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HOW THE PANDEMIC (COVID-19) HAS AFFECTED CONSUMER'S BUYUNG BEHAVIOUR

Since the uprising of the corona virus disease, there has been changes in consumer buying behaviour, from the pre-purchase decisions to the post purchase consumption. Consumers now prioritize their needs based on the following: Proactive health-minded buying (as there is an increased interest in the acquisition of products that maintains well-being or health); Reactive health management(prioritization pf products for infection prevention or containment e.g face mask); Pantry preparation( higher purchase of shelf-safe products and increased store visits); Quarantined living preparation(increased online shopping, decreased store visits and first signs of strain on the supply chain); Restricted living( possible price gouging due to limited supplies and deterred online fulfillment); Living a new normal( increased health awareness even as people return to their typical daily activities).

Consumer buying behaviour is the study of individuals, groups, or organizations and all the activities associated with the purchase, use and disposal of goods and services, including the consumer's emotional, mental and behavioural responses that precede or follow these activities. The reality of this new pandemic has in all ways affected consumer buying behaviour. Keywords to understand before going into details are consumer, behaviour, consumer behaviour and pandemic.  A consumer simply is someone who uses a particular good or product to derive satisfaction from it. The consumer can be an individual consumer, organisational consumer, more specifically an end user and not necessarily a purchase in the distribution chain of a good or service. Behaviour in plain terms refers to how a person acts or respond. Consumer responses may be: emotional or affective(refer to emotions such as feelings or moods),mental or cognitive (refer to the consumer's thought processes), their behavioural or conative (refer to the consumer's observable responses in relation to the purchase and disposal of goods or services). Consumer behaviour, in its broadest sense, is concerned with understanding both how purchase decisions are made and how products or services are consumed or experienced. Consumer behaviour involves pre-purchase activities through to post purchase consumption. It's concerned with purchase activities, use of consumption activities(including who, where, when and how of consumption and the usage experience) and disposal activities. A Pandemic is a widespread disease that affects many individuals in a population over a wide geographical area and affecting a large proportion of the population. Having known all these, how has the COVID-19 pandemic affected consumer’s buying behaviour? 

First and foremost, It is important to note that consumers are active decision-makers and have various and different styles of decision making. They decide what to purchase, often based on their disposable income or budget. They may change their preferences related to their budget and a range of other factors. In practice some purchase decisions, such as those made routinely or habitually, are not driven by a strong sense of problem-solving. Such decisions are termed low-involvement and are characterized by relatively low levels of information search and evaluation activities. In contrast, high involvement decisions require a serious investment of time and effort in the search and evaluation process. Purchasing is influenced by a wide range of internal and external factors which include: Consumer awareness refers to the awareness of the consumption of goods formed by consumers in the long-term shopping environment and purchasing activities. Internal influences on purchase decision refer to both personal and interpersonal factors. Motivations and emotions. The consumer's underlying motivation drives consumer action, including information search and the purchase decision. The consumer's attitude to a brand (or brand preference) is described as a link between the brand and a purchase motivation. These motivations may be negative - that is to avoid pain or unpleasantness, or positive - that is to achieve some type of reward such as sensory gratification. External influences on purchase decision. Purchasing behaviour can also be affected by external influences, such as culture, sub-culture, social class, reference groups, family and situational determinants. Sproles and Kendall developed a typology of eight distinct decision-making styles which are: Quality conscious/Perfectionist, Brand-conscious, Recreation-conscious, Price-conscious, Novelty/fashion-conscious, Impulsive, Confused (by over-choice), Habitual / brand loyal, all which in one way or the other affects the decisions made by the consumer. Amazon has prioritized essential services as it is overwhelmed by consumer demand. All non essential items are being delayed. With people using VR for gaming, and virtual travelling, they’re seeking more human interaction and hence moving to VR social platforms like Rec Room, AltspaceVR, Bigscreen, and VRChat. According to a research, people touch their phones 2,600 times per day, and, out of the “Corona-scare”, people will move more to voice search and technology in order to reduce the touches and possible spread within households. This is how the pandemic have successfully affected the decision consumers make.
Furthermore, the information search and evaluation stage of consumer decision making process, the consumer works through processes designed to arrive at a number of brands (or products) that represent viable purchase alternatives. Alan.H.Meyer once said, "the best ad is a good product”. This is the best time for companies that are of great importance to the pandemic like hand sanitizer, face mask companies to promote their products assuring the consumer of the quality and safety of their products as the consumers are willing to pay in as much as the assurance is certain. Research has shown that Brands are also pulling back on awareness marketing spend during this uncertain time, with eMarketer reporting total media ad spending worldwide down 0.4% to 7% versus their previous prediction for 2020 and also, “Globally, 49% of consumers said they were highly willing to trade up in price for this benefit. In light of the COVID-19 outbreak and reports of stores around the world being stripped bare of sanitary and hygiene products, canned foods and other pre-packaged durables that have these inherent guarantees built-in against the virus — this need will only become more important.”It is believed now that marketing is still an essential strategy during this time, but the need is greater than ever for complete transparency around effective spend and ROI. Every penny spent should result in incremental sales. The third stage is evaluation of alternatives. This is done in terms of functional and psychosocial benefits. Functional benefits in the sense that tangible outcomes can be experienced by the consumer such as taste or physical appearance.Psycho-social benefits are the more abstract outcomes or the personality-related attributes of a brand, such as the social currency that might accrue from using face masks, handsanitizers, canned foods e.t.c. As we see the shift in consumer behaviour, it means that marketers and affiliates need to reevaluate their short-term strategies during the COVID+19 outbreak to ensure that what and how they promote is still effective. The bad: consumers are still spending money, just not as willing to in uncertain times. The good: there are fewer advertisers bidding on traffic right now so traffic is cheaper. If one’s campaigns are negatively affected, try to scale back ad spend. Focus on showing proven creatives to proven audiences, and dedicate a part of the ad spend towards testing new creatives to show to these proven audiences in order to decrease CPA. If the type of product/service someone is currently promoting isn’t the type to thrive in times like this, look for products/services to promote that ARE.

In addition, as the population of most countries starts to move from quarantine preparations to restricted living, online fulfillment will be challenging due to strains in the supply chain. This has prompted many consumers to turn to Direct to Consumer (D2C) manufacturers to order and receive goods within a normal timeframe.These D2C manufactures are a growing segment that caters directly to consumers by bypassing standard distribution channels, effectively gaining direct access to consumers. Several of these manufacturers have seen a significant boost in sales due to the pandemic. For example, Peach, a brand that manufactures high-end bath tissue saw new customers increase by 279% over the last two weeks compared to the two weeks prior.Awareness of D2C manufacturers has increased in the last few years, with almost 48% of manufacturers racing to build D2C channels, and 87% seeing these channels being relevant to their products and consumers.Initially boosted by younger audiences, D2C manufacturers have found success by focusing on specific target audiences and catering to their needs and identities. This D2C trend is expected to continue, and perhaps accelerate, as manufacturers that are still on the fence might finally see the benefits of D2C and make themselves directly available to consumers. However, even D2C manufactures that have found themselves positively impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic will be affected by supply chain issues as consumers start living in quarantine. This means they can afford to stand idly by and must find a way to maintain their e-commerce growth once the pandemic is over as well.The task of continuing to entice consumers to shop online, for both retailers and D2C manufacturers, is grounded on trust in order to foster lasting loyalty. However, building trust, especially in these extreme situations, means more than meeting expectations, but exceeding them. To do so, here are some important approaches to keep in mind: Ease the transition. Make it as seamless as possible for consumers to switch to online shopping. For example, by providing flexibility with payment options and making it easy for them to easily find what they need. This is especially true for consumers who are moving to emerging e-commerce categories, such as groceries, for the first time. Manage expectations. Display accurate stock level information especially for sought-after goods. This includes communicating realistic estimates for delivery and even re-evaluating display ads so that consumers don’t feel misled by services you can provide. Foster comfort. Ensure that customers feel confident that their goods will be delivered on time. Encourage them to sign up for subscription services, whether through preferential pricing or other promos to help them feel safe that they will receive their products without delays. Leverage promos and loyalty programs. In times of crisis, consumers are not very price sensitive. However, making price discounts and promotions available, like free shipping, helps nurture goodwill. Increasing loyalty points and rewards programs encourages customers to stay long term. Prioritize customer care. Increase communication to foster a relationship with your customers, as they may feel isolated at this time. Set up a hotline to address any questions or concerns, as well as make sure their comments or reviews online are heard, to maintain a lasting positive image with consumers.
In conclusion, no one knows how long the current crisis will last, but COVID-19 has changed how consumers want todo business. Consumers will continue to seek digital capabilities and experiences from retailers and brands that have a positive impact on their lives. These new digital experiences are already showing a 42% increase in online shopping, a 13% increase in click and collect, a 12% increase in ordered takeout for the first time and 19% ordering takeout more frequently. So, we must ask: Are these new behaviours becoming part of everyday life? And If so, how will convenience and fuel retailers compete without them? If the answer is yes, then we must be prepared to do one thing: change. Change requires a deep look at the people, processes and technology needed to prepare for the future. It requires a serious look at what inside the business model needs to be adjusted or all together scrapped. And finally, it warrants a serious discussion regarding what life lessons were taken from the experience that will help drive future events. COVID-19 has reminded the convenience store industry about something they've known for a long time. In the future, investing in brick and mortar won't get you as far as investing in digital initiatives that let you connect with consumers. Today there are many convenience stores that aren't getting much use. It's time to invest in initiatives that create awesome digital experiences for consumers. If we don't disrupt our business model, someone else will.

