitivity Fruits & Vegetables .199** .213** .825*** .011 

 
       

6 Perceived Quality Fruits & Vegetables .237** .214** -.017 .860*** .012 

 
      

7 Residence -.371*** -.378*** -.099 -.073 -.149† 
-.051 

     

8 Age .179* .113 .038 .134† .004 .201** -.064 

 
    

9 Gender .221** .212** -.063 .239** .023 .201** -.422*** .032 

 
   

10 Education -.045 -.067 -.155* -.078 -.061 -.066 .094 .200** .006 

 
  

11 Income -.059 -.077 -.168* .113 -.184* .097 .138† .450*** -.086 .293***   

Note: p < 0.001***; p < 0.01**; 0.05*: p < 0.10†   

Table 3: Spearman rank coefficient correlation 
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In addition, according to the data in this study it can be said that the more concerned the 

respondents are about the quality of the meat, the more likely their buying behavior for meat 

changes during the pandemic. This result was also given in the BSE crisis, where consumers 

paid more attention to the quality of food and therefore bought less meat than they would 

usually do (Arnade et al., 2009). This means that the H3: There is a positive relationship 

between the perceived quality of meat and changed buying behavior of meat can be accepted, 

again, with a small correlation and a very weak significance (.146†), although the 

significance level was 0.053 which made it almost weak and therefore the hypothesis was 

accepted. It should be stressed that it is not a particularly strong relationship, however, 

significant, so it can influence changed buying behavior of meat in a crisis.   

The data obtained from the study show that there is a strong significant correlation between 

the dependent variable CBB FV and the independent variable P FV (.213**) and also 

between the dependent variable CBB FV and the independent variable Q FV (.214**). For 

this reason, the H2: There is a positive relationship between the perceived price sensitivity of 

fruits and vegetables on changed buying behavior of fruits and vegetables, as well as the H4: 

There is a positive relationship between the quality of fruits and vegetables on changed 

buying behavior of fruits and vegetables are to be accepted. Furthermore, it means that the 

more sensitive consumers are to price, the more likely their buying behavior regarding fruits 

and vegetables will change during a pandemic. The result also demonstrates that the more 

concerned consumers are towards quality, the more likely they are to change their buying 

behavior when buying fruits and vegetables in COVID-19 times. Compared to the meat 

relationships, fruit and vegetables independent variables showed slightly larger correlation to 

their dependent variable and also stronger significance levels.  

The Spearman correlation test also shows a positive and weak significant correlation between 

the dependent variables CBB M and the control variable Age (.179*) and a positive and 

strong significant correlation can be seen between CBB M and the control variable Gender 

(.221**). This is comparable with the results of CBB FV and Gender, which also has a strong 

significant correlation (.212**). This indicates an influence of the control variables on the 

dependent variables which will be further analyzed in the multiple regression analysis.  

Other results of the Spearman correlation are that there is a strong and positive significant 

correlation between Age and Q FV (.201**). Gender has a strong positive relationship with 



  Pärson / Vancic 

48 

the independent variable Q M (.239**) and the independent variable Q FV (.201**). In 

addition, it was found that there is a weak negative connection between the Education of the 

respondents and the P M (-.155*), the same also applies to the connection between Income 

and P M (-.168 *). This could be due to the fact that the more educated the respondents are, 

the more money they earn, and therefore they are not too sensitive to price, compared to 

respondents with a lower income. Results that appeared in the study that were not surprising 

that they were positively correlated, are the correlation between Age and Education (.200**), 

as well as a Age and Income (.450*) and finally Education and Income (.293***). In this 

study, these correlations are at a different significance level, however there are studies 

emphasizing the same significance within these variables. It was shown that income increases 

with age and that a higher educational level leads to a higher income (Gerdtham & 

Johannesson, 2000). It can thus be said that these three control variables are closely linked. 

Moreover, the very strong correlations between the independent variables of price sensitivity 

and perceived quality that can be seen in Table 3, is to be disregarded as these have the exact 

same items towards a 7-point Likert scale in the study (.825***; .860***).  

Finally, it can be said that the intended moderating variable has a very strong significant 

negative correlation with the dependent variable CCB M (-.371***) and the dependent 

variable CBB FV (-.378***). These relationships are addressed in more detail in the 

following multiple linear regression. 

5.3. Multiple Linear Regression 

A standard multiple linear regression was used to determine the strength of the relationship 

between the independent variables, P M (Price Sensitivity of Meat), P Q (Perceived Quality 

of Meat), P FV (Price Sensitivity of Fruit and Vegetables) and Q FV (Perceived Quality of 

Fruit and Vegetables) and the dependent variables, CBB M (Changed Buying Behavior of 

Meat) and CBB FV (Changed buying behavior of Fruits and Vegetables). The analysis is 

performed stepwise. In the initial step of the regression analysis, the independent variables 

were tested for multicollinearity. Pallant (2016) explains that multicollinearity is a situation 

where two or more explanatory variables are too highly linear related, too similar, in a 

multiple regression. This can be tested with the Tolerance or Variance inflation factors. The 

tolerance is shown in values from 0 to 1, and if the tolerance value is too small (< 0.10) it 

indicates a too high linear relation between explanatory variables. None of the tolerance 
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values was below 0.10, as the smallest value was 0.754, which means that there is no 

indication of multicollinearity in any of the models. To eliminate any doubts, the VIF value 

was also checked. The VIF values above 10 indicate multicollinearity, however, the highest 

value shown in any of the two models was 1.327. 

5.3.1. Direct effects 

The direct effects address the prediction of the relationship between Price Sensitivity and 

Perceived Quality and Changed Buying Behavior of the two food categories. 

5.3.1.1. Changed buying behavior of Meat 

In Model 1, which explains the predictions of the relation between CBB M and P M as well 

as Q M and the control variables, the outliers were checked. 

Outliers can be detected through observing the Normal Probability plot (P-P) of regression 

Standardised Residual, Scatterplot of the Standardised Residuals, Mahalanobis, and Cook’s 

Distance, for the study at hand, all of these were checked. In the Normal PP plot, the points 

should lie reasonably straight in a line from the bottom left to the top right which appeared to 

be the case for Model 1 and indicates that there are no major deviations from normality. In 

the Scatterplots, only a few cases should be allowed to exceed a value above 3.3 or below -

3.3, Model 1 illustrates only one case that breaks out of this number field. The Mahalanobis 

Distance shows a value of 22.065 that does not exceed the critical value of 22.46 (see Table 

4). The limit for Cook’s Distance is that the value should not be above 1.00, as can be seen in 

Model 1, this value was not reached (.180). Finally, the Durbin-Watson test measures the 

autocorrelation in residuals and a rule of thumb is that values between 1.5-2.5 are normal, 

whereas the Durbin-Watson value for Model 1 was 1.785 (Pallant, 2016). 

Considering the smaller sample size of n = 169, the Adjusted R Square was used to evaluate 

the model in the next step. The Adjusted R Square value describes how much of the variance 

in the dependent variable CBB M is explained in the model, which includes the independent 

variables, P M and Q M, as well as the control variables Age, Gender, Education and Income 

(Pallant. 2016). The Adjusted R Square value was 0.083, meaning 8,3 % of the variance in 

CBB M was explained by the independent and control variables. 



  Pärson / Vancic 

50 

Further, the standardized coefficient Beta values and their significance were observed, in 

order to determine which of the independent and control variables make a unique 

contribution to explaining the dependent variable CBB M. First the significance levels (Sig. 

(p) in Table 4) were observed to determine the contributions. If the significance level (p) is 

below 0.05 Pallant (2016) explains that it is considered to make a unique contribution to the 

relationship in explaining the variance of the dependent variable. In Table 4 it can be seen 

that the control variables Age and Gender both make a unique contribution to explaining 

changed buying behavior of meat, since p < 0.05 (.024 and .029). The independent variable P 

M has a significance level of p = 0.058 and is therefore only close to a unique contribution, 

however, as explained in chapter 5.2. the significance level of p < 0.10 is accepted in this 

study due to the circumstances of a global pandemic and therefore P M is considered to make 

a contribution to explaining the variance in changed buying behavior of meat. Q M also 

makes a contribution to the explanation of the variance (.078). Education and Income do not 

contribute to explaining the variance in the dependent variable CBB M in Model 1 (.859 and 

.304). 

After determining which variables contribute to the explanation of the changed buying 

behavior of meat, it is important to assess the strength of the impact on the dependent 

variable as well as the positive or negative impact of the variables on the dependent variable. 

In order to determine the strength and the direction of the relation, the values of the 

Standardized Coefficients Beta column (Std. B. in Table 4) is being taken into account 

(Pallant, 2016). 

 

It was found that the four contributing variables have positive Beta values since they show a 

positive value between 0 and 1, meaning the more of the variables, the more changed buying 

behavior of meat. The control variable Age has the strongest impact on CBB M (.181*). In 

other words, it can be said with a weak certainty that the older the consumer is, the more 

change in buying behavior of meat we can expect in Model 1. It also means that by increasing 

the standard deviation unit of Age with one (+1.00), the CBB M would increase by 0.181* 

units. This means that Age contributes to explaining the variance in CBB M, however, there 

is still quite a lot to be explained. Given the circumstances of the pandemic that the virus can 

be more dangerous to older generations, in particular those older than 70 who have grocery 

shopping restrictions in Sweden, these findings seem reliable (Sveriges Dagblad, 2020; 

Sveriges Television, 2020b) In previous health crisis, age has been a determining factor of 
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changed buying behavior of meat, such as explained by Harvey et al. (2001) in the BSE crisis 

where the safety concern of the beef products where positively related to age. 

Gender has a weak significant positive relationship with CBB M (.168*), while the 

independent variables P M and Q M have a very weak significant positive relationship to the 

dependent variable (.145†; .136†). The fact that female consumers are more likely to change 

their buying behavior of meat is also stressed by Harvey et al. (2001) as women are often 

more cautious while the men are more socialised to take risks in health crisis. The very weak, 

however significant, impact of P M on CBB M means that the more price sensitive the 

consumers are the more likely they are to change their buying behavior of meat. Hampson 

and Goldrick (2013) explain that in an economic crisis consumers can become more price 

sensitive due to uncertainties such as job security and this could cause a change in buying 

behavior, which will be discussed in relation to the current pandemic in the next chapter. 

Similarly, Q M have a positive very weak significant impact on CBB M, suggesting that the 

more concerned the consumers are about perceived quality of meat the more likely they are to 

change their buying behavior of meat. Grunert (2005) explains that in a health crisis such as 

the BSE crisis, perceived quality of meat, in particular food safety, can increase in 

importance temporarily during the crisis leading to changed buying behavior of meat. The 

meaning of this and the other findings will be further discussed in Chapter 6. 
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    Model 1 

Changed Buying Behavior 

of Meat (CBB M) 

  

  Variables Std. E Std. B Sig. (p) 

Independent  

variables 

Price Sensitivity of 

Meat (P M) 

.064 .145† .058 

Perceived Quality of 

Meat (Q M) 

.077 .136† .078 

Control  

variables 

Age .007 .181* .024 

Gender .175 .168* .029 

Education .116 .014 .859 

Income .059 -.088 .304 

  Constant .688     

  Adjusted R Square .083     

  F-Value 3.535*     

  Dublin-Watson 1.785     

  VIF Value, highest 1.327     

  Mahal. Distance 22.065     

  Cook’s Distance .180     

  N = 169       

  Note: p < 0.001***; p < 0.01**; p < 0.05*: p < 0.10† 

Table 4: Multiple Linear Regression on Changed Buying Behavior of Meat 
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5.3.1.2. Changed buying behavior of Fruit and Vegetables 

The processes applied for Model 1 was repeated for Model 2. The model passed in terms of 

outliers testing, as only one outlier was illustrated, which can be seen in the scatterplot and 

also in the Mahalanobis Distance test. However, as it was solely one respondent exceeding 

the 22.46 limit (22.898), the respondent was kept in the model. The Cook’s Distance was also 

passed (.177). The Durbin-Watson test was passed with a value of 1.829. The Adjusted R 

Square was greater in Model 2 than in Model 1, as 10,6 % of the variance in the dependent 

variable CBB FV are explained by the independent and control variables. By evaluating the 

significance levels of the variables and the Beta values in Table 5, it is visible that the 

independent variables P FV and Q FV make a unique contribution to explaining the variance 

in CBB FV, in addition, Gender makes a unique contribution and Age only makes a 

contribution. Education and Income do not make any contribution for the explanation of the 

variance in the dependent variable CBB FV. The independent and control variables all have a 

positive relationship with CBB FV, this indicates that similar to meat, the more price 

sensitive and concerned about the quality consumers are the more likely the they are to 

change their buying behavior of fruits and vegetables during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

independent variable Q FV had the strongest positive impact among the four variables 

(.195*). This is in line with Vlontzos et al. (2017) suggesting fruits and vegetables can be 

prioritized due to its health benefits in a crisis. P FV also had a weak significance level and 

slightly less impact on CBB FV (.169*). A As mentioned before, price sensitivity can lead to 

a changed buying behavior in a crisis with financial consequences for the society (Hampson 

& Goldrick, 2013). 

 

Gender also has a weak significant relationship with CBB FV (.152*) while the relationship 

with Age is very weak (0.148†), however, significant. Vlontzos et al. (2017) found that in 

economic crisis women are more affected in their eating habits than men and therefore start 

to prefer vegetables, which was also observed by Arechavala et al. (2016) that girls have 

eaten more fruits and vegetables than boys during the financial crisis in Barcelona. The 

influence of Age on changed buying behavior in a crisis has been previously mentioned by 

Harvey et al. (2001) and is aligned with the restrictions older people face in the current 

pandemic (Sveriges Dagblad, 2020; Sveriges Television, 2020b).  These implications, as well 

as the differences in strengths of the variable relationships that are influencing changed 

buying behavior, will be further discussed in Chapter 6.  
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    Model 2 

Changed Buying Behavior 

of Fruit and Vegetables  

(CBB FV) 

  

  Variables Std. E Std. B Sig. (p) 

Independent  

variables 

Price Sensitivity of Fruits 

and Vegetables (FV) 

.066 .169* .025 

Perceived Quality of Fruits 

and Vegetables (FV) 

.077 .195* .011 

Control  

variables 

Age .007 .148† .061 

Gender .179 .152* .043 

Education .119 -.015 .851 

Income .061 -.087 .301 

  Constant .666     

  Adjusted R Square .106     

  F-Value 4.134***     

  Dublin-Watson 1.829     

  VIF Value, highest 1.326     

  Mahal. Distance 22.898     

  Cook’s Distance .177     

  N = 169       

  Note: p < 0.001***; p < 0.01**; p < 0.05*: p < 0.10† 

Table 5: Multiple Linear Regression on Changed Buying Behavior of Fruits and Vegetables 
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5.3.2. Moderating effect 

The research model in Chapter 2 had set potential moderating effects on the previously 

explained relationships. These moderating effects are to be caused by the residence of the 

consumers, in Austria or Sweden. In order to test the moderating effect in the regression 

analysis, the first step is to compute new moderating variables. This was performed by 

multiplying the independent variables separately with the Residence variable, in which 0 = 

Austria and 1 = Sweden. This resulted in four multiplicative variables of the independent 

variables P M, Q M, P FV and Q FV. These four were then separately added to the regression 

to test the moderating effect of Residence. Pallant (2016) explains that when testing for 

moderating effects the new models usually show high multicollinearity, however, the high 

multicollinearity is due to the repetition of the variables in the multiplicative variables, and 

therefore should not be considered any further. 

  

Through the analysis, it was proven that there is no significance explaining that Residence 

has a moderating effect on CBB M or CBB FV. None of those relationships between the 

multiplicative variables and the independent variables showed an accepted significance level 

as illustrated in Table 6 (.492; .428; .775; .570). If there would have been significance, the 

intended moderating variable Residence would either strengthen or weaken the relationship 

between the independent variables and the dependent variables by influencing the 

independent variable. However, no such significance was found, thus, depending on if the 

consumers lived in Austria or Sweden, did not have any strengthening or weakening effect on 

the relationship between dependent variables and the independent variables. As a result, the 

5th hypothesis H5: Swedish residents will weaken the positive relationship between prices 

sensitivity of meat on the changing buying behavior and the price of fruit and vegetables on 

the changing buying behavior. is rejected. No other values such as Adjusted R Square or 

presented new model is therefore presented in Table 6. Yet, an unexpected discovery was 

made when testing for moderating effect. Residence was discovered to have a very weak 

negative significant direct effect on CBB M and CBB FV in terms of the independent 

variables of perceived quality (-.632†, -.551†), which can be compared to the Spearman’s 

Correlation, where Residence showed very strong negative significant correlation with both 

CBB M and CBB FV (-.371***, -.378***). This suggests that there is more to investigate on 

the changed buying behavior in a pandemic of consumers living in Austria or Sweden for 

future research.   
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  Variables 
Std. E Std. B Sig. (p) 

Moderating  

variable 

Price Sensitivity of Meat  

x Residence 

.122 -.154 .492 

Perceived Quality of Meat 

x Residence 

.143 .287 .428 

Price Sensitivity of FV 

 x Residence 

.129 -.067 .775 

Perceived Quality of Meat 

x Residence 

.142 .191 .570 

Residence 

variable direct 

effect on 

Changed 

Buying 

Behavior 

Price Sensitivity of Meat .504 -.207 .349 

Perceived Quality of Meat .820 -.632† .080 

Price Sensitivity of FV .560 -.289 .220 

Perceived Quality of Meat .792 -.551† .098 

  N = 169       

  Note: p < 0.001***; p < 0.01**; p < 0.05*: p < 0.10† 

Table 6: Multiple Linear Regression on Residence Moderating and Direct Effect 
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5.5. Summary of the analysis 

The chapter first introduced the descriptive statistics of the variables used for the analysis, 

dependent, independent, moderating variables, and finally control variables. As a second step, 

the Spearman’s correlation test was performed to explore relationships between these 

variables. A multiple regression analysis was then performed to understand how the 

independent variables, price sensitivity of meat, perceived quality of meat, price sensitivity of 

fruit and vegetables and perceived quality of fruit and vegetables, affect the dependent 

variables, changed buying behavior of meat and changed buying behavior fruit and 

vegetables, when Age, Gender, Income, and Education were controlled for. These analyses 

showed support for accepting hypotheses H1-H4, however, the strength for accepting the 

hypotheses varies between the four as the significance levels for the relationships varied in 

both the Spearman’s correlation test and also in the multiple linear regression. Finally, the 

regression was also tested for the moderating effects of Residence in Sweden or Austria, 

however, no such effect was found on the relationship between the dependent and 

independent variables. Therefore, hypothesis H5 was rejected. Nevertheless, an unexpected 

discovery was found in the intended moderating variables direct effect on the dependent 

variable. This finding, together with the other findings, will be treated and discussed in the 

next chapter. To conclude this chapter, a summary of the hypotheses is presented in Table 7.  

 

  Hypotheses Impact Result 

H1 Price Sensitivity of Meat →  Changed Buying Behavior of Meat Positive Supported 

H2 Price Sensitivity of Fruits and Vegetables →  Changed Buying Behavior of Fruits 
and Vegetables 

Positive Supported 

H3 Perceived Quality of Meat → Changed Buying Behavior of Meat Positive Supported 

H4 Perceived Quality of Fruits and Vegetables → Changed Buying Behavior of Fruits 
and Vegetables 

Positive Supported 

H5 Swedish residency - Price Sensitivity of Meat (H1), Price Sensitivity of Fruits and 
Vegetables (H2), and Changed Buying behavior of Meat, Fruits and Vegetables 

Weakening Not 
Supported 

Table 7: Overview of Hypotheses Results 
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

 
To conclude the dissertation, the research findings are being critically discussed. 

Furthermore, an overall conclusion is given, which answers the research question, followed 

by practical implications, theoretical contributions and finally the limitations and 

suggestions for future work are being presented.  

 

6.1. Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate to what extent buying behavior has changed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic due to consumers price sensitivity and concern for perceived 

quality in their buying decisions with regard to meat and fruits and vegetables. This study can 

be compared to the models presented in the Literature Review, with focus on price sensitivity 

and perceived quality as the stimulus that affects buying behavior. Previous research states 

that in terms of crises such as financial and health crisis the consumers became more price-

sensitive when buying food products, because of job uncertainty, and became more quality 

concerned for food products due to increased perceived health risks, which subsequently can 

lead to a changed buying behavior (Sans et al., 2008; Chamorro et al., 2012; Kosicka-Gebska 

& Gebski, 2013). Nielsen investigations found that the buying behavior of the consumers has 

changed since the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic (Nielsen, 2020a; Nielsen, 2020b) and 

moreover, this study found in particular that the buying behavior of MFV changed due to the 

consumers price sensitivity and concern for perceived quality. Considering the purpose of the 

study, to investigate the relationship between consumers’ price sensitivity and perceived 

quality and changed buying behavior of MFV during the COVID-19 pandemic, through the 

empirical study was carried out, one could argue that the purpose has been fulfilled.  

Although the COVID-19 pandemic differs from any previous crises, e.g. with regard to 

measures taken by each country, global spread of the virus, and perceived risk, 

commonalities to the earlier crises could still be found in relation to changes in buying 

behavior. The findings suggest that lessons from previous research in crises could be useful 

for predicting changed buying behavior in the current and most likely upcoming crises. In 

addition, established buying behavior models can be used for trying to understand the nature 

of buying behavior and also be used to create new and adapted models. Despite that the 
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circumstances of the global financial crisis in 2008, as an example, and the current pandemic 

are different, consumer buying behavior is still built on attitudes, motivations, culture and 

intentions as described in the EBM and TPD models (Ajzen, 1985; Blackwell et al., 2006). 

But among other things, the current COVID-19 crisis differs from previous crises as it does 

not primarily fall into the financial category and it goes beyond a health crisis (Rolandberger, 

2020).  

Therefore, the findings foster a discussion between previous research and current data on 

changed buying behavior. The results, that support H3 and H4, show that there is a positive 

relationship between perceived quality and the buying behavior of MFV. This means that the 

more consumers are concerned about the quality, the more their buying behavior of MFV has 

changed. In the EBM model that would mean that price and quality are influencing factors on 

the buying behavior and the outcome is a changed buying behavior (Blackwell et al., 2006). 

Nielsen (2020b) has already given hints for this behavior, but not to specific product 

categories. The research carried out can break down Nielsen's results for certain product 

categories. Previous crises show that changed buying behavior of meat is explained by the 

fact that humans prioritize food safety (Arnade et al., 2009) and their own health above all 

other attributes (Sans et al., 2008). In comparison, fruit and vegetables are important in a 

crisis due to their assumed health benefits (Vlontzos et al., 2017). With regard to fruits and 

vegetables, it was found that perceived quality has a greater influence on the changed buying 

behavior than price sensitivity. This may be because the health aspects of this food category 

outweigh the price aspects. It should also be noted here that the price range for fruits and 

vegetables is relatively large, which could also be why price sensitivity is a weaker 

characteristic than perceived quality (Vlontzos et al., 2017). It is also important to mention 

here that fruits and vegetables have gained in importance in recent years. This is also 

indicated in this study, where out of 222 respondents, 33 were not eating meat, which is 

around 15%. Along with the trend of rising importance of fruits and vegetables comes also 

the quality and safety aspects. “The challenge for the fruit and vegetable industry is to 

develop products with natural flavours and taste, free from additives and preservatives, taking 

into account quality and safety aspects along with consumer acceptance” (Tylewicz, Tappi, 

Nowacka, Wiktor, 2019, p.1). 

Furthermore, the two other hypotheses, H1 and H2, came to the conclusion that there is a 

positive relationship between price sensitivity and changed buying behavior of meat as well 
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as of fruits and vegetables since the outbreak of COVID-19. This means that the more 

sensitive consumers are to the price, the more likely they are to change their buying behavior 

regarding MFV. Price has played an important role in past crises, for example in financial 

crises, the price has been shown to be dominant, as even the appearance and texture of a 

product becomes less important than the price for the consumers during the crisis (Grunert, 

2006; Chamorro et al., 2012; Hampson & McGoldrick, 2013). However, in the literature, 

there was little evidence of the relationship between price sensitivity and fruits and 

vegetables buying behavior in previous crises. With the help of this study, the first 

movements in this area were indicated. The positive relationship of these two variables in 

COVID-19 times may also have to do with the fact that during the pandemic in Sweden there 

was a price increase for fruits and vegetables (Sveriges Television, 2020a). A price increase 

for certain products usually makes consumers more sensitive to the price (Vastani & Monroe, 

2019). The positive relationship between price sensitivity of meat and crises was not 

surprising since multiple research explain that, because meat is a food product in the higher 

price category at the supermarket, the consumers often become more price sensitive towards 

meat during crisis situations (Grunert, 2006; Chamorro et al., 2012; Kosicka-Gebska & 

Gebski, 2013). Little was found about the price sensitivity for meat in the current crisis, 

however, in Sweden it was reported that the demand for Swedish meat has increased during 

the pandemic (Sveriges Television, 2020c). While in Austria, the demand of meat in general 

decreased, as restaurants are closed and barbecues are forbidden (Der Standard, 2020). 

The final hypothesis, of the study, H5, was rejected. No moderating effects of consumers 

living in Austria or Sweden was found on the relationship between price sensitivity and 

perceived quality on changed buying behavior of MFV in the current pandemic. Despite 

Nielsen’s (2020a) arguments, meaning that the two countries are in different pandemic stages 

of the crisis, and the fact that consumers in the two countries live under different pandemic 

regulations and laws, this research showed similar results for the two countries in terms of 

price sensitivity and perceived quality of meats, fruits and vegetables. Nevertheless, the 

finding was that residency has a direct effect on the changed buying behavior of MFV, 

meaning that depending on if the consumers live in Austria or Sweden they have different 

perceptions on changed buying behavior of MFV, however, this has not explained price 

sensitivity or perceived quality. Therefore, other factors can explain the differences between 

the two countries, such as culture. Kotler and Armstrong (2018) explain that culture is one of 

the main factors influencing the buying behavior.  
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Although four out of five hypotheses presented in the study could be confirmed with 

significance, it must however, be taken up here again, that strength of the relationships 

indicated in the empirical research is rather weak. The descriptive statistics of this study were 

also showing that the respondents have a high level of education, which means that a 

reasonably high income can be assumed. According to Wakefield & Inman (2003) price 

sensitivity depends on situations and income of consumers. Taking this into account the 

researchers of this study have found that people with a higher income are less sensitive to 

prices, even in extreme situations. 

Drawing from the findings, price sensitivity is considered having a larger impact on changed 

buying behavior than perceived quality when it comes to meat whilst perceived quality has a 

larger impact when it comes to fruits and vegetables. Since one factor doesn’t exceed the 

other in this study, it supports the uniqueness of the COVID-19 pandemic and adds to the 

findings that price and quality most probably only explain a small part of the changed buying 

behavior. Moreover, it suggests directions for future research to further explore the role of 

price and quality, with additional contributing factors. 

Age and gender were found to have a significant impact on changed buying behavior of 

MFV, in particular, age has the strongest impact on meat among all variables. According to 

Kotler & Armstrong (2018) these factors belong to the personal factors, which are known for 

influencing the buying behavior also under normal conditions. Further, the EBM model 

counts these variables as consumer characteristics that influence the buying behavior 

(Blackwell et al., 2006). Harvey et al. (2001) have previously explained how age has an 

influence on changed buying behavior, e.g. the older the consumer is the less meat is eaten, 

the consumer becomes more concerned about his own health and also increases his ethical 

standards with age while younger people tend to have a stronger attitude towards eating 

healthier. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Swedish government made some restrictions 

primarily for elderly people. Seniors (above 70 years old) have been offered certain shopping 

hours in supermarkets and there has been prompts from governments for older people to 

avoid grocery shopping (Sveriges Dagblad, 2020b; Sveriges Television, 2020b). Also, in 

Austria, certain shopping hours for older consumers were mentioned, but senior citizens were 

critical of it because they would receive less help with doing the groceries as only older 

people were in the supermarket. Thereupon, some cities in Austria founded an association 

with a hotline where young and healthy people do the shopping for their older neighbours 
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(Wiener Zeitung, 2020). This kind of regulations as well as debates around them can be a 

trigger for changed buying behavior during times of crisis. 

Harvey et al. (2001) also acknowledge the influence of gender on changed buying behavior in 

crises since women tend to act more cautiously in a crisis than men, e.g. women held a more 

negative attitude towards beef during the BSE crisis than men. Vlontzos et al. (2017) stress 

that fruits and vegetables can be prioritized differently between genders due to its health 

benefits, while Arechavala et al. (2016) found that girls ate more fruits and vegetables during 

the financial crisis in Barcelona. The results of this study show that gender has a significant 

unique impact on changed buying behavior with regard to both meats and fruits and 

vegetables and is in line with recent reports suggesting that women and men react to the virus 

in their grocery shopping behavior differently e.g. men are buying additional groceries and 

men avoid in-store environment (Petro, 2020).  According to Woodruffe (1997) women use 

shopping as a compensatory consumption, especially when they are not feeling well or are 

bored. Therefore it can be argued that women are shopping more online or in the supermarket 

since the COVID-19 outbreak, as boredom can quickly arise in a quarantine situation. 

The findings presented above could of course, also be influenced by the fact, that the 

pandemic is still on going as the study is conducted, most probably meaning that the full 

impacts of price sensitivity, perceived quality, and changed buying behavior have not yet 

been fully embodied. The circumstances in previously established consumer research were 

also different, and therefore the items in the questionnaire had to be adapted to a strong 

degree. However, the fact that the results show that there is a significance in the correlation 

between price sensitivity, and perceived quality and changed buying behavior of MFV can be 

used as a starting point for future research that could further explore and measure the effects 

after the pandemic has passed and compare it to this study.  

The panic buying behavior of food products shortly after the outbreak of the pandemic, 

explained by Nielsen (2020a) and Nielsen Retail Measurement Services Austria (2020), such 

as cream milk powder and pasta, were not tested in this research as they were considered to 

be a result of panic buyer behavior and therefore price sensitivity and perceived quality 

would be mostly ignored by the consumers as they bought them out of panic rather than 

changed perception. This study aimed to give additional depth beyond panic consumer 

behavior, which was already reported by market research institutes. By researching food 

products outside the panic buying behavior sphere new findings about changed buying 



  Pärson / Vancic 

63 

behavior can be provided. For example, BBC (2020b) reported how orange juice used to be 

in decline and is now increasing due expected immune boosting properties while other 

products such as milk go down the drain, but rather due to closed coffee shops. The question 

remains open how and to which extent changed buying behavior for food will last after the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

On the one hand, Harvey et al. (2001) and Rieger et al. (2017) who studied food consumption 

related to health crisis argue that changes in buying behavior in crises are merely temporary 

shifts and that consumers will return to pre-crisis behavior due to habit persistence. The study 

by Kar (2010) showed that after the global economic crisis, consumers became more 

economical, responsible and demanding. On the other hand, Nielsen (2020d) suggests the 

opposite by arguing that the pandemic will have long-lasting effects causing a changed 

buying behavior to remain even after the pandemic has surpassed in Europe. In addition, the 

CEO of the largest supermarket chain in Sweden made a statement about the changed buying 

behavior detected in their stores and also argued that the changed buying behavior is there to 

stay even after the pandemic, especially when it comes to buying more local fresh foods 

(Dagens Nyheter, 2020). In Austria the pandemic took a different course, a radical lockdown 

meant that many shops were closed and restaurants only allowed to reopen for take away in 

the last phase of the lockdown. For this reason, many Austrians have started cooking at home 

and buying fresh local food products. It is argued that this will remain after the pandemic, an 

increase in "home cooking" is expected, which is why consumers are expected to 

permanently change their buying behavior (Kraft, 2020). 

6.2. Conclusion 

The present work dealt with the topic of buying behavior during COVID-19. To be more 

precise, the authors of this work wanted to find out what influence the price sensitivity and 

perceived quality of consumers has on the changed buying behavior of meats, fruits and 

vegetables. From the problematization, research questions were formed, which goal was to be 

answered with empirical research. Literature was first reviewed to understand what buying 

behavior is, why price and quality are relevant when buying food and, above all, to examine 

the state of research from previous studies on buying behavior in crises. Based on different 

theoretical approaches and the knowledge presented in the literature, hypotheses were formed 

and a research model was set up. By performing empirical research and subsequent analysis, 



  Pärson / Vancic 

64 

the authors were able to find support for most of the hypotheses. In the discussion of this 

work, the results were presented in more detail. The result that the price sensitivity of 

consumers for MFV has a positive relationship with the changed buying behavior of MFV 

confirmed not only H1 and H2, but also RQ 1. So the question Which impact does 

consumers’ price sensitivity for meat, fruits and vegetables have on the changed buying 

behavior of meat, fruits and vegetables during COVID-19?, can be answered with the result 

that price sensitivity has a positive influence on the changed buying behavior, which means 

that the more price sensitive the consumers are, the more their buying behavior for MFV 

changes in the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the finding, which supported H3 and H4, 

was that perceived quality of MFV has a positive relationship with the changed buying 

behavior of MFV. Therefore, RQ2: Which impact does consumers’ perceived quality of meat, 

fruits and vegetables have on the changed buying behavior of meat, fruits and vegetables 

during COVID-19? can also be answered with the statement that it has a positive impact, 

meaning that the more concerned consumers are about the quality of MFV, the more their 

buying behavior changes during the pandemic. Also, this can be supported by the multiple 

linear regression, which says that price sensitivity of meat and perceived quality of meat 

explain 8,3% of the variance in changed buying behavior of meat during the COVID-19 

pandemic while price sensitivity of fruits and vegetables and perceived quality of fruits and 

vegetables explain 10,6% of the variance in changed buying behavior of fruits and vegetables 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The third and last research question that has to be answered 

is How does residency in Austria or Sweden impact the relationship between price sensitivity 

and perceived quality and changed buying behavior of meat, fruits and vegetables? Since a 

moderating effect was assumed when examining this question, the result of the research 

shows that there is no moderating effect from Austria and Sweden on this relation, hence, H5 

was rejected and therefore the answer to question is that there is no difference in living in 

Austria or Sweden when it comes to price sensitivity of MFV and perceived quality of MFV 

and their influence on changed buying behavior of MFV. However, the effect of the residence 

is rather considered to have a direct effect on the changed buying behavior of MFV that 

illustrates indications for further research in food consumption and pandemics. An adapted 

research model is presented in Appendix 2. 
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6.3. Practical Implications  

By examining the buying behavior of certain food categories in times of the COVID-19 virus, 

it is possible to give valuable first insights into the changing buying behavior in relation to 

MFV. These insights can be of particular importance for marketing departments in 

companies, retailers as well as producers in the agar economy. These results have shown that 

product quality perception also plays an important role in this crisis, for example one quality 

criterion is the origin of the product and, as already mentioned in the discussion, since in the 

pandemic the preferences seem to go into the direction of buying local products. This allows 

marketers to focus more on indicating from which country a product comes from and whether 

it is local. Supermarkets can sort their assortment by origin, e.g. in which the fruits and 

vegetables from Austria come together in a certain corner in the supermarket, or 

supermarkets can emphasize the origin of the product on price tags so that consumers can 

find their way to the important information more easily. In the agar industry, more attention 

can be paid to obtaining certifications for the quality produced. The fact that consumers 

become more price sensitive in crisis and that this sensitivity affects their purchasing 

behavior is more difficult to deal with, but the results obtained in this study can be used for 

marketing purposes, marketers can prioritize the benefits of MFV more to make consumers 

less price sensitive to these product categories. Basically, these results can be used for the 

inventing a strategy how to do business as usual during and after the pandemic. 

6.4. Theoretical contribution 

As already explained in Chapter 1.1. there is literature on buying behavior in crises, but the 

COVID-19 crisis is a crisis of a certain kind, since it is not comparable to a financial crisis or 

a health crisis. Thus, it suggests that this study helps to analyze the effects of COVID-19 on 

changed buying behavior. The business studies benefit from this study by explaining 

purchasing behavior and what factors have an impact on it, and nutritional sciences benefit 

from the results because they can draw conclusions about the manufacture and quality of food 

products. As research on the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic will be researched 

further, especially when the pandemic has passed, the findings in this research, can because 

of its exploratory nature, be used as a stepping tone for further research on food consumption. 

The findings indicate that there are changed buying behavior due to the pandemic, beyond the 

panic buying behavior, as price sensitivity has increased and perceptions on quality on MFV 

have changed during the pandemic.  
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6.5. Limitations 

There are some limitations of the present study that should be highlighted. The COVID-19 is 

unprecedented in the 21st century, the study was conducted at a specific, limited time in the 

pandemic, which is why a study later in the pandemic could have come up with other results. 

The development over a longer time could not be captured due to the time limit of the 

study.  In addition, this study is limited to the research object, which in this case was changed 

buying behavior of MFV. These specific food categories were selected because there was 

previous knowledge of meat consumption in crisis while fruits and vegetables had little 

previous knowledge from crisis situations. Research on buying behavior and the influence of 

price and quality on other product categories could be significantly different. As the study 

was only able to explain a small part of the changed buying behavior, more influencing 

variables than price and quality and additional food products would aid in explaining more of 

the changed buying behavior. The selected food categories are also not representative for the 

changed buying behavior of food consumption in supermarkets, although this was not the 

purpose of this study, and therefore only represent a small portion of food consumption that 

limits the study to only provide indications for further research. In addition, there is a 

limitation in the acquisition of the data in the study. The authors of this work were only able 

to carry out an online survey because social distancing existing in both countries under 

investigation. If this restriction had not existed, the authors could have asked consumers 

using other methods such as a random sample tests outside supermarkets in various locations. 

Further, the research turned out to not be representative for certain age groups, as the sample 

size was simply too small. The respondents’ age was to a large extent distributed around the 

age of 25. Under different circumstances, this could have been avoided by as mentioned 

random sample tests outside supermarkets. In addition, vegetarians, vegans and pescitarians 

were excluded from the research, as the aim of the study was to capture meat consumption 

behavior. If the vegetarian/vegan/pescetarian responds group would be larger the groups 

could have been used and compared to meat eaters, however, due to the low sample size the 

group was excluded from the research.  

 

6.6. Future Research 

The findings in the study suggest multiple indicators for future research. The fact that the 

buying behavior has changed beyond the initially established panic buying food products 

shows that further research should be continued about changed buying behavior in various 
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food categories in the future. In addition to more food categories, a more detailed study 

focused to specific product types within the food categories could also be researched, e.g. 

potential specific differences between fresh beef and pork. In terms of MFV the study found 

that the buying behavior have changed in regards to price sensitivity and perceived quality. 

These two factors were found to only explain a smaller part of the influence on changed 

buying behavior and therefore there is an opportunity to discover extensively more 

influencing dimensions that could explain the changed buying behavior, such as cultures 

influence. This study can be used as motivation to research why more influencing factors 

should be used. Furthermore, it is also relevant that the two influencing factors determined in 

this work are tested on other product categories as the selected food categories only represent 

a smaller part of the entire food consumption in a supermarket. A larger sample size can also 

identify differences between age groups, differences between meat eaters and non-meat eaters 

as well as if there are differences between people living in cities or on the countryside. 

Depending if the consumers lived in Austria or Sweden it was also found to have a large 

significant impact on the changed buying behavior of MFV and reasons behind this finding 

could be further researched to explain differences in changed buying behaviors during the 

pandemic in various countries. Finally, a similar study in a different point in time of the 

pandemic could be chosen for future studies, so that the results obtained from this work could 

be compared with later results. 
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Appendix 2: New Research Model 

 


