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Research
Question:

To what extent has consumer behaviour been influenced by supermarkets’ CSR

responses to the COVID-19 pandemic?

Purpose: To what extent the perceived importance of CSR responses by supermarkets to

the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced consumer behaviour and what

implications this have for the business-consumer relationship.

Method: Quantitative study by collecting 137 responses from Swedish consumers. A

deductive approach to theory development alongside a positivist and partially

interpretivist philosophical position is utilized to explain the extent of change

in consumer behaviour.

Conclusions: The results of the study indicate that the perceived importance of CSR

responses to the COVID-19 pandemic of supermarkets has influenced

consumer behaviour which has implications for the business-consumer

relationship. The authors also discovered that the effect of cause-fit CSR

activities is particularly strong in the Swedish empirical context.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter provides background information about the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

concept and its importance to businesses. Information about the stakeholder concept and

consumer behaviour as well as information about the Coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19)

is also provided. The chapter ends by using the information to present the problematization

followed by the research question and purpose of the study.

1.1 Corporate Social Responsibility
The CSR concept was introduced in the early 1950s as a response to major incidents such as

Chisso Corporation dumping toxic mercury into the Minamata Bay causing health problems and

death. More recently, in the wake of Enron and Wall Street Financial scandals and tax avoidance

by Amazon, Google and Starbucks, CSR has received enormous attention, both in the academia

and business world. (Eteokleous et al, 2016) According to Carroll’s “pyramid of Corporate

Social Responsibility”, CSR is divided into four segments: economic, legal, ethical and

philanthropic (Anastasiadou et al, 2018, p. 241). CSR activities come in a wide range of

practices that firms engage in to provide economic, social and environmental benefits to the local

communities (Husted, et al, 2016). These activities could be engaging in environmental

sustainability practices, making donations, improving health and safety issues and so on.

Engaging in these practices reflect business responsibility towards society. (Barnett et al, 2020)

Different reasons and motivations, such as institutional pressure, stakeholder influence, goodwill,

and improved financial performance, have been indicated for why corporations engage in CSR

activities (Barnett et al, 2020). More specifically, Forsgren (2017) explains CSR as the efforts

corporations make to go beyond the policies to manage the needs of the stakeholders, make

profits as well as contributing to better our societies. By adopting CSR practices and engaging in

activities beneficial to the society as well as complying with stakeholders’ interests, the goal of

all firms is to be perceived as legitimate by their society and ensure their long-term survival in

the market (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).
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1.2 Stakeholders and CSR
The stakeholder concept was introduced in the 1980s as a response to the concerns of firms

struck by unprecedented levels of environmental turbulence and change, where the traditional

frameworks of that time were underdeveloped (Freeman & Velimuri, 2006). The concept has its

roots in organisational studies and the word stakeholder is a play on the word “stockholder”. The

concept focuses on individuals and constituencies impacted by corporations and these

individuals and constituencies can affect the achievement of a corporation’s objectives. (Freeman

& McVea, 2017) Meeting their needs and expectations is vital to corporations and they include

consumers, customers, employees, shareholders, competitors, suppliers, government agencies,

the community and even the natural environment, among others (Caroll, 2004). Corporations

consider customers, employees, shareholders and suppliers, amongst others, to be the key

stakeholders (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999), and prioritize customers due to their ability to

establish the corporation’s goodwill and identity (Ferrell, 2004). Moreover, identifying and

understanding customer needs and expectations is vital to the success and long-term

competitiveness of corporations (Bhattacharya et al, 2008).

The CSR and stakeholder concepts both stress the importance of incorporating societal interests

into business operations (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017). A firm’s success and progress depend on

CSR activities and customer perception of them (Bayón et al, 2002). Increasing consumer

knowledge of socially responsible actions (Verbeke & Tung, 2012) has made CSR an important

tool of relationship-building activity between corporations and stakeholders (Bhattacharya et al,

2008). The business-consumer relationship is linked to the consumer perception of importance of

CSR activities and their behaviour towards these activities which can shape their purchase

intention (Mirabi et al, 2015).

1.3 COVID–19 and Business Responses
What started as a virus in China has spread around the globe and developed into a global crisis.

The spread of COVID-19 has dramatically changed the world. As human beings, economies and

businesses are not immune either and have been greatly affected by the spread of the virus. (Liu

et al, 2020) The impact has been different in different industries. Industries such as air travel and
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tourism have been affected badly, while others, such as health care, large e-retailers, and

groceries, have thrived. (Fox et al, 2020) The record economic plunge and impact on the

industries was due to measures implemented by governments to reduce the risk of infection

(Boettke & Powell, 2021). These measures range from quarantines, lockdowns, social distancing,

and even the closure of entire sectors of the economy (Adams-Prassl et al, 2020; Boettke &

Powell, 2021). Unlike other countries, Sweden did not force people into quarantine or

lockdowns, rather, people were advised to keep social distance and be careful (Bylund &

Packard, 2021). However, this did not exempt Sweden from being affected by the global changes

as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Michas, 2021).

Firms have tried to act socially responsible during the COVID-19 pandemic and their responses

have been predominantly philanthropic (Manuel & Herron, 2020). For instance, manufacturing

companies in the UK have been producing and donating protective gear such as hand sanitiser

and ventilators (He & Harris, 2020). Kimberly Clark, an American personal care corporation,

donated money to support training for cleaning professionals working in high-risk areas.

PepsiCo, an American multinational food and beverage corporation, made financial and product

donations to support food banks. In contrast, there have also been negative responses by

businesses to benefit from the situation. For instance, some businesses charged a very high

markup on the sale of personal protective equipment, as well as fraudulent claims of COVID-19

cures were made by other businesses. (Manuel & Herron, 2020) These examples reflect ethical

egoism by businesses (Manuel & Herron, 2020), despite fraudulent claims and actions being

damaging to a firm’s image (Harjoto, 2017).

Supermarkets, an essential part of providing goods and services (CDC, 2021), have also been

participating in CSR activities. In the UK for instance, supermarkets have dedicated morning

hours to national health service workers and the elderly for shopping (He & Harris, 2020). In

Sweden, the supermarkets have responded by implementing a wide range of measures. Some of

the measures taken by, for example, ICA Gruppen are the rigorous cleaning guidelines, regular

reassessment of risks in the stores, shielding the cashier with plexiglass, and reminding people of

keeping a social distance to reduce the risk of infection. ICA gruppen has, through partnership

with the Red Cross, helped to increase the availability of food and medicines at local and
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national levels, as well as delivering food and medicine to risk groups. (ICA Gruppen, 2020)

Many supermarkets have contributed by setting up community support funds (Jahshan, 2020),

donating money (ICA Gruppen, 2020; ASDA, 2021), food (Lindsay, 2020) as well as money to

schools and food banks (Cipriani, 2020).

1.4 Consumer Behaviour
Historical events such as the flu epidemic of 1918, the great depression, and the COVID-19

pandemic have resulted in changes in consumer attitude and behaviour (Zwanka & Buff, 2020).

COVID-19 has affected consumer behaviour in different ways such as panic buying where

consumers purchase many products due to fear of shortage or price increase, which was triggered

by governments imposing restrictions. Another change was herd mentality where consumer

behaviour was aligned without previous agreement or coordination. Herd mentality has increased

hoarding of food, cleaning supplies, toilet paper and triggered panic buying out of self-interest

and opportunism. The panic buying and emotional shift is due to customers’ anxiousness about

their basic needs. (Loxton et al, 2020) As CSR activities affect consumer behaviour (Hur et al,

2020; Brown & Dacin, 1997), and as the changing behaviour is expected to remain after

COVID-19 is over (Anastasiadou, 2020), the authors intend to study to what extent consumer

behaviour has been influenced by supermarkets’ CSR responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Swedish consumers are the empirical context of this study. The COVID-19 pandemic is a unique

crisis that has been handled differently by different countries and Sweden is unique since the

government did not impose a lockdown or other severe restrictions compared to other countries

(Savage, 2020). The laid-back Swedish approach to the crisis enabled supermarkets to, by their

own initiative, respond to the crisis (Claeson & Hanson, 2021). This makes the consumer

behaviour unique and interesting to study.

1.5 Problematization
To place CSR studies on a continuum according to their effect, at one extreme is research on how

corporate social performance affects the firm and on the other extreme is research on how the

stakeholders and society is affected. Prior research has predominantly focused on the former
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extreme, and the dominant theme has been the economic and financial performance of the firm.

Prior research has also paid attention to responsible marketing in terms of customer sensitivity,

satisfaction and loyalty. (Barnett et al, 2020).

How do Swedish consumers perceive the importance of CSR responses by supermarkets during

the COVID-19 pandemic? Do consumers believe that supermarkets are acting socially

responsible during the pandemic? How will socially responsible actions influence consumer

behaviour and business-consumer relationship? What does a stronger business-consumer

relationship mean to supermarkets after the pandemic? Given the unfolding COVID-19 situation,

stakeholder expectations of corporate responsiveness to social problems have never been greater,

which has increased CSR activities (Manuel & Herron, 2020; Barnett et al, 2020). The

COVID-19 pandemic is a unique crisis that has affected the business world in different ways. As

a consequence, this has led to many interesting research avenues regarding CSR. (Manuel &

Herron, 2020) This study focuses on to what extent the perceived importance of CSR responses

to the pandemic by supermarkets has influenced consumer behaviour from a Swedish consumer

perspective.

There has been research regarding consumer behaviour in the context of COVID-19 which

mainly focus on consumer consumption behaviour and the shift to online purchase behaviour

(Anastasidou, 2020; Troise et al, 2020; Pärson & Vanicic 2020). Research regarding consumer

behaviour to CSR responses by supermarkets during the COVID-19 is very scarce and the

Swedish empirical context makes this study unique.

Theoretically, this study is contributing to more knowledge about changing consumer behaviour

towards supermarkets due to their CSR responses as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The

study also highlights the importance of CSR activities to consumers, the most important group of

stakeholders to supermarkets, as well as firms during and after the crisis. Due to the sensitive and

unique nature of the COVID-19 crisis (Manuel & Herron, 2020), consumer perception of how

important CSR activities are, is a way of measuring the extent of change in consumer behaviour.

Practically, the study is providing a tool for businesses to look over their CSR responses in

relation to a crisis and changing consumer behaviour. Consumers are one of the main groups of
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stakeholders in a firm (Ferrell, 2004), and the study encourages firms to design CSR activities in

line with changing stakeholder preferences.

Consequently, since changes in consumer behaviour are expected to remain after the COVID-19

crisis is over, this will be considered as the new normal (Anastasiadou, 2020). The study will

benefit firms enabling them to design CSR activities in accordance with the new normal and this

will help them to create or maintain a competitive advantage in accordance with the values of the

post-pandemic era.

1.6 Research Question
To what extent has consumer behaviour been influenced by supermarkets’ CSR responses to the

COVID-19 pandemic?

1.7 Purpose
The authors intend to describe and explain to what extent the perceived importance of CSR

responses by supermarkets to the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced consumer behaviour

during and after the pandemic. As well as how changing behaviour would shape the

business-consumer relationship. Conducting a survey enables the authors to describe the

importance of CSR responses and its effect on consumer behaviour and explain patterns that

emerge from the survey. This enables an understanding of the stakeholder preferences for CSR

activities and will have implications for firms in designing these activities.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter consists of the theories of stakeholder and consumer behaviour. Theoretical

arguments are developed based on the research question and purpose of the study. Subsequently,

hypotheses are developed followed by the conceptual model.

2.1 Stakeholder Theory
“those with a moral claim on the actions of the firm are its stakeholders, namely consumers,

employees, competitors, suppliers, government, as well as other actors in society.” (Verbeke &

Tung, 2012, p. 529)

Stakeholder theory is regarded as a set of frameworks associated with research in business ethics

and CSR (Verbeke & Tung, 2012; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017), and “the two perspectives are

viewed as complementary, rather than competing, theories” (Verbeke & Tung, 2012, p. 534).

Although researchers define the stakeholder theory differently, the basic idea of the theory is that

individuals or constituencies, which themselves influence or are influenced by the objectives or

decisions of a firm, are regarded as stakeholders. More specifically, it is defined as, besides profit

maximization, firms are also concerned about the interests of other stakeholders and society and

reaching an equilibrium of interests among stakeholders is vital for the long-term survival of the

firms. (Wagner Mainardes et al, 2011; Pedrini & Ferri, 2017) The stakeholder theory is divided

into three approaches; descriptive, instrumental and normative (Wagner Mainardes et al, 2011).

The last two approaches are most relevant to this study. Socially responsible actions combined

with what is perceived as normal and acceptable could potentially determine consumer

willingness to reward via purchasing behaviour during and after the pandemic. Following this

line of reasoning, major historical events such as wars or pandemics result in attitudinal and

behavioural shifts (Zwanka & Buff, 2020) on which normative and cultural institutions are built,

which subsequently will affect stakeholder attitude and behaviour including consumer

purchasing behaviour (Verbeke & Tung, 2012).

As mentioned previously, stakeholder preferences change over time which could result in

attitudinal and behavioural changes (Verbeke & Tung, 2012) and this could be due to different
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reasons such as pandemics (Zwanka & Buff, 2020). For creating or maintaining competitive

advantage, firms need to respond to changing stakeholder preferences in an early stage as

institutional forces seeking homogeneity will start the erosion process of the competitive

advantage in later stages (Verbeke & Tung, 2012). Due to the sensitive nature of a crisis,

responding to stakeholder expectations is important since research shows that firms “that keep

their commitment to stakeholders during a crisis will perform better, during and after the crisis”

(Fox et al, 2020, p. 2217). Therefore, firms need to recognize key stakeholders involved in

creating, maintaining and eroding competitive advantage due to their behaviour (Verbeke &

Tung, 2012).

Verbeke and Tung (2012) distinguish five stakeholder groups, and these include consumers,

suppliers, employees, competitors and regulatory agencies. Traditionally, consumers, suppliers,

employees and shareholders are deemed more important, and their perception, attitude and

behaviour can potentially affect firms and their competitive advantage (Wagner Mainardes et al,

2011). Different stakeholders have varying importance to firms (Verbeke & Tung, 2012).

Concerning supermarkets, consumers are deemed to be the most important group of stakeholders

and their perception, attitude and behaviour to CSR responses during a crisis (Szmkowiak et al,

2020) have the potential to determine the current and future performance of these businesses

(Fox et al, 2020). In particular, female consumers are more important since they perceive CSR

activities as more important than male (Hur et al, 2015). The general premise underlying this

study is that the perceived importance of CSR responses by supermarkets to the COVID-19

pandemic has influenced consumer behaviour and changing consumer behaviour will have

implications for supermarkets during and in the post-pandemic era.

2.1.1 Consumer as stakeholder

In crisis situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, people expect governments as the

responsible source to protect their health and welfare, and businesses try to contribute as part of

their social responsibility (Manuel & Herron, 2020). While crisis causes behavioural changes

(Zwanka & Buff, 2020), firms’ CSR activities are given more attention and importance due to

the sensitivity of the crisis (Fox et al, 2020) and this influences consumer behaviour in terms of
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willingness to reward via purchasing behaviour (Isa et al, 2019). As mentioned previously, this

theoretical premise will determine a firm's current and future performance, both during and after

a crisis (Fox et al, 2020). Building on this, consumers as a group of stakeholders are most

important to certain businesses such as supermarkets, due to the fact that consumers generate

most of the revenues (Verbeke & Tung, 2012). Thus, the question of to what extent consumer

purchasing behaviour is influenced by CSR activities of supermarkets is of huge importance due

to behavioural changes caused by the crisis. Updated knowledge about these changes is crucial

for designing cause-fit CSR initiatives (Lu et al, 2015).

Firms’ motivation for CSR activities ranges from improving financial performance to gain better

public opinion, image, goodwill and credibility (Anadol et al, 2015). Prior research has found

that consumers are generally sceptical about CSR since it could be perceived as a mere

marketing strategy to secure sales (Isa et al, 2019; Fitchett, 2005). To mitigate this risk, firms

need to design cause-fit CSR activities to address the needs and expectations of consumers (Lu et

al, 2015) and this is utterly important when there is a crisis that could result in behavioural

changes (Zwanka & Buff, 2020). If a consumer finds a firm’s CSR activity as credible, the

consumer tends to have a positive attitude towards the firm, and this can positively affect the

consumer behaviour in terms of willingness to reward via purchase. Conversely, if a consumer

finds a firm’s CSR activity as deceptive, the consumer tends to have a negative attitude, and this

can negatively affect the mentioned consumer behaviour. (Isa et al, 2019) Thus, in case a

business does not satisfy consumers’ needs and desires, including in terms of socially responsible

actions, the consumers will turn to other credible alternatives. Building on this, the primary

objective and interest for firms lay in its consumers, not in investors or stockholders, which itself

shows the powerful position of consumers as a stakeholder group. As far as supermarkets are

concerned, consumers are a specific means to a crucial business goal, sales. (Fitchett, 2005)

Moreover, marketing includes all areas of the business and “It is the whole business seen from

the point of view of the final result”, that is the customer since the final purpose of a business is

to create or maintain customers (Drucker, 1954, p. 39). Additionally, in a crisis which has the

potential to result in attitudinal and behavioural changes (Zwanka & Buff, 2020), firms should

anticipate a mass reaction from consumers concerning their behaviour and businesses “that are
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close to the flow of consumer discourse would be expected to be best placed” (Fitchett, 2005, p.

25). Building on this, supermarkets' CSR responses are important due to the sensitivity of the

crisis and the effect this has on consumer willingness to reward via purchasing behaviour.

In the case of a crisis such as COVID-19, the society and its consumers are especially vulnerable

and they generally expect more from businesses (Szymkowiak et al, 2020) and responsible CSR

activities conducted by businesses are important as this creates the potential for businesses to

perform better during and after the crisis (Fox et al, 2020). Since CSR can be a powerful tool for

building goodwill and strengthening the business-consumer relationship, conducting necessary

CSR activities could create a positive attitude towards the business and consumer loyalty in

terms of willingness to reward via purchasing behaviour over time (Swain & Cudmore, 2011).

2.2 Consumer Behaviour Theory
Consumer behaviour has been an important subject of study within marketing and has evolved

over time. Concerning consumer behaviour theories, there is not only one universally accepted

theory. (Ajzen, 1991; Foxall & Yani-de-Soriano, 2005) That being said, economics and

psychology, being the foundation for many of the existing consumer behaviour theories, have

emphasized the socio-cognitive aspect when conducting research (Foxall & Yani-de-Soriano,

2005).

A well-known theory concerning consumer behaviour is the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen,

1991), which is an extension of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen, 1991; Smith et al, 2008;

Foxall Yani-de-Soriano, 2005). The theory concerns the relationship between attitude and

behaviour (Smith et al, 2008) and is based on the assumption that consumers behave rationally

and sensibly by using available information they find important (Smith et al, 2008; Foxall

Yani-de-Soriano, 2005). Moreover, the theory builds on the premise that attitude towards

behaviour and subjective norms are two factors indirectly influencing behaviour through

intention (Ajzen, 1991; Smith et al, 2008), and perceived behavioural control is a third factor that

can influence behaviour directly and indirectly through intentions (Ajzen, 1991), see figure 1.
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The attitude towards a behaviour is a consumer’s negative or positive perception of the

consequences attributed to performing a certain act, meaning that the attitude itself is influenced

or triggered by behavioural belief. The second factor influencing behaviour is the subjective

norm. It takes into account the perceived social pressure on consumer behaviour. To what extent

a consumer will submit to the social pressure depends on the individual’s motivation and social

expectations. In other words, normative beliefs create social pressure on which subjective norms

are shaped that can potentially affect one’s behaviour. Perceived behavioural control is the third

factor and concerns to what degree a consumer has control over his behaviour. This highlights

the idea that if people perceive themselves to have the tools to perform a behaviour, they are

more likely to do so. Similarly, if the perception is that there are no tools to aid in behaving in a

certain way or if the person perceives their ability to be inadequate, they are less likely to take

action. These factors affect behaviour directly or indirectly through intention. (Ajzen, 1991)

Figure 1: Theory of planned behaviour (modified)

Due to the theoretical reasoning above, to what extent and how social activities affect consumer

behaviour is crucial for business success (Bayón et al, 2002). A firm’s CSR practices affect

customers, which could lead to an increase or decrease in their willingness to reward via
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purchasing behaviour. Moreover, social activities affecting consumer behaviour in a positive way

increase brand commitment, brand equity, customer satisfaction, loyalty, improved financial

performance, and so on. (Hur et al, 2020)

2.2.1 Consumer behaviour in times of crisis

Another factor affecting consumer behaviour is how consumers prioritize their needs and desires

(Loxton et al, 2020). To recognise and respond to consumer behaviour, human needs and desires

should be taken into consideration (He & Harris, 2020). Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

addresses the motivation behind needs that affects consumer behaviour (Matias et al, 2020). The

hierarchy, founded on the theory of motivation, has been adapted to understand the needs and

behaviour of customers in different situations (Bridgman et al, 2019).

Rather than satisfying one need at a time,

Maslow’s concept behind his hierarchy is

that several needs can affect people and

motivate their behaviour simultaneously.

The fulfilment of human needs in

Maslow’s hierarchy is not dependent on

each other to motivate the behaviour. In

other words, when some but not all needs

are fully met, it can still motivate

behaviour. (Bridgman et al, 2019)

Figure 2: Maslow’s hierarchy

The five categories of human needs in Maslow’s hierarchy in the shape of a pyramid are

originally physiological, safety (shelter), belongingness (relational needs), esteem, and

self-actualization, see figure 2. Usually, people follow the hierarchy from the bottom-up while

some sacrifice lower levels of needs to achieve higher ones. Maslow argues if a person is

overwhelmed by a need, a motivation to fulfil that need will be the focus. (Bridgman et al, 2019)

Maslow’s theory of motivation is relevant concerning the COVID-19 pandemic since it affects
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human needs on multiple levels. Building on this, consumer behaviour is affected in terms of

physiological needs such as food and water, and safety needs (shelter) in terms of health. CSR

responses by supermarkets are directly connected to these needs as they try to contribute in

different ways to help the society at large during the crisis and this affects consumer behaviour in

terms of willingness to purchase (Szymkowiak et al, 2020). Such necessary contributions also

strengthen the business-consumer relationship in the post-pandemic era. Designing necessary

and appropriate CSR responses is an opportunity for businesses to satisfy these needs and

enhance their competitive advantage.

2.2.2 Online food delivery and consumer behaviour

Online food delivery is an innovative way to purchase groceries (Troise et al, 2020). Online food

delivery has increased, and prior research has indicated different reasons for this such as ease and

characteristics of mobile phone apps (Pigatto et al, 2017; Troise et al, 2020), while other studies

have indicated changes in consumer behaviour (Hansen et al, 2004; Troise et al, 2020).

Contextual factors such as COVID-19 have also been indicated to have caused changes in

consumer behaviour leading to increased online purchasing behaviour and this has been evident

in different countries including Sweden (Troise et al, 2020). This is consistent with the findings

from previous research that consumers behave differently when faced with threats concerning

health and safety issues (Szymkowiak et al, 2020). Particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic,

health and safety issues have increased online food delivery (Troise et al, 2020). Prior research

has also found that there is a link between subjective norms (a behaviour that is accepted and

supported by a person or group of people due to social pressure) and behavioural intention

concerning online food delivery (Hansen et al, 2004) and this has been evident during the

COVID-19 pandemic (Troise et al, 2020). Nevertheless, studies show that shopping groceries

online is more expensive than buying them in supermarkets (Kämäräinen et al, 2001). However,

as CSR initiatives have the potential to trigger behavioural intentions (Lu et al, 2015), this study

examines whether CSR responses by supermarkets during the COVID-19 pandemic have a

negative impact on online purchasing behaviour.
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2.2.3 Price sensitivity

Factors affecting consumer purchase intention are divided into three categories: core, central and

peripheral factors. Core factors refer, for example, to knowledge about CSR activities of a firm

and can determine whether CSR is considered when making a purchase or whether it is

cause-important. An example of central factors is consumer price sensitivity, whereas the

credibility of CSR activities, image of the company and peer influence are peripheral factors. (Isa

et al, 2019) As a central factor, the price has a significant impact on consumers in terms of

purchasing behaviour (Han et al, 2001). One consumer slogan is “offer us more for less or be

warned that we may go elsewhere should the opportunity arise” (Fitchett, 2005, p. 22). Building

on this, CSR responses by supermarkets could be completely irrelevant to consumers and this is

directly associated with price sensitivity.

Crisis can result in an economic downturn leading to changes in purchasing behaviour (Hampson

& McGoldrick., 2013; Hampson & McGoldrick, 2017). For instance, during the recession of

2008 customers were more careful with spending and more price-sensitive (Han et al, 2001), and

were emphasizing on being financially secure during and in the post-crisis phase (Hampson &

McGoldrick, 2017). When evaluating financial security during crises, customers usually decrease

spending and increase savings if the financial situation is perceived to be unstable. This arises

from the financial distress customers feel in potentially threatening situations. (Prawitz et al,

2013) Building on this, consumers are expected to manifest price sensitivity both during and in

the post-COVID-19 world (Zwanka & Buff, 2020). Nevertheless, studies also show that younger

consumers are less price sensitive than older and favor ethical consumption when businesses

engage in CSR activities (López-Fernández, 2020).

Global crises can have a long-lasting effect on consumer behaviour (Hampson & McGoldrick,

2017; Hampson et al, 2018) and firms can mitigate this frugality through marketing strategies.

Hampson (2018) suggests necessary and useful marketing strategies during crises could yield a

positive impact post-crisis. CSR practices have an increasingly strategic importance and

stakeholders expect them to be cause-fit. As a tool, CSR practices create a positive perception of

the firm, it attracts customers interested in the cause and it can help the firm to recover after the

crises. (Pirsch et al, 2006)
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Studies also suggest that consumers are willing to spend their income and pay higher prices if

they believe in the CSR efforts of the firm (Isa et al, 2019; Trudel & Cotte, 2009; Carvalho et al,

2010). According to Creyer (1997), customers feel the need to compensate or be inclined to pay

a higher price if they find a firm engaged in ethical and socially responsible practices. This is due

to customers’ acknowledgement of the perceived benefits associated with CSR since it addresses

some needs such as self-actualization, esteem and belongingness according to Maslow’s

hierarchy (Bridgman et al, 2019).

Due to the reasoning above, there are factors indicating price sensitivity could affect consumer

purchasing behaviour, while some factors indicate CSR practices are stronger inducements and

can mitigate the effect of price sensitivity. This makes it especially important and interesting to

study due to the unstable financial security as a result of the crisis (Prawitz et al, 2013) and the

environmentally friendly context of the study, Swedish consumers (Wakefield, 2017).

2.3 Hypotheses Development
Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic result in attitudinal and behavioural changes concerning

consumers (Zwanka & Buff, 2020) and behavioural changes are expected to remain after the

crises and can affect consumer purchase intention (Hampson & McGoldrick, 2017; Hampson et

al, 2018). Cause-fit CSR activities are suggested to have a positive effect on consumer in terms

of willingness to reward via purchasing behaviour (Swain & Cudmore, 2011; Isa et al, 2019; Lu

et al, 2015) when consumers find them important, thus the following two hypotheses are

developed:

H1. Consumer purchasing behaviour (PB) is positively related to CSR responses by

supermarkets during the COVID-19 pandemic.

H2. Consumer post-pandemic purchasing intention (PPI) is positively related to CSR

responses by supermarkets during the COVID-19 pandemic.

It has been suggested that the COVID-19 pandemic has increased online food delivery in

different countries including Sweden (Troise et, 2020) and different reasons have been indicated
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such as safety and health issues (Szymkowiak et al, 2020). CSR responses have been applied

during the pandemic by supermarkets such as professional cleaning, regular reassessment of

risks in the stores, shielding the cashier with plexiglass, encouraging consumers of using hand

sanitiser, limiting the number of consumers in the stores and encouraging consumers of keeping

a social distance (ICA Gruppen, 2020). These responses are meant to safeguard consumers’

health and safety, thus the third hypothesis is developed:

H3. Consumer online purchasing behaviour (OPB) during the COVID-19 pandemic is

negatively related to CSR responses by supermarkets.

Price sensitivity is more evident during crises and consumers are expected to remain price

sensitive long after the crisis (Han et al, 2001; Hampson & McGoldrick, 2017; Prawitz et al,

2013). Prior research has found that price sensitivity offsets the effect of CSR activities (Fitchett,

2005) and this is especially important in times of crisis due to financial insecurity and distress

since it has affected consumer behaviour historically (Prawitz et al, 2013). Thus, the final

hypothesis is developed:

H4. Consumer price sensitivity (PS) is suggested to have a moderating impact on the

relationship between CSR responses and PB, PPI and OPB.

2.4 Conceptual Framework
Figure 3 illustrates a conceptual model for the study. The conceptual model summarizes the

hypotheses. The model consists of one independent variable, importance of CSR responses to

consumers (ICSRC), and three dependent variables, purchasing behaviour (PB), post-pandemic

purchasing intention (PPI) and online purchasing behaviour (OPB), as well as a moderating

variable, price sensitivity (PS). More specifically, it is suggested that CSR responses by

supermarkets have an impact on PB during the COVID-19 pandemic (H1) as well as on PPI

(H2). Furthermore, it is also suggested that CSR responses during the pandemic have a negative

impact on OPB (H3). PS is suggested to have a moderating impact on the relationship between

the independent variable and the three dependent variables (H4).
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2.5 Application of Theories
Stakeholder and consumer behaviour theories were applied in this study. The stakeholder theory

has evolved over time and increasingly played an important role in the interaction between firms

and society (Wagner Mainardes et al, 2011). For this study, consumers, as a stakeholder group,

have been the focus from a CSR perspective. The stakeholder theory has been applied to develop

arguments on how consumer preferences alter as a result of behavioural changes due to crisis.

Regarding consumer behaviour, there are different theories such as the theory of planned

behaviour by Ajzen (1991) and Maslow’s hierarchy which is based on the theory of motivation

(Bridgman et al, 2019). Different factors that influence consumer behaviour have been

considered from a CSR perspective and subsequently, theoretical arguments were developed

regarding how important consumers would regard CSR responses and how they would behave to

fulfil their needs and desires in times of crisis. According to the theory, OPB should increase

during crises (Troise et al, 2020). OPB was brought into the equation to study whether it would

decrease as a result of consumers finding CSR responses as an important condition in order to

visit supermarkets. PS has been applied to the interaction between the ICSRC and consumer

behaviour during crises. Overall, the CSR concept was continuously embedded in the application

of theories and the theories were applied in a manner to suit the research idea.
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3. METHODOLOGY

This chapter explains the research strategy of this study, followed by data collection. The process

by which the concept was measured is explained in the operationalization, followed by sample

selection, data analysis and validity and reliability. The chapter ends with some ethical

considerations.

3.1 Research Strategy
There are mainly two types of research strategies, quantitative and qualitative, and the use of

numeric and non-numeric data is regarded as an initial distinction between them. The main

distinction between the strategies is based on their association to philosophical assumptions such

as positivism, critical realism, interpretivism and so on which are subsequently based on research

assumptions such as ontology, epistemology and axiology associated with ideological orientation

of the social and natural world. (Saunders et al, 2016; Bell et al, 2018) For this study, a positivist

position alongside a deductive approach to theory development has been adopted to

quantitatively describe the extent of influence CSR responses has on consumer behaviour.

Although positivism is typically associated with quantitative methods (Saunders et al, 2016), an

interpretivist position partially also has been adopted to explain the causal-relationships between

the variables. As the study focuses on to describe and explain the extent of change in consumer

behaviour based on the realities of the COVID-19 pandemic, a positivist and partially

interpretivist research philosophy fits the study as the items of the survey try to measure the

importance of CSR responses, behaviour, intention and price sensitivity from a consumer

perspective.

For this study, the quantitative method was chosen. The choice of method is based on the

generalizability of the results and since the study concerns consumer behaviour it is appropriate

with a quantitative approach. Additionally, this method is widely used in studying consumer

behaviour. (Chrysochou, 2017) In quantitative studies, survey strategy is normally applied by

using questionnaires to collect data and survey is frequently used in cross-sectional research

(Saunders et al, 2016), which was the case for this study. A questionnaire is a perfect tool to
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collect data for accepting or rejecting hypotheses (Pärson & Vancic, 2020), while also addressing

the research question. A self-completed online questionnaire was developed, and this was

convenient due to time constraint as well as meeting respondents face-to-face was not possible

due to their dispersion and the risk of spreading the virus unintentionally. Furthermore, an online

questionnaire is easily created due to the availability of different online softwares such as

SurveyMonkey. Using advanced softwares facilitates detailed and accurate statistical analysis

which makes it easier to make sense of the data as it is collected. It is also an effective tool to

collect data due to the possibility of easily sharing the questionnaire on different social platforms

such as Linkedin and Facebook. (Saunders et al, 2016) Despite the many advantages of a

questionnaire, a common problem is that it is standardized, and the researcher is dependent on

the respondent understanding and interpreting the questions, which could be partially or

completely incorrect. Since the advantages outweigh the disadvantages, an online questionnaire

was chosen for this study.

3.2 Data Collection
Most of the data is collected from peer-reviewed articles from the database of the University's

library. Other databases such as Web of Science were also used to search for relevant articles.

Other materials such as books and news articles were also used to build the theoretical

framework. Hypotheses were drawn and the conceptual model was developed based on the

literature review to highlight the relationship between the variables. To test the hypotheses, a

questionnaire was created in SurveyMonkey to collect primary data. The questionnaire was sent

to two researchers and was modified after receiving valuable feedback. A pilot test of the

questionnaire was conducted on the acquaintances of the authors to ensure average consumers’

understanding of the questionnaire. The pilot test resulted in minor modifications. The

questionnaire was written and distributed in English and targeted consumers residing in Sweden.

The authors were aware of the risk that older respondents might not be comfortable answering in

English and online, but it is reasonable to assume that English is well understood by Swedish

consumers since Sweden is ranked 4th out of 100 countries in the English proficiency index in

2020 (Educational First, 2020). The questionnaire was posted on social media such as Facebook,

LinkedIn etc, and the authors tried to share it with all age groups. Using SurveyMonkey enabled

the authors to require complete responses and avoid incomplete responses, which made it more
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straightforward to sort out the data for further analysis. Furthermore, the items were phrased in

simple English and jargon were avoided. The questionnaire was opened on the 17th of April

2021 and closed on the 24th of April 2021. The minimum number of responses required by the

university was 100 and the authors managed to receive 145 responses.

3.3 Operationalization
Operationalization concerns how concepts of research are measured, in particular, what

procedures are used to conceptualize variables and measure them by gathering data (Bell et al,

2018; Saunders et al, 2016). After presenting the research question and problem of the study, a

theoretical framework was developed on which hypotheses of the study are based. Subsequently,

the conceptual model was developed presenting the independent, dependent and moderating

variables. In order to measure the strength of relationships between the variables, a questionnaire

was created to collect data. The questionnaire contains 26 items and is divided into three

sections. The first section is introductory containing 5 items and is measuring the demographic

characteristics of the respondents. The second section contains 2 items concerning familiarity

with CSR as well as awareness. This section is introducing respondents to the concept of CSR

and CSR related issues during COVID-19 to make it easier answering the subsequent items. The

items are on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (understand well) asking respondents (1): how

familiar are you with the concept of CSR?, and, (2): your level of awareness of CSR activities by

supermarkets during the COVID-19 (Roermund, 2013). An explanatory text concerning CSR

was added in between the aforementioned items to help respondents understand and answer the

items for the final section. For more details, see table 1 in appendix 1. The final section contains

19 items measuring the strength of relationships in the conceptual model (figure 3). More

specifically, these items are measuring the strength of relationships between the independent,

dependent and moderating variables. Furthermore, the final 19 items are on a 7-point Likert

scale, 1 = very strongly disagree to 7 = very strongly agree. Table 1 is summarising the

conceptual variables:
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Table 1
Variables

Variable type Variable Conceptual definition Operational definition

Independent ICSRC
The degree to which CSR activities by firms are

important to consumers during COVID-19
pandemic (Manuel & Herron, 2020).

Capturing the importance consumers
give to CSR activities by supermarkets
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Dependent

PB

The degree to which consumers are willing to
reward businesses via purchasing behaviour if
they find CSR responses cause-fit during a crisis
(Lu et al, 2015; Isa et al, 2019), such as
COVID-19.

Capturing consumers' willingness to
reward supermarkets via purchasing
behaviour if they find CSR responses
cause-fit during the COVID-19
pandemic.

PPI

The degree to which consumers are willing to
reward businesses via purchasing behaviour
(intention) when the crisis is over if they find CSR
responses cause-fit and important during the
COVID-19 crisis  (Fox et al, 2020).

Capturing consumers' post-crisis
intention to reward supermarkets via
purchasing behaviour if they find CSR
responses caused-fit during the
COVID-19 crisis.

OPB The degree to which consumers are willing to
buy  online due to COVID-19 (Troise et al, 2020).

Capturing whether consumers would
visit supermarkets instead of buying
online if  the supermarkets have taken
enough measures to safeguard their
health during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Moderating PS
The degree to which consumers are careful with

spending when there is a crisis and afterwards
(Hampson & McGoldrick, 2017).

Capturing consumers' frugality during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, the conceptual model was tested in two steps; first examining the strength of

relationships between the independent variable and three dependent variables, second examining

whether PS has a moderating impact on the relationship between the independent and dependent

variables.

3.3.1 Independent variable

An independent variable “is being manipulated or changed to measure its impact on a dependent

variable” (Saunders et al, 2016, p. 191). This study has only one independent variable: ICSRC.

This variable was measured as a four-item construct on a scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to

7 (very strongly agree). The first item was developed by the authors themselves asking

respondents to indicate whether (1) CSR responses by supermarkets are especially important
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during COVID-19. The second item was chosen and adapted from the study by Isa et al (2020)

which originally was developed by Ellen et al (2000) asking respondents to indicate whether (2)

the social cause undertaken by a supermarket is important to them especially during COVID-19.

The third item was chosen and adapted from the study by Shabib and Ganguli (2017) which

originally was developed by Roermund (2013) concerning CSR’s influence on

business-consumer relationship. The respondents were asked to indicate whether (3) it is

important that their favourite supermarket contributes towards society and community during

COVID-19. The fourth item of the construct was chosen and adapted from the study by Isa et al

(2019) which originally was developed by Maignan (2001) concerning consumer perception of

CSR. The respondents were asked to indicate if (4) the price and quality of two products are the

same, they would buy from the supermarket that acts socially responsible during COVID-19. The

four items were summed and averaged to form the construct used in the Spearman’s correlation

and regression analysis. For more details, see table 2 in appendix 1.

3.3.2. Dependent variables

A dependent variable is a “variable that may change in response to changes in other variables;

observed outcome or result from manipulation of another variable” (Saunders et al, 2016, p.

191). The study has three dependent variables: PB, PPI and OPB.

PB concerns consumer willingness to reward supermarkets via purchasing behaviour during

COVID-19 pandemic. This variable was measured as a four-item construct on a scale from 1

(very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). The first two items are developed by the

authors themselves asking respondents to indicate whether (1) they are willing to buy groceries

from a supermarket that cares for the well-being of society during COVID-19, and, (2) prefer to

buy groceries from supermarkets that act socially responsible during COVID-19. The third and

fourth items were chosen and adapted from the study by Shabib and Ganguli (2017) which

originally were developed by Zhao (2012) concerning consumer buying behaviour. The

respondents were asked to indicate whether (3) they would try to avoid buying groceries from the

supermarkets that act socially irresponsible during COVID-19, and, (4) they were willing to pay

extra for groceries sold by socially responsible supermarkets during COVID-19. The four items
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were summed and averaged to form the construct used in the Spearman’s correlation and

regression analysis.

PPI is a speculative variable and concerns consumer willingness to reward supermarkets via

purchasing behaviour when COVID-19 is over. This variable was measured as a three-item

construct on a scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). The first two

items are developed by the authors themselves asking respondents to indicate whether: (1) they

are willing to buy groceries from a supermarket that cares for the well-being of society when

COVID-19 is over, and, (2) prefer to buy groceries from supermarkets that act socially

responsible when COVID-19 is over. The third item was chosen and adapted from the study by

Shabib and Ganguli (2017) which originally was developed by Zhao (2012) concerning

consumer buying behaviour. The respondents were asked to indicate whether (3) they would try

to avoid buying groceries from the supermarkets that act socially irresponsible when COVID-19

is over. The three items were summed and averaged to form the construct used in the Spearman’s

correlation and regression analysis.

OPB concerns online consumer purchasing behaviour during COVID-19 and whether consumers

consider it to be safe to visit supermarkets to buy groceries instead of buying them online. This

variable was measured as a four-item construct on a scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7

(very strongly agree). All items are developed by the authors themselves asking respondents to

indicate whether (1) they would prefer to visit supermarkets to buy groceries instead of buying

them online if it is safe during COVID-19, (2) they were willing to visit supermarkets to buy

groceries if the supermarkets had taken measures to safeguard their health and safety during

COVID-19, (3) they would avoid buying groceries online if they could visit the supermarkets

without being infected by COVID-19, and, (4) they would rather visit supermarkets to buy

groceries than buying them online if the supermarkets follow the guidelines of the Swedish public

health agency during COVID-19. The four items were summed and averaged to form the

construct used in the Spearman’s correlation and regression analysis. For more details, see table

2 in appendix 1.
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3.3.3 Moderating variable

PS is a moderating variable. This variable was measured as a four-item construct on a scale from

1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). All items are adopted, and the first item was

adopted from the study by Isa et al (2019) which originally was developed by Ailawadi et al

(2001) concerning different consumer behaviour (store brand versus national brand promotion).

The respondents were asked to indicate if (1) it was important to them to get the best price for

the products they buy. The second item was adopted from the study by Hampson et al (2018)

which originally was developed by Lastovica et al concerning consumer behaviour focused on

frugality. The respondents were asked to indicate if (2) there are things they resist buying today

so they can save for tomorrow. The third item was adopted from the study by Isa et al (2019)

which originally was also developed by Ailawadi et al (2001). The respondents were asked to

indicate if (3) they compared prices of at least a few brands before they would make a purchase.

The fourth item was adopted from the study by Hampson et al (2018) which originally was also

developed by Lastovicka et al. The respondents were asked to indicate if (4) they discipline

themselves to get the most for their money. The four items were summed and averaged to form

the construct used in the Spearman's correlation and regression analysis. For more details, see

table 2 in appendix 1.

3.3.4 Control variables

Four control variables were chosen of which three concern respondents’ demographics; gender,

age and monthly income and the last one concerns familiarity with CSR. Gender was chosen

since prior research shows that female consumers are more concerned with CSR than male (Hur

et al, 2015). Age was chosen due to the fact older consumers are at higher risk of becoming

severely ill of COVID-19, in case supermarkets act socially irresponsible concerning hygiene

(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021; CDC, 2021). Monthly income was chosen to investigate whether

consumers are willing to pay more if they believe in CSR efforts, since high-income consumers

are assumed to afford paying extra (Isa et al, 2019). Finally, familiarity with CSR was chosen to

investigate whether it is contributing to changes in consumer behaviour. For more details, see

appendix 3.
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3.4 Sample Selection
Consumer behaviour is constantly evolving and being researched and theorized (Malter et al,

2020). Although there is a substantial amount of prior research (Rapp & Hill, 2015), the

unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic opens up a new research gap. The extant research

addressing the gap mostly concerns consumption of groceries, online food delivery and CSR

activities by businesses (Pärson & Vancic, 2020; Anastasidou, 2020; Troise et al, 2020; Manuel

& Herron, 2020), while this study concerns the importance of CSR and its effect on consumer

behaviour. The Swedish consumer perspective is selected as an empirical context.

Given the empirical context, the questionnaire included an introductory text informing the

respondents that the survey focused on respondents residing in Sweden and a question regarding

country of residence. This to avoid too many responses from abroad which would be removed

from the data prior to statistical analysis. Consumers purchasing in supermarkets are an

age-diverse group. The minimum age of the respondents (18 years old) was chosen due to the

Swedish law stating that parents have a maintenance obligation towards children only until the

age of 18 (Barnombudsmannen, 2021), which made respondents 18 years old eligible for the

study due to their grocery shopping in supermarkets during the pandemic. Thus, consumers

below the age of 18 were excluded. The maximum age of the respondents (66 years old or older)

was chosen due to the fact that older people, 65 years or older according to the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2021) and over 70 years old according to the Swedish

public health agency, are a part of the risk group more likely to become severely ill from

COVID-19 and are not recommended to visit supermarkets (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021).

Non-probability sampling techniques were utilized to collect data. Non-probability sampling is

used when a sampling frame is not available (Saunders, 2016). The techniques utilized in this

study are convenience and snowball sampling. Convenience sampling, as defined by Dörnyei &

Griffee (2010), is used when data comes from members of the target population that meet certain

practical criteria such as easy accessibility, geographical proximity, availability at a given time,

or the willingness to participate. Due to practical difficulties associated with COVID-19, the

impossibility of meeting people face-to-face, the limited time frame, and the scarce research on

consumer behaviour during the pandemic, convenience sampling was an appropriate technique to

25



collect primary data. Contact networks of the authors were used to collect the sample, through

social media.

Snowball sampling is when respondents volunteer to participate in a study rather than being

chosen (Saunders, 2016). In order to improve the response rate, the authors asked people in their

contact networks to share the questionnaire with their acquaintances, which created a snowball

effect. A problem with snowball sampling is that people might share the questionnaire with

people similar to themselves, thus creating a risk for bias (Saunders, 2016). Given the

requirement of social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic and the impossibility of

handing out printed questionnaires to different people, snowball sampling was the only way to

improve the response rate. The survey resulted in 145 responses.

3.5 Data Analysis
SurveyMonkey was used for data collection. The authors were able to gather, sort out and

initially analyse the data using the survey tool. From the total number of responses (145), 8

responses were deleted due to respondents living abroad and the remaining 137 responses were

used for further statistical analysis. Subsequently, the raw data was coded in SurveyMonkey and

exported for further analysis to Excel and JASP. Cronbach’s Alpha is used to determine the

internal consistency of the constructs (Saunders, 2016) and it was used for all dependent,

independent and moderating variables. Descriptive statistics are used to check the central

tendency of the data (Saunders, 2016) and for this study, mean, standard deviation, minimum and

maximum values were used. A Shapiro-Wilk test was performed to check for normal

distribution. Since the variables were not normally distributed, Spearman’s correlation was

performed first to check whether the variables are correlated. To further analyse the hypotheses

and investigate the strength of the relationship between the dependent, independent, moderating

and control variables, three linear regression analyses were performed. To perform these

statistical analyses, the data for all variables, except control variables, were summed and

averaged.
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3.6 Validity and Reliability
Validity concerns the appropriateness and accuracy of the measures used in a study to assess

whether they measure what is intended to be measured, whereas reliability concerns whether a

research design can be replicated and whether the same findings can be achieved. Measurement

of internal validity is associated with a number of different validities such as content validity,

face validity, construct validity and predictive validity. (Saunders, 2016) For this study, the

authors used face and content validity. For face validity, the questionnaire was sent to two

researchers including the supervisor of this thesis to examine whether the items in the

questionnaire could measure what they were intended to. For the content validity, the authors

thoroughly examined relevant literature. Based on the literature review items were adopted,

adapted and developed in order to address the relationships in the conceptual model. This was

also discussed with the supervisor to ensure that the items were covering the concept and were

able to answer the research question and address the purpose of the study. Additionally, a brief

explanatory text concerning CSR was added to the questionnaire ensuring that the respondents

would be able to answer more accurately and this in itself would increase the validity of the

measurements.

Reliability is often associated with quantitative research and shall determine whether the

measurements of the construct are internally consistent or not (Saunders, 2016; Bell et al, 2018).

Different factors are used to determine reliability. Cronbach’s alpha test is used to calculate

internal reliability. Values of 0.7 or above indicate that items combined in the scale are internally

consistent in their measurement (Saunders, 2016; Taber, 2017), 0.6 is also acceptable as a

threshold according to some researchers (Taber, 2017). Whereas some items of the constructs

were adopted or adapted, others were developed by the authors themselves due to the unique

context of COVID-19. Thus, conducting the Cronbach’s alpha test is deemed important. All

items were closed-ended questions to improve the stability as this would increase the reliability

as opposed to open-ended questions. Additionally, a pilot test of the questionnaire was conducted

to ensure that items of the questionnaire were reliable and suitable for measuring the concept of

the study.
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3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations in regard to access to individuals, collecting and managing data should be

taken into account when research is conducted. Using an online self-completion questionnaire or

an Internet-mediated access tool involves different ethical issues such as the scope of deception,

nature of participation, the confidentiality of data and anonymity of respondents and

management of data. (Saunders, 2016) Approaching the respondents, the authors with simple

terminology stated what the intention of collecting data was and that participation was voluntary.

It was explicitly stated in the introductory text of the questionnaire that participation was

completely anonymous and collected data solely would be used for the study. As the

questionnaire involved personal and demographic questions, the respondents were given a choice

for some questions, e.g., “prefer not to answer”, if they did not want to provide this information.

Furthermore, the questionnaire was distributed via social media rather than e-mail or any

platform that could reveal the identity of the respondents. Finally, through the whole process of

access to individuals, collecting and managing data, the authors applied the general data

protection regulation EU 2016/679 (GDPR).
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4. RESULTS
This chapter presents and describes the results of this study. The results are based on the data

collected. The descriptive statistics are presented first, followed by Spearman’s correlation and

regression analyses. Three regression analyses are performed to explore the relationship of the

independent variable against the three dependents variables. The moderating and control

variables are also included in these analyses.

4.1 Descriptive Statistics
The descriptive statistics illustrate an overview of the empirical data which is used for the

analysis (Saunders, 2016). As mentioned previously (chapter 3.5) 137 responses used for further

analysis were only from Sweden, which is almost equally divided between male and female, see

chart 1 in appendix 2. Concerning respondents’ age, the descriptive result shows that the average

age was 36-45 years old, see table 2. The majority of the respondents were 18-25 years old

(29.93%) while only 3.65% of the respondents were 66 years old or older, see chart 2 in

appendix 2. This shall be taken into account in the analysis. Moreover, the average income of the

respondents was 20 000 - 30 000 SEK, see table 2, while the majority (24.82%) had an income

between 10 000 - 20 000 SEK, and only 17.52% had an income of 40 000 SEK or more. For

more details, see chart 3 in appendix 2.

Furthermore, respondents were asked on a 5-point scale whether they were familiar with the

concept of CSR. The descriptive statistics show an average of 3.336 and a standard deviation of

1.467, see table 2. Moreover, 29.93% of the respondents indicated that they understand the

concept of CSR well and the majority (66.43%) indicated they have a moderate to well

understanding of the concept, see chart 5 in appendix 2. This result indicates that the respondents

had enough knowledge to participate in the survey and answer the subsequent questions.

Respondents were also asked on a 5-point scale regarding their level of awareness of CSR

responses by supermarkets during the COVID-19 pandemic. The descriptive result shows an

average of 3.482 and a standard deviation of 1.065, see table 2. Furthermore, 30.66% of the

respondents were aware of CSR responses and the majority (80.30%) indicated that their level of
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awareness was moderate to well, see chart 6 in appendix 2. The results show that the respondents

actually were familiar with the concept of CSR, and they displayed a better understanding (see

mean, Std. deviation in table 2) as they answered the question concerning awareness of CSR

activities during COVID-19, which most probably was as a result of the brief explanatory text

added in the questionnaire, between the questions (Q6 and Q7), see appendix 3.

Concerning independent, dependent, moderating and control variables (ICSRC, PB, PPI, OPB,

PS, gender, age, monthly income and familiarity with CSR), all items are valid concerning the

number of responses and no missing responses exist due to how the questionnaire was designed.

Conceptual constructs (ICSRC, PB, PPI, OPB and PS) which were measured on a 7-point scale,

have a quite high mean value (5.423, 5.068, 4.803, 2.838 and 4.918), except OPB which has a

lower mean as a result of reverse coding. Standard deviations for the same constructs are quite

low (0.955, 0.970, 1.051, 1.179 and 1.125), except OPB which has a higher standard deviation as

a result of reverse coding. The low standard deviations indicate that the data is closely clustered

around the mean. A Shapiro-Wilk test was also performed, and it indicates that the two items

(familiarity of CSR and awareness of CSR activities during COVID-19) and all conceptual

constructs are significantly different from normal, for more details see table 2.
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics
Shapiro-Wilk

test

Items Valid Missing Mean Std.
Deviation Minimum Maximum Statistics Sig

Familiarity with CSR 137 0 3.336 1.467 1 5 0.857 .001

Awareness of CSR
activities COVID-19

137 0 3.482 1.065 1 5 0.900 .001

Constructs/variables

ICSRC 137 0 5.423 0.955 1 7 .951 .000

PB 137 0 5.068 0.970 1 7 .969 .003

PPI 137 0 4.803 1.051 1 7 .965 .001

OPB 137 0 2.838 1.179 1 7 .938 .000

Moderating variable

PS 137 0 4.918 1.125 1 7 .970 .004

Control variables - -

Gender 137 0 1.511 0.516 1 3 - -

Age 137 0 36-45 1.445 1 2 - -

Monthly Income 137 0 20000-30000 1.485 1 6 - -

Familiarity with CSR 137 0 36-45 1.445 1 2 - -
(ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI: post-pandemic purchasing intention,
OPB: online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)

With regard to the internal consistency of the constructs (ICSRC, PB, PPI, OPB and PS),

Cronbach’s alpha test was conducted, and the test yielded a value above the minimum threshold,

0.7, see the point of estimate in table 3. Although some of the items were developed by the

authors themselves, for instance, OPB, the test yielded acceptable values for all constructs.

Moreover, the result shows that the scale items are internally consistent and shows that the

concept is measured in a consistent way.
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Table 3
Cronbach's α

Constructs/variables Point of estimate 95% CI upper bound 95% CI lower bound

ICSRC 0.806 0.855 0.745

PB 0.763 0.822 0.690

PPI 0.789 0.845 0.718

OPB 0.866 0.899 0.826

PS 0.829 0.871 0.776

(ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI: post-pandemic purchasing intention OPB:
online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)

4.2 Spearman’s Correlation
As the Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that the data is not normally distributed, Spearman's

correlation was performed first to check whether the variables are correlated (Pallant, 2016). A

statistical significance threshold of 0.05 is recommended and applied for all variables in both

tests, Spearman's correlation and linear regression analysis. Spearman’s correlation produces

coefficients within the range of 1 and -1, which is a perfect positive or negative correlation.

Concerning its effect size, a rule of thumb is that, whether positive or negative, rho = 0.1 - 0.3 is

considered as a weak correlation, rho = 0.3 - 0.5 is considered as moderate correlation and rho =

0.5 - 1 is considered as strong correlation. (Saunders, 2016) Some values are rounded up or down

to the second decimal point in the text.

The test shows there is a strong positive correlation between ICSRC and PB, rho = 0.51, df =

135, p < .001, and a moderate positive correlation between ICSRC and PPI, rho = 0.44, df = 135,

p < .001. As well as there is a moderate negative correlation between ICSRC and OPB, rho =

-0.31, df = 135, p < .001. For more details, see table 4. The correlations are statistically

significant and H1, H2 and H3 are supported.

Concerning the moderating variable (PS), the result indicates a weak negative correlation with

OPB and is statistically significant, rho = - 0.25, df = 135, p < .004. No significant correlation

was found between PS and PB as well as PS and PPI. Concerning the control variables, gender is
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not significantly correlated with any of the dependent variables. Age has a weak positive

correlation with PB, rho = 0.22, df = 135, p = .011, and a moderate positive correlation with PPI,

rho = 0.32, df = 135, p < .001, and they are statistically significant. However, relative to PB, age

is more significantly correlated with PPI. There is no significant correlation between age and

OPB. Monthly income has a weak positive correlation with PB and PPI, rho = 0.22, df = 135, p =

.009 and rho = 0.23, df = 135, p = .007. Familiarity with CSR is only correlated with PPI, rho =

0.179, df = 135, p = .04, and is statistically significant. For more details, see table 4.

Table 4
Spearman's Correlation (ρ)

Variables PB PPI OPB df

ICSRC 0.508*** 0.444*** - 0.308*** 137

P-value < .001 < .001 < .001

PS 0.071 0.082 - 0.246** 137

P-value 0.409 0.340 0.004

Gender - 0.041 0.073 0.066 137

P-value 0.635 0.397 0.445

Age 0.217* 0.318*** -0.008 137

P-value 0.011 < .001 0.922

Monthly Income 0.223** 0.229** - 0.025 137

P-value 0.009 0.007 0.775

Familiarity with CSR 0.053 0.179* 0.015 137

P-value 0.535 0.036 0.863

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, (ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI:
post-pandemic purchasing intention OPB: online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)

4.3 Regression Analysis
Simple linear regression analysis, the coefficient of determination, is used to assess the strength

of the relationship between a numerical dependent and one numerical independent variable

(Saunders, 2016). Three separate regression analyses were conducted to determine the

relationship between ICSRC and PB, PPI and OPB. As the study only has one independent

variable, no collinearity or multicollinearity was tested. The data for all variables were checked
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for outliers. Through observing boxplot, scatterplot (Q-Q) and the probability plot (P-P) of

regression residual, a few cases of outliers were detected (ICSRC; one case, PB; two cases, PPI;

one case, OPB; three cases and PS; three cases). F-squared is used to determine the effect size of

r-squared; f2= 0.02 weak effect, f2 = 0.15 moderate effect and f2 = 0.35 strong effect (Cohen,

1998). It should be noted that the three separate regression analyses are divided into three

separate models, model 1 (ICSRC → PB), model 2 (ICSRC → PPI) and model 3 (ICSRC →

OPB), see table 5. The moderating and control variables are added in the same models, see table

6 and 7. Some values are rounded up or down to the second decimal point in the text.

The first regression analysis was conducted to assess whether ICSRC significantly predicts PB.

The results show that ICSRC explains 38% of the variance in PB, r2 = 0.38, F (1, 135) = 82.68, p

< .001. This suggests that the model is accurate and statistically significant. ICSRC significantly

predicted PB, 𝝗 = 0.63, t = 9.09, p < .001. This shows that the relationship between ICSRC and

PB is positive as expected and statistically significant. The regression effect size was also

calculated, f2 = 0.61, which indicates a strong effect. Thus, given the result of the first regression

analysis, H1 is supported. For more details, see table 5.

The second regression analysis was conducted to assess whether ICSRC significantly predicts

PPI. The results show that ICSRC explains 26% of the variance in PPI, r2 = 0.26, F (1, 135) =

48.03, p < .001. This shows that the model is accurate and statistically significant. ICSRC

significantly predicted PPI, 𝝗 = 0.56, t = 6.93, p < .001. This shows that the relationship between

ICSRC and PPI is positive as expected and statistically significant. The regression effect size

was also calculated, f2 = 0.35, which indicates a strong effect. Thus, given the result of the

second regression analysis, H2 is supported. For more details, see table 5.

The third regression analysis was conducted to assess whether ICSRC significantly predicts

OPB. The results show that ICSRC explains 16% of the variance in OPB, r2 = 0.16, F (1, 135) =

25.957, p < .001. This shows that the model is accurate and statistically significant. ICSRC

significantly predicted OPB during COVID-19 pandemic, 𝝗 = -0.496, t = -5.095, p < .001. This

shows that the relationship between ICSRC and OPB is negative as expected and statistically

significant. The regression effect size was also calculated, f2 = 0.19, which indicates a moderate
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effect. Thus, given the result of the third regression analysis, H3 is supported. For more details,

see table 5.

Table 5

Model 1, 2 & 3: summary of the models Coefficients

Constructs df r2 F-test Sig. F B 𝝱 f-test P-value

Hyp 1: ICSRC → PB 1, 135 0.380 82.682 < .001 0.626 0.616 9.093 < .001

Hyp 2: ICSRC → PPI 1, 135 0.262 48.034 < .001 0.564 0.512 6.931 < .001

Hyp 3: ICSRC → OPB 1, 135 0.161 25.957 < .001 - 0.496 - 0.402 -5.095 < .001

p < .05 (ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI: post-pandemic purchasing
intention OPB: online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)

Subsequently, the moderating variable, PS, was included in each regression analysis to determine

whether it had any unique contribution to explaining the variance in the dependent variables (PB,

PPI and OPB). An interaction term was created between PS and ICSRC and subsequently the

effect of moderation was tested on each dependent variable. PS moderates the effect of ICSRC

on OPB (PS*ICSRC → OPB), r2 = 0.24, F (3, 133) = 14,04, p < .001, and is statistically

significant. This means PS has a moderating effect and explains some of the variance in OPB. In

other words, including the PS in the equation increases the variance of the dependent variable

(OPB) by 8% (24% - 16%). Thus, PS significantly contributed to predicting OBP, 𝝗 = 0.121, t =

2.324, p < .022, and the interaction with ICSRC has a positive effect on the relationship between

ICSRC and OPB. However, interacting PS and ICSRC does not have a statistically significant

effect on the relationship between ICSRC and PB as well as on the relationship between ICSRC

and PPI. Thus, HP4 is only supported in relation to OPB. For more details, see table 6.

Table 6
Model 1, 2 & 3: summary of the models Coefficients (moderating variable, PS)

Constructs df r2 f-test Sig F 𝝗 𝝱 t-test P-value
PS*ICSRC → PB 3, 133 0.382 27.387 < .001 - 0.021 - 0.174 - 0.543 0.588
PS*ICSRC → PPI 3, 133 0.270 16.419 < .001 0.004 0.030 0.086 0.932
PS*ICSRC → OPB 3, 133 0.241 14.044 < .001 0.121 0.825 2.324 0.022
p < .05 (ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI: post-pandemic purchasing
intention OPB: online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)
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Finally, the control variables were included in each regression analysis to determine whether they

have any unique contribution to explaining the variance in the dependent variables (PB, PPI and

OPB). Age only makes a unique contribution to explain the variance of one of the dependent

variables (Age + ICSRC → PPI), r2 = 0.31, F (2, 134) = 29.85, p < .001. This shows that

including age in the equation increases the variance of PPI by 5% (31% - 26%). Thus, age

significantly contributed to predicting PPI, 𝝗 = 0.157, t = 2.978, p < .003 and has a very weak

positive effect on the relationship between ICSRC and PPI. However, age is not statistically

significant in relation to PB and OPB. Gender, monthly income, and familiarity with CSR are not

statistically significant. For more details, see table 7. However, while age is only statistically

significant in relation to PPI in the regression analysis, age and monthly income are statistically

significant in relation to PB and PPI whereas familiarity with CSR is statistically significant in

relation to PPI in the Spearman’s correlation. For more details, see table 5. This distinction shall

be taken into account in chapter 5.

Table 7
Model 1, 2 & 3: summary of the models

Control variables + Constructs
Coefficients (age, gender, monthly

income & familiarity)
Gender df r2 F-test Sign. F B 𝝱 t-test P-value

Gender + ICSRC → PB 2. 134 0.380 41.103 < .001 0.037 0.020 0.290 0.772
Gender + ICSRC → PPI 2. 134 0.279 25.880 < .001 0.261 0.128 1.735 0.085
Gender + ICSRC → OPB 2. 134 0.169 13.619 < .001 0.201 0.088 1.112 0.268

Age df r2 F-test Sig. F B 𝝱 t-test P-value
Age + ICSRC → PB 2. 134 0.392 43.247 < .001 0.076 0.113 1.667 0.098
Age + ICSRC → PPI 2. 134 0.308 29.850 < .001 0.157 0.215 2.978 0.003
Age + ICSRC → OPB 2. 134 0.166 13.344 < .001 0.057 0.070 0.880 0.381

Monthly Income df r2 F-test Sig. F B 𝝱 t-test P-value
Monthly income + ICSRC → PB 2. 134 0.383 41.573 < .001 0.037 0.057 0.817 0.416
Monthly income + ICSRC → PPI 2. 134 0.276 25.578 < .001 0.086 0.121 1.602 0.112
Monthly income + ICSRC → OPB 2. 134 0.171 13.791 < .001 0.079 0.100 1.235 0.219

Familiarity df r2 F-test Sig. F B 𝝱 t-test P-value
Familiarity + ICSRC → PB 2. 134 0.384 41.843 < .001 - 0.046 - 0.069 - 1.001 0.319
Familiarity + ICSRC → PPI 2. 134 0.267 24.426 < .001 0.050 0.070 0.931 0.534
Familiarity + ICSRC → OPB 2. 134 0.174 14.161 < .001 0.094 0.117 1.465 0.145
p < .05 (ICSRC: importance of CSR responses to consumers, PB: purchasing behaviour, PPI: post-pandemic purchasing
intention OPB: online purchasing behaviour & PS: price sensitivity)
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5. ANALYSIS
This chapter consists of analysis covering the results discovered during the data analysis. The

results are analysed in detail in this chapter. The analysis is in relation to the theoretical

framework of the study.

5.1 Crisis and Consumers
The results of the study are in line with findings of Zwanka and Buff (2020); that crises result in

behavioural changes. The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in changing stakeholder preferences

as well as consumer behaviour and this is evident from the results in chapter 4. Behavioural

changes subsequently lead to new normative and cultural institutions (Verbeke & Tung, 2012)

which influence not only consumer behaviour during the pandemic, but also future intentions

regarding how consumers would behave. The results overwhelmingly indicate that consumers

are concerned with CSR responses of businesses during the crisis to the degree that it will affect

their willingness to reward them both during and after the crisis via purchasing behaviour. It

proves and strengthens the power of consumers as a group of stakeholders and firms’

commitment to address the preferences of these stakeholders will determine the competitive

advantage and future of businesses such as supermarkets. As crises such as COVID-19 have the

potential to result in attitudinal and behavioural changes, it is utterly important for businesses to

act consciously and responsibly in order to maintain the current and increase its future customer

base. However, the results provide evidence to accept H1, H2, H3 and partially H4 and they are

analysed below.

5.2 Crisis and Consumer Behaviour
Concerning H1, in the first regression analysis ICSRC explains 38% of the variance in PB and

has a strong positive effect on it. This is consistent with the result from Spearman's correlation

which has predicted a strong positive correlation between ICSRC and PB and it strengthens the

accuracy. The results indicate that the more importance consumers give to CSR activities, the

more they are willing to reward supermarkets via purchasing behaviour. However, as Fox et al

(2020) have found, CSR activities are given more attention and importance due to the sensitivity

of a crisis situation. This is in line with findings of Isa et al (2019); that increased attention and
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importance to CSR activities influence consumer behaviour during crisis. As the results indicate,

the COVID-19 pandemic is one such context where supermarkets’ CSR responses have the

potential to affect consumer behaviour. Compared to a regular situation where consumer

behaviour is not as susceptible to CSR responses as in a crisis situation, cause-fit and socially

responsible activities by supermarkets are important as consumers are willing to reward them via

purchasing behaviour. The mere sensitivity of a crisis makes the consumers more prone to

distinguishing what is important and what is not, and the results clearly indicate that cause-fit

CSR responses by supermarkets actually are important. Cause-fit CSR responses are important

as they are perceived as credible by consumers particularly during a crisis; when they find a CSR

activity credible, they are inclined to have a positive attitude toward those supermarkets which

can affect consumer behaviour in terms of willingness to reward via purchase.

Furthermore, human beings have different needs, and they vary in importance over time

according to Maslow’s hierarchy. Some CSR responses by supermarkets are directly associated

with safety and security needs (shelter, see figure 2 in chapter 2) such as safeguarding health and

reducing the risk of being infected by COVID-19, as well as psychological needs such as

providing a safe environment enabling consumers to buy food and water. Additionally, the need

for self-actualization and esteem is also associated with CSR responses since people want to

behave morally and responsibly, as well as gain respect and respect others by shopping for

groceries in a responsible way. Giving importance to these needs are particularly important

during crises. Thus, given the importance of CSR responses during crises, consumers would

reward supermarkets via purchasing behaviour where their needs and desires are addressed.

However, from a business perspective, cause-fit CSR responses should be important to address

these needs in order to prevent losing consumers to competitors providing them with better

cause-fit CSR responses. Designing cause-fit CSR responses strengthens the business-consumer

relationship and it places the firm as a responsible firm in the society as well as increases its

competitiveness.

5.3 Post-Crisis and Consumer Behaviour
Concerning H2, ICSRC explains 26% of the variance in PPI in the regression analysis and has a

strong positive effect on it. This is in line with the results from the Spearman’s correlation, but
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the effect is moderately positive. The results indicate that the more importance consumers give to

CSR activities during a crisis, the stronger intention they will have to reward supermarkets via

purchasing behaviour when the crisis is over. As crises result in behavioural changes and they are

expected to remain after the crisis (Zwanka & Buff, 2020; Anastasiadou, 2020), it could be

argued that CSR responses undertaken by supermarkets during the COVID-19 crisis could

potentially affect consumer purchasing intention in the post-pandemic era. This is consistent with

the findings of Fox et al (2020); businesses that keep their commitment to stakeholders and

design cause-fit CSR activities will perform better in the future. A better future performance for

a supermarket would mean to increase sales and a larger customer-base is a way of reaching that

goal which is consistent with Fitchett’s (2005) findings that consumers are a specific means of

increasing sales. However, as the results show that ICSRC could positively affect PB during the

COVID-19 pandemic, for which cause-fit CSR activities are prerequisite, positive behaviour

could be translated into consumer loyalty which persists over time. Based on this, consumers

could reward supermarkets in the post-pandemic world that have acted socially responsible

during the pandemic.

The results indicate that PPI is dependent on whether supermarkets acted socially responsible

during the pandemic or not. This is in line with prior research from Zwanka and Buff (2020) as

well as Anastasiadou (2020); that behavioural changes remain after the crisis and develop into a

“new normal”. This means, as the results for PB indicated, consumers behave in a certain manner

when finding CSR responses important during the pandemic and this creates subjective norms

due to social pressure according to Ajzen (1991). Subsequently, subjective norms are gradually

developed into normative institutions in society and people start to act according to what is

normal. From a business point of view, complying with potential future institutional differences

could be translated into opportunities for creating and maintaining competitive advantage.

Although H2 is speculative since the pandemic is not over, consumers that find CSR activities

important during the pandemic are influenced to the extent that it will affect their loyalty towards

the businesses.
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5.4 Consumer Behaviour Online
Concerning H3, ICSRC explains 16% of the variance in OPB and has a moderate negative effect

on it. The results of both Spearman’s correlation and regression analysis are consistent in this

regard. The results indicate that the more cause-fit consumers find CSR responses by

supermarkets during the COVID-19 pandemic, the less inclined they are to purchase groceries

online. According to the theory, changes in consumer behaviour have been indicated as the main

reason behind online food delivery which in turn are triggered by contextual factors such as

COVID-19 (Hansen et al, 2004; Troise et al, 2020). Although online food delivery has increased

(Troise et al, 2020), the results show that factors such as CSR activities can diminish the

consumers’ online behaviour. This is in line with research of Lu et al (2015) that CSR initiatives

have the potential to trigger changes in behavioural intentions. It could be interpreted that CSR

responses are important to the extent that consumers are willing to visit supermarkets confidently

where sufficient CSR initiatives are undertaken to safeguard their health, not being afraid of

catching or spreading the virus due to irresponsible actions of the supermarkets.

5.5 Price Sensitivity
Concerning H4, PS is only supported in relation to OPB and has a very weak positive

moderating effect on the relationship between ICSRC and OPB in the regression analysis. The

results of Spearman's correlation and regression analysis are in line when it comes to PS’s

moderating effect on the relationship between ICSRC and OPB. This means that in relation to

OPB, the more price sensitive consumers are, the weaker the relation is between ICSRC and

OPB. This is consistent with findings of Kämäräinen et al (2001) that online grocery shopping is

more expensive than in traditional supermarkets. The results show that consumers tend to be

more price sensitive when shopping online as opposed to visiting supermarkets and this has an

offsetting effect on the importance of CSR activities. Another possible explanation for the result

would be that consumers in general try to decrease spending and increase savings due financial

insecurity in times of crisis. Although consumers become more price sensitive during crises

(Prawitz et al, 2013), both tests show PS does not have a moderating effect on the relationship

between ICSRC and PB or ICSRC and PPI. It could be argued that the respondents who were

mostly younger consumers are less price sensitive and favour ethical consumption over price just
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as López-Fernández (2020) found in her study. This means that CSR activities by businesses can

offset the effect of price sensitivity on consumers when faced with socially responsible

businesses.

5.6 Control Variables
Regarding the control variables, gender does not make any contribution to the explanation of any

dependent variable (PB, PPI and OPB) as a result of both tests. This is not in line with prior

research stating that female consumers find CSR activities more important than male consumers

(Hur et al, 2015). A possible explanation would be that CSR responses are equally important to

both male and female during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the regression analysis age is only

statistically significant with PPI, while, in the Spearman's test, age has a weak positive

correlation with PB and PPI. Regardless of the type of test, age has an influence on the

relationship between ICSRC and PB as well as PPI which means age matters concerning

purchasing behaviour during and after the pandemic. Additionally, the majority of the

respondents were 18-25 years old and they find CSR responses by supermarkets important at this

young age, this would imply that older consumers tend to find it more important as older age is

correlated with higher risk. This means the older consumers are, the stronger the relationship

would be between ICSRC and PB and PPI. The fact that age is not statistically significant in

relation to OPB could depend on the fact that only 12.41% of the respondents were 56 years or

older, which shows this age group was significantly smaller than other age groups. If it was the

other way around, age would also have been statistically significant in relation to OPB, which

means older consumers would be less willing to buy online and the relation between ICSRC and

OPB would be weaker. While monthly income is statistically significant and has a weak positive

correlation in Spearman’s test in relation to PB and PPI, it is not statistically significant in the

regression analysis. However, its weak effect on PB and PPI through Spearman’s correlation

means the higher income consumers have, the more importance is given to CSR activities,

although the majority of the respondents had an income of 10 000-20 000 SEK. Monthly income

had no effect on OPB in either of the tests.

Finally, familiarity with CSR, despite only being statistically significant in relation to PPI in the

Spearman’s correlation, is still important as the independent variable (ICSRC) was significantly
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correlated with all three dependent variables (PB, PPI and OPB), showing that the respondents

actually were familiar with CSR activities. However, it could be argued that increased familiarity

with CSR could yield a stronger correlation and possibly a statistically significant relation with

the other dependent variables both in Spearman's correlation and regression analysis.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

To summarize, final conclusions are drawn which answer the research question. Subsequently,

practical implications, theoretical contributions, limitations and suggestions for future research

are presented.

6.1 Final Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to describe and explain to what extent consumer behaviour has

been influenced by supermarkets’ CSR responses to the COVID-19 pandemic as well as how

changing behaviour could shape the business-consumer relationship during and in the

post-pandemic world. Theories of stakeholder and consumer behaviour were utilized on which

four hypotheses were developed. A conceptual model was created presenting the independent,

dependent and moderating variables. The empirical context was the Swedish consumer

perspective. To answer the research question and address the purpose of the study, 145 responses

were collected in a survey. Spearman’s correlation and regression analyses were performed and

as a result H1-3 were fully supported while H4 was partially supported, and the results were

analysed based on the theoretical arguments.

The study shows that the perceived importance of CSR responses of supermarkets during the

COVID-19 pandemic has influenced consumer behaviour from a moderate to a large extent.

Speculatively, the study also indicated that the importance of CSR activities during the pandemic

can have an effect on consumer purchasing intention in the post-pandemic world. Furthermore,

the study shows that cause-fit CSR activities are perceived as important by stakeholders to the

extent that it potentially can shape the business-consumer relationship now and in the future.

More importantly, the study shows that price sensitivity does not have an offsetting effect on the

perceived importance of CSR activities to consumers and this demonstrates the power of

cause-fit CSR activities as an effective marketing tool. Concerning the Swedish empirical

context, based on the results it could be argued that the CSR activities by firms have stronger

influence on consumer behaviour given that there were no lockdowns or quarantines imposed by

the government encouraging firms to take initiatives and act socially responsible. This reflects

the important contributions firms can make to tackle challenges in our society.
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6.2. Practical Implications
The study shows CSR activities have a great impact on consumer behaviour and this could be

generalized and applied to all businesses. The results should encourage managers of

supermarkets and other businesses to focus on marketing their firms as socially responsible and

creating cause-fit CSR activities. As the results indicate that CSR activities have the potential to

influence consumer purchasing intention in the future, firms should strategically design CSR

activities to create and maintain competitive advantage.

6.3 Theoretical Contribution
Although there are a multitude of studies concerning consumer behaviour and CSR, this study is

unique due to the unprecedented context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Swedish empirical

context. Thus, the study fills a research gap regarding the increase in importance of CSR

activities during a crisis and its potential influence on consumer behaviour during and after the

crisis. This increase in importance also has implications for business consumer-relationship.

Additionally, the study shows crises such as COVID-19 are a test to determine perceived value

of CSR activities for stakeholders and as its function as a tool for firms. Finally, the study

provides an insight in understanding and analysing the influence of CSR activities on consumer

behaviour.

6.4 Limitations
There are some limitations of the study. Timeframe and social distancing have affected the

possibility of collecting a larger number of responses, which could have included a higher

number of older respondents which in turn could have affected the results and analysis.

Timeframe and social distancing have also limited the possibility of collecting qualitative data

for triangulation which could have validated and strengthened the quantitative results of the

study. The survey was conducted online and in English which might have made it difficult for

older people to respond. Using level of education as opposed to occupation would add another

interesting control variable to the study.
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6.5 Future Research
The COVID-19 pandemic has led to many interesting avenues for future research. As the results

show that CSR responses can potentially affect consumer behaviour, collecting a larger sample

of responses is recommended to test the conceptual model and validate the results of this study.

Another recommendation for future research is to use more than one method for collecting data

and perform triangulation so that results can be validated and cross checked. Furthermore, since

the empirical context of this study was Sweden where no lockdowns or quarantine were

imposed, it would be interesting to conduct a study in an opposite empirical context to

investigate whether the result would vary. As well as, since H2 is speculative, conducting a study

after the COVID-19 pandemic is over would probably indicate whether the results of H2 are

accurate. Finally, it would be interesting to investigate the perceived value of CSR responses and

what type of responses are cause-fit as the pandemic progresses, as well as its effect on business

performance.
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7. APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Tables

Table 1: summary of the introductory questions regarding CSR

Item Type of scale Operational
definition

Source

How familiar are you with the
concept of corporate social
responsibility (CSR)?

5 point likert-type
scale anchored by (1)
not at all (5)
understand well

Capturing
respondents’ extent
of awareness about
CSR

Adopted,
(Roermund,
2013)

Your level of awareness of corporate
social responsibility activities by
supermarkets during the COVID-19.

5 point likert-type
scale anchored by (1)
not at all (5)
understand well

Capturing
respondents' extent of
awareness about CSR
activities by
supermarkets during
COVID-19.

Adapted,
(Roermund,
2013)

Table 2: summary of constructs/variables, type of scale and items

Construct/variable Type of
scale

Items Source

Importance of CSR
responses to
consumer during
COVID-19 (ICSRC)

4 items, 7
point
likert-type
scale
anchored by
(1) very
strongly
disagree  (7)
very strongly
agree

1: CSR responses by supermarkets are
especially important during COVID-19
2: The social cause undertaken by a
supermarket is important to me especially
during COVID-19
3: It is important that my favorite supermarket
contributes towards society and community
during COVID-19.
4: If the price and quality of two products are
the same, I would buy from the supermarket
that acts socially responsible during
COVID-19.

1:developed
. 2: adapted,
(Ellen et al,
2000).
3: adapted,
(Roermund,
2013).
4: adapted
(Maignan,
2001)

Purchasing behaviour
during COVID-19
(PB)

4 items, 7
point
likert-type
scale
anchored by
(1) very
strongly
disagree  (7)
very strongly
agree

1- I am willing to buy groceries from a
supermarket that cares for the well-being of our
society during COVID-19.
2- I prefer to buy groceries from supermarkets
that act socially responsible during COVID-19.
3- I try to avoid buying groceries from the
supermarkets that act socially irresponsible
during COVID-19.
4- I am willing to pay extra for groceries sold
by socially responsible supermarkets during

1 & 2:
developed.
3 & 4:
adapted,
(Zhao,
2012).
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COVID-19.

Post pandemic
purchasing behaviour
(PPI)

3 items, 7
point
likert-type
scale
anchored by
(1) very
strongly
disagree  (7)
very strongly
agree

1- When COVID-19 is over, I will buy
groceries from the supermarkets that cared for
the well-being of our society during
COVID-19.
2- When COVID-19 is over, I will prefer to
buy groceries from the supermarkets that acted
socially responsible during COVID-19.
3- When COVID-19 is over, I will try to avoid
buying groceries from the supermarkets that
acted socially irresponsible during COVID-19.

1 & 2:
developed.
3: dapted,
(Zhao,
2012).

Online purchasing
behaviour (OPB)

4 items, 7
point
likert-type
scale
anchored by
(1) very
strongly
disagree  (7)
very strongly
agree

1- I prefer to visit supermarkets to buy
groceries instead of buying them online if it is
safe during COVID-19.
2- I am willing to visit supermarkets to buy
groceries if the supermarkets have taken
measures to safeguard my health and safety
during COVID-19.
3- I avoid buying groceries online if I can visit
the supermarkets without being infected by
COVID-19.
4- I would rather visit supermarkets to buy
groceries than buying them online if they
follow the guidelines of the Swedish public
health agency during COVID-19.

1- 4:
developed

Price sensitivity (PS)

4 items, 7
point
likert-type
scale
anchored
by(1) very
strongly
disagree  (7)
very strongly
agree

1- It is important to me to get the best price for
the products I buy.
2- There are things I resist buying today so I
can save for tomorrow.
3- I compare prices of at least a few brands
before I purchase.
4- I discipline myself to get the most for my
money.

1 & 3:
adopted,
(Ailawadi et
al, 2001).
2 & 4:
adopted,
(Lastovicka
et al (1999).
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Appendix 2: Charts

Chart 1: Gender

Chart 2: Age
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Chart 3: Monthly Income

Chart 4: Occupation
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Chart 5: Familiarity with CSR

Chart 6: Awareness About the CSR Responses
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Appendix 3: Questionnaire
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