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GENERATION Z BUYING
BEHAVIOR CHANGE

IN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
CONTEXT

ABSTRACT

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to analyze the changes in Croatian Generation Z buying behav-
ior due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result of the pandemic, all governments have imposed different
measures that directly and indirectly impact consumer behavior. Recent studies have mostly recorded a
dynamic increase in online shopping, stockpiling, and change in priorities from luxury to basic goods. This
study will specifically look into the relation between Generation Z buying behavior change and their expo-
sure to the COVID-19 pandemic as well as its impact on their perception of the quality of life.

Methodology: A sample of 442 Generation Z respondents from Croatia was analyzed using ANOVA to
identify buying behavior changes concerning the level of their exposure to COVID-19. The analysis also
included a potential correlation between buyer behavior change and their perception of the quality of life.

Results: The statistical analysis has confirmed the increase of online shopping and stockpiling in the group
of respondents who were exposed to self-isolation and those who have not been exposed to COVID-19,
but there was no correlation with their perception of the quality of life change as a result of forced buying
behavior change.

Conclusion: Generation Z is identified as an e-generation, born and brought up in a digital environment.
Although the pandemic has forced them to switch even more to online shopping, they do not perceive the
exposure to the COVID-19 pandemic to impact their quality of life.

Keywords: Generation Z, COVID-19, buying behavior, quality of life, Croatia

1. Introduction behavior. Moreover, consumers themselves are
changing their attitudes, priorities, opinions and
behaviors due to the pandemic and related health
. ) o concerns. Several studies (Laato et al., 2020; Hall et
nificant contemporary negative externality is the .} '9051. 1o ihy & Gustafsson, 2020; Kirk & Rifkin,
COVID-19 pandemic. To control the pandemic, 2020) have already confirmed the changes in con-

most Eovezil“nmelrlts }’:;\fedl@polsefl different meas- o behavior that are related to the COVID-19
ures that directly and indirectly impact consumer pandemic. Most of these changes are reflected in

Consumer behavior changes are often the result
of positive or negative externalities. The most sig-
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a dynamic increase of online compared to physical
shopping (Ali, 2020; Mason et al., 2020; Donthu &
Gustafsson, 2020) and in the change in priorities
from luxury to basic products (Kirk & Rifkin, 2020;
Aksoy & Ergen, 2020).

The aim of this study is to get an insight into the
changes in the Croatian Generation Z consumer
behavior due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Some
studies have recognized the generational differ-
ences in perception of life and consumer behavior
related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Life with Co-
rona Network, 2020; Masters et al., 2020). There is
a perception that a large swath of millennials and
Generation Z are not heeding the public health cry
of concern. Some young people seem to be continu-
ing to live life as normal (Gharzai et al., 2020; Baus,
2021).

Generation Z, the students of today, is already
identified as an e-generation born and brought up
in a digital environment. As they were born with
technology, they are connected with others through
technology at all times and they have FOMO, or the
“fear of missing out” (Chareewan et al., 2020). Ac-
cording to Hope (2016) Generation Z is realistic,
social change-oriented, and self-confident. They
rely on and believe in online information accuracy.
In terms of buying behavior, Generation Z is a gen-
eration that craves immediate action, is impatient
and moves without much hesitation from one offer-
ing to another (Bencsik et al., 2016).

This study looks more specifically into the rela-
tion between the behavior change of the Croatian
Generation Z with respect to their exposure to the
COVID-19 pandemic (no exposure, light exposure,
heavy exposure) and their perceptions on its impact
on their quality of life.

2. Literature overview and hypothesis
development

Times of crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, cre-
ate changes in many aspects of human life. From a
behavioral perspective, the pandemic can be viewed
as a collective action problem in which the success
of the group — a region, a country, or the whole of
humanity — depends on individual actions (Brafas-
Garza et al., 2020). Some authors (Mason et al., 2020)
identify the COVID-19 pandemic as an economic
catalyst capable of altering the economy as well as
consumer behaviors. Generally, it is possible to

summarize the consumers’ purchasing behaviors in
times of crisis as follows (Hayta, 2012, p. 20):

+ decrease in total consumption and wastefulness,

« extended information research on products,

« substitution with cheaper brands,

» buying local products rather than foreign
brands,

« preference of informative ads over visual ads,

« intense interest in discounted stores and
promotional goods.

Some authors (Agarwal & Singh, 2021) add the sim-
plification of demand patterns due to limited offer-
ings and discounts during the pandemic. A study by
Nicomedes and Avila (2020) has shown that symp-
toms of hypochondriasis increase as people get in
closer proximity with COVID-19 patients. It can be
assumed that hypochondriasis will also influence
consumer behavior — the study has identified the
avoidance of crowded places (like shops) and social
activities in general, increased consumption of hy-
giene and disinfection products as well as canned
and durable food products.

A study of US consumers (Mason et al., 2020) sug-
gests that the COVID-19 pandemic has altered
consumers’ product needs, shopping behaviors,
purchasing behaviors as well as their post-purchase
satisfaction levels: consumers are avoiding pub-
licly consumed products and have increased their
virtual shopping and online purchasing behaviors.
Consumers satisfaction levels have decreased and
it is more difficult for marketers to gain customer
loyalty.

Therefore, the following hypothesis has been devel-
oped:

HI: There is a statistically significant difference
between consumer behavior change in Croatian
Generation Z with respect to their exposure to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

It is assumed that those hit “harder” by the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, i.e. having more serious exposure
themselves and/or in their family and friends, will
change their behavior more than those who have
no direct or indirect experience with the pandemic.

Consumer spending has fallen across America
and Europe since the beginning of the Corona cri-
sis. Consumption levels have fallen by 25 percent
in Europe, especially since mid-March in the UK,
France, Spain, and Italy. At the same time, the con-
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sumption in the US. decreased by 10%. Globally,
consumers still spend (and sometimes more) on
home entertainment as well as basic products such
as food, household items, and personal care items.
However, they significantly withdraw voluntary ex-
penditure in most countries except China. Some
of the fastest decreasing categories include restau-
rants, clothing, shoes, jewelry, accessories, travel,
and outside entertainment (Aksoy & Ergen, 2020).
Besides the shifts in product preference, changed
and/or limited access to a number of social goods
(education, health, etc.) can be interpreted as qual-
ity of life deterioration. A global study (Life with
corona, 2020) has found that younger people, espe-
cially Generation Z, are significantly harder hit by
all three aspects of the pandemic: social, emotional,
and economic. A few studies have indicated that
being a student and being younger than 35 (mostly
Generation Z) is associated with a stronger impact
on the decreasing quality of life perception (Wang
et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Senderskov et al., 2020).
Therefore, the second hypothesis is:

H2: There is a statistically significant difference
in the perception of life quality change in Croa-
tian Generation Z with respect to their exposure
to COVID-19.

Other than only testing the difference in the per-
ception of life quality change with respect to the
exposure to COVID-19, it is interesting to see
whether changes in buying behavior are correlated
with the perception of life quality change. The third
hypothesis is:

H3: Significant changes in consumer behavior
of Croatian Generation Z enforced by the COV-
ID-19 pandemic are correlated with their per-
ceived quality of life.

It is assumed here that those who have, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, changed their buying behav-
ior more, will also show changes in their perception
of life quality.

3. Methodology

A COVID-19 and youth project was created with
university students of the Croatian university
who participated in online research. The students
were encouraged and incentivized to recruit fur-
ther participants to obtain a richer subject pool in
terms of geographical and other characteristics.
Neither participation nor recruitment was com-

pulsory. Those who participated (n=30) recruited
other participants from all Croatian regions. Our
procedures resulted in a final sample of 442 Cro-
atian participants aged 18 — 25, of which 76.1 %
were females. More details on the sample are given
in Table 1.

Table 1 Sample description

N %
Gender
Male 104 23.9
Female 332 76.1
Year of study

1 73 16.7
2 55 12.6
3 91 20.9
4 111 25.5
5 88 20.2

Place of residence
City/town 332 76.1
Village 81 18.6
Suburbs 21 4.8

Household income
Up to 5000 HRK 80 18.3
5001 — 7500 HRK 93 21.3
7501 — 10 000 HRK 113 25.9
10 001 — 15 000 HRK 85 19.5
More than 15 000 HRK 65 14.9

Source: Authors

Since this study tries to see the impact of COVID-19
exposure on consumer behavior change, three lev-
els of exposure have been predefined: no direct ex-
posure, meaning that neither the respondent nor
anyone in his/her close family and friends circles
was exposed to COVID-19, light exposure, where
the respondent or some members of his/her fam-
ily and/or friends were ill, but with light symptoms
and could handle the illness at home or were in
self-isolation, and hard exposure, where respond-
ents and/or their family member or friends have
developed a more complicated type of the disease,
had to be hospitalized or have died. Table 2 depicts
respondents’ level of exposure to COVID-19.
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Table 2 Respondents’ level of exposure to COVID-19

Personal level of exposure to COVID-19 %
Respondents who have been in self-isolation. 13.3
Respondents who have overcome the disease with mild symptoms (home treatment). 7.1
Respondents who have overcome the disease with more complicated symptoms (hospital treatment). 0.5
Respondents who had no personal exposure to COVID-19. 79.1
Level of exposure to COVID-19 of respondents’ close family/friends %
Respondents’ close family/friends have been in self-isolation. 26.8
Respondents’ close family/friends have overcome the disease with mild symptoms (home treatment). 37.4
Respondents’ close family/friends have overcome the disease with more complicated symptoms (hospital 392
treatment).
Respondents’ close family/friends have died from the disease. 1.1
Respondents’ close family/friends had no exposure to COVID-19. 31.4

Source: Authors

After conducting the research and obtaining all the
necessary data, it was processed and analyzed us-
ing the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS). The ANOVA test was used to identify sta-
tistically significant differences between the in-
crease in online shopping and the level of exposure
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Results and discussion

To test H1, the ANOVA test was used. The results
have shown some differences in buying behavior
change in Generation Z, but altogether they were
significantly lower than expected. Three types of
changes in shopping behavior were tested: increase
of online shopping, decrease of offline shopping
and stockpiling.

Table 3 Differences in online shopping increase with respect to exposure to COVID-19 (ANOVA)

ANOVA
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 6.335 3 2.112 3.165 .024
Within Groups 287.543 431 .667
Total 293.877 434

Source: Authors

Table 4 Differences in online shopping increase with respect to exposure to COVID-19 (descriptive

analysis)
N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
Self-isolation 58 1.8506* 92859 12193
Had COVID-19 (home treatment) 31 1.7204 .89896 16146
Had COVID-19 (hospital treatment) 2 1.6667 .94281 66667
Not exposed to COVID-19 344 1.5145* 78851 .04251
Total 435 1.5747 .82288 .03945

* statistically significant difference (p<0.05)

Source: Authors
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The results of the ANOVA analysis and Bonfer-
roni’s post hoc test have shown a statistically sig-
nificant difference in the increase of online shop-
ping between those respondents who were mildly
exposed to COVID-19 (self-isolation) and those
who were not exposed to COVID-19. This is quite
logical, since self-isolation has forced many families
to turn to online shopping, even for daily supplies.
These results correspond to global trends identified

in several studies: they have been recorded in In-
dia (Agarwal & Singh, 2021), Greece (Theodoridis
& Kavoura, 2021), Italy (Amatulli, et al., 2021; Ali
Taha et al., 2021), Slovakia (Ali Taha et al., 2021),
and many other countries worldwide.

However, there was no statistically significant
change in the decrease of offline shopping with re-
spect to the level of COVID-19 exposure, which is
illustrated in Table 5.

Table 5 Differences in offline shopping decrease with respect to exposure to COVID-19 (ANOVA)

ANOVA
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 2.773 3 924 .610 .609
Within Groups 652.559 431 1.514
Total 655.332 434

Source: Authors

This finding can probably be explained by specific
characteristics of Generation Z regarding their buy-
ing habits: Generation Z is a young, technology-ori-
ented group in retailing, since they use their smart-
phones and other technologies very extensively for
shopping (Bernstein, 2015). She calls them “digital
natives” to emphasize the role of digital in their
shopping behavior. A study by Priporas et al. (2017)
also concludes that Generation Z customers are
heavy online shoppers. Therefore, they probably do

not perceive their already infrequent physical shop-
ping activities to have further declined.

The third buying behavior change tested, stockpil-
ing, has shown a statistically significant difference
between those who were mildly exposed to COV-
ID-19 and those who were not (Tables 6 and 7).
Those respondents who have experienced self-iso-
lation have stockpiled significantly more than those
who were not (results of Bonferroni’s post hoc test).

Table 6 Differences in stockpiling practice with respect to exposure to COVID-19 (ANOVA)

ANOVA
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 10.658 3 3.553 2.751 .042
Within Groups 556.539 431 1.291
Total 567.198 434

Source: Authors

Table 7 Differences in stockpiling practice with respect to exposure to COVID-19 (descriptive analysis)

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
Self-isolation 58 2.1466* 1.23902 .16269
Had COVID-19 (home treatment) 31 1.9516 1.32511 .23800
Had COVID-19 (hospital treatment) 2 1.0000 .00000 .00000
Not exposed to COVID-19 344 1.7297* 1.10176 .05940
Total 435 1.7977 1.14320 .05481

* statistically significant difference (p<0.05)

Source: Authors
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Some studies on stockpiling during the COVID-19
pandemic indicate that consumer behavior is differ-
ent regarding the timeline of the pandemic: In its
early stages, consumer behavior was very similar to
the one found in previous negative externalities of
similar type and lead to stockpiling (Loxton et al.,
2020; Hall et al., 2021), while the ongoing uncer-
tainty evoked by the pandemic may lead to trans-
formative consumption patterns in the long term
(Kirk & Rifkin, 2020). Since this study was con-
ducted in a relatively early phase of the pandemic, it
shows that stockpiling was typical behavior of those
who experienced self-isolation.

According to the obtained results, it seems that
the most changes in Generation Z buying behav-
ior have occurred in the group who had to be in
self-isolation (usually for two weeks). Their behav-

ior was probably determined by fear of getting ill
(themselves or their contacts) and associated per-
ceived risk, at least for the near future. On the other
hand, those who had COVID-19 felt that they are
safe for the future and turn to “normal” life and be-
havior. H1 is, therefore, only partially accepted.

The ANOVA test was used to test H2. When ana-
lyzing the difference in the perception of change of
the quality of life with respect to their own expo-
sure to COVID-19, no significant differences were
found (p=0.525). The perception of change of the
quality of life due to the “new normal” has been
measured with Likert’s 1-5 scale (1 — “new normal”
has not changed the quality of my life at all, 5 —
“new normal” has changed the quality of my life for
the worse a lot). The descriptive analysis is shown
in Table 8.

Table 8 Descriptive statistics for the perception of change in life quality — Croatian Generation Z

respondents’ level of exposure to COVID-19

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
Self-isolation 51 3.569 1.3906 1826
Had COVID-19 (home treatment) 38 3.774 1.2572 2258
Had COVID-19 (hospital treatment) 2 2.500 2.1213 1.5000
Not exposed to COVID-19 344 3.703 1.3223 .0713
Total 435 3.685 1.3284 .0637

Source: Authors

Also, analyzing the level of exposure to COVID-19
of family/friends close to respondents, no signifi-

cant differences have been found (p=0.124). Results
of the descriptive analysis are shown in Table 9.

Table 9 Descriptive statistics for the perception of change in life quality — Croatian Generation Z’ close

family/friends’ level of exposure to COVID-19

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error
Respondents whose close family/friends have been in 117 3.803 1.2334 .1140
self-isolation.
Respondents whose close family/friends have overcome 163 3.730 1.3197 .1034
the disease with mild symptoms (home treatment).
Respondents whose close family/friends have overcome 14 4.143 1.2315 .3291
the disease with more complicated symptoms (hospital
treatment).
Respondents whose close family/friends have died from 5 4.200 4472 .2000
the disease.
Respondents whose close family/friends had no exposu- 137 3.467 1.4197 1213
re to COVID-19 pandemic.
Total 436 3.686 1.3270 0635

Source: Authors
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As expected and in line with the Life with corona
network study (2020), Generation Z perceives their
quality of life decreasing due to imposed measures
that have forced them to change their buying be-
havior. However, there are no significant differences
between their perceived quality of life decrease in
relation to their level of exposure to COVID-19
or the level of exposure of people close to them. It
is different from a few other studies, the most ex-
treme case being Lim’s (2020) research, which has
found 71% of Generation Z respondents in Asia
Pacific region stating that the economic fallout of
COVID-19 negatively affects their mental health
and well-being.

Based on the results obtained, H2 has not been ac-
cepted. However, the results of descriptive statistics
show that respondents whose close contacts were
exposed to COVID-19 express a higher level of per-
ceived decrease of life quality.

To test H3, whether there is a correlation between
buying behavior change and perceived life quality
change, a correlation analysis has been performed.
Variables that describe buying behavior change,
namely “increase in online shopping’, “decrease in
offline shopping” and “stockpiling’, have each been
correlated with the variable “change in life quality”
The results have shown that there were no statisti-
cally significant correlations between the increase
in online shopping and the change in life quality
perception (p=0.852). Also, no correlation has been
found between the decrease in offline shopping
and the change in life quality perception (p=0.461).
Finally, correlating stockpiling and change in the
quality of life also showed no significant correla-
tions (p=0.903). It can be concluded that changes
in buying behavior of Croatian Generation Z do not
correlate with their perceptions of change in the
quality of life, so H3 is not accepted.

5. Conclusion

This research offers original findings on shifts in
Croatian Generation Z consumers’ behaviors and
their implications for their quality of life percep-
tions. The results have shown that their buying be-
havior has changed in relation to their exposure to
COVID-19 in some aspects. Croatian Generation
Z respondents who have self-isolated due to the

COVID-19 pandemic have said that they buy more
online than they did before the pandemic com-
pared to those who have not been directly exposed
to COVID-19. The general increase in online shop-
ping seems to be a global trend, and Croatian Gen-
eration Z, according to this study, follows the trend.
But, when it comes to decreased offline shopping,
the results have shown that Croatian Generation Z
does not show any statistically significant differenc-
es in relation to their exposure to COVID-19. Since
they were identified as heavy online shoppers even
before the pandemic, they probably do not perceive
their already infrequent physical shopping activities
to have further declined. When it comes to stock-
piling as a buying behavior change, the results have
shown that respondents who have experienced self-
isolation stockpile significantly more than those
who have not been affected by the virus at all.

According to the results of this research, it seems
that the most changes in Generation Z buying be-
havior have occurred in the group who had to self-
isolate (usually for two weeks). Their behavior was
probably determined by fear of getting ill, while on
the other hand, those who had COVID-19 perceive
that they are safe for the future and turned to their
normal behavior.

When it comes to the change in the perception of
their quality of life, it is evident that Generation Z
perceives that their quality of life has decreased,
but with no statistically significant differences be-
tween the levels of exposure to COVID-19. The
lack of difference between groups can be explained
by the general perception of life quality decrease.
Even the people who have not been infected with
the virus have expressed that their quality of life has
changed for the worse. This is probably the result
of numerous measures implemented to control and
stop the pandemic (reduced social contacts, clos-
ing the stores, restaurants and cafes, postponing
concerts and other cultural events, etc.). However,
the perception of the decrease in life quality shows
no correlation with the changes in buying behav-
ior so it is evident that changes in buying behavior
could not be the reason for the decreased quality of
life. It could be expected that these changed buying
behaviors could remain even after the pandemic is
over and become the standard new normal behav-
ior for Generation Z.
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The limitation of this study is determined by the
sample which is not fully representative. For this
reason, the results of this study can only be taken as
indicative. Future research should investigate buy-
ing behavior changes that have occurred as a conse-
quence of the COVID-19 pandemic in Generation
Z in more detail. For example, it would be interest-

ing to study future intentions in buying behavior
and predict changes that are going to be adopted by
Generation Z and retained even after the pandemic
ends. Moreover, since several studies have indicat-
ed that there are generational differences, it would
be of interest to compare results on consumer be-
havior changes for other generations.
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