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Abstract

A crisis context, as COVID-19 pandemic, is a situation in which maladaptive buying behaviors are irrationally
born. In this context, vulnerability and resilience, as opposed states of being, are two variables that can influence
the final behavioral outcome. In a pandemic case, panic buying, impulsive and compulsive behavior, hoarding,
and stockpiling are the most common effects. The present paper is a systematic literature review aiming to
underline the main theories and variables used in explaining abnormal buying behavior during the coronavirus
pandemic, the place of vulnerability and resilience among them, and the managerial implications emphasized by
the existing studies. The analyzed research papers (N=63) are selected from 2020-2022 time frame. The results
show that Theory of planned behavior and the Stimulus-organism-response are the most frequently used models
for understanding and explaining panic conduct. The variables affecting maladaptive consumer behavior are both
external and internal, the range of factors being wide and complex. Vulnerability and resilience are believed to
mediate the relationship between these factors and panic behavior. The managerial implications born from the
analyzed studies include four stakeholders (i.e., retailers, policy makers, governments, and mass-media) that,
during a crisis, are advised to improve their communication abilities and to better manage their resources.
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1. Introduction

Assuming that consumption is based on habit and routine, it is argued that there are four
contexts that can change consumption habits: new life events, technology, regulations, and
unpredictable situations as natural disasters or global pandemics (Sheth, 2020). This idea is
reinforced by Liu et al. (2021), who explain that the major disruptions that occurred in people’s
daily lives led them to be more receptive to new lifestyles and changes in consumption patterns.
In their approach to identify consumer shopping behavior, Eger et al. (2021) claim that fear
towards imminent risks is what drove, to a large extent, the changes in consumer behavior and
attitudes during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly generated an important shift in consumer
preferences and behavior. Since the outbreak of the health crisis, people have been deeply
concerned and worried about their health (Nguyen et al., 2021) and have quickly adopted new
consumption and purchasing practices. Customers have become more reluctant and anxious
(Mazza et al., 2020), purchasing in a different way than in the pre-pandemic period, buying in
excess, especially staple foods (Eftimov et al., 2020; Rai et al., 2021) and hygiene products
(Cambefort, 2020; Addo et al., 2020), building up stocks, and hoarding supplies. This fear of
the unknown, uncertainty, social influences, as well as perceptions related to scarcity of goods
have led to panic buying behaviors (Omar et al., 2021).

Thus, the pandemic has generated consumer vulnerability in several ways, exposing more the
already vulnerable groups, but also creating new vulnerabilities (Yap et al., 2021). During a
critical situation, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers are exposed to vulnerabilities in
their endeavor to satisfy different needs (e.g., basic, psychological, or self-fulfillment needs).
Although difficult contexts can make individuals/consumers vulnerable, these can also push
them to adjust to the new reality and identify opportunities to become resilient (Maurer, 2016;
Kursan Milakovi¢, 2021a).

Within this context, this paper aims to theoretically and systematically analyze the theories used
in explaining abnormal buying behavior, the variables involved, and the place of vulnerability
and resilience within this setup. Moreover, the managerial implications born from the existing
studies are emphasized. The analyzed studies (N=63) are selected from the 2020-2022 COVID-
19 time frame. The research questions of the study are the following:

RQ1. Which are the theories used to explain consumer behavior in the COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ2. Which are the main variables aiming to describe consumer behavior in the COVID-19
pandemic and which is the place of vulnerability and resilience among these variables?

RQ2. Which are the main managerial implications derived from the studies analyzing consumer
behavior in times of pandemic?

Previous research following the broad impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on consumer
behavior has focused on several directions. Some studies examine changes in behavior (Loxton
et al., 2020), other studies have attempted to determine the causes that led to these changes
(Laato et al., 2020). A large number of studies have focused on the effects on consumer behavior
(Tao et al., 2022), leading to abnormal buying behaviors (Wang et al., 2022) such as panic
buying (Laato et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2020; Omar et al., 2021; Chua et al., 2021), impulse
buying (Naeem, 2020; Islam et al., 2021; Chauhan et al., 2021), hoarding and stockpiling (Kirk
& Rifkin, 2020; Pantano et al., 2020; Zwanka & Buff, 2020), or compulsive buying (Islam et
al., 2021). Vulnerability and resilience can find their places within all the three stages of the
buying behavior, namely reaction, coping (DIY behaviors), and longer-term adaptation (Kirk
& Rifkin, 2020).

The novelty of the paper is twofold. On the one hand, to our knowledge, this is one of the early
attempts to offer a comprehensive map of the factors that should be considered when dealing
with a crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, the present systematic review
not only analyzes the variables aiming to explain maladaptive buying behavior but takes one
step further by highlighting the managerial implications of the links between these variables.
Thus, the relevance of the paper lies in emphasizing the lessons the main stakeholders (i.e.,
retailers, policy makers, governments, and mass-media) can learn from the existing studies.
These lessons are not important only in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, but in the
perspective of any crisis that is to come, regardless of its specificity.
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2. A theoretical Review of COVID-19 Pandemic-Induced Consumer
Behavior

The adjustment to a new stressful and uncertain life context, as the pandemic, has caused
changes in consumption habits and behaviors (Watson & Popescu, 2021) and redefined
individuals’ values and expectations (Vatamanescu et al., 2021). Consumer needs and demands
have shifted, becoming more complex and connected to new life situations (Pirc Barci¢ et al.,
2021). The changes caused by the pandemic context on consumer behavior have led to new
choices related to the products people buy (Guévremont et al., 2022), such as essential items
(Eftimov et al., 2020; Rai et al., 2021) or hygiene items that make them feel protected
(Cambefort, 2020; Addo et al., 2020) by reducing the perception of danger. However, new
patterns and habits of consumption have also emerged (Sheth, 2020). Gordon-Wilson (2022)
highlights that, in addition to the newly acquired habits, people are concerned to reduce
consumption overall, avoid non-essential purchases (Arora et al., 2020; Rosu et al., 2021) and
focus on basic goods (Vazquez-Martinez et al., 2021). At the same time, pandemic-induced
financial uncertainty has led consumers to save money (Gerlich, 2021).

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, consumer motivation has been to reduce and/or
avoid 'contact' with the virus, leading to behavioral control, i.e., changing, for example, the
shopping channel (from physical to online and/or vice versa) (Pantano et al., 2020) or self-
isolation (Laato et al., 2020). Based on previous experience, social and behavioral norms, and
information-derived expectations, the consumer outlines certain responses or reactions (Lavuri,
2023). Related to the pandemic background, these were buying behaviors such as stockpiling,
hoarding (Naeem, 2020; Eger et al., 2021), panic buying (Ali et al., 2022), compulsive and
impulsive buying (Gilingérdii Belbag, 2021; Islam et al., 2021) or revenge shopping (Sheth,
2020).

The present context has also determined a new relationship of individuals towards technology,
pushing them to digitalization (Gu et al., 2021; Sayyida et al., 2021), to the use of contactless
delivery technologies (Kumar & Shah, 2021), or multi-channel shopping technologies (Guthrie
et al., 2021; Eger et al., 2021). Thus, consumers are increasingly using mobile devices, e.g.,
mobile phones, to have more speed and efficiency (Seo et al., 2020) in the process of purchasing
goods and products. The 2020 lockdown and the authorities’ recommendations on social
distancing have led consumers to switch to online shopping also for several products that were
prior to the outbreak of the pandemic covered by face-to-face purchases, e.g., cleaning and
hygiene products, beverages, and staple foods (Antonides & van Leeuwen, 2020). Hence, health
concerns and dealing with the risks caused by the pandemic have motivated consumers to shift
to online shopping (Truong & Truong, 2022).

Thus, throughout the entire pandemic time frame, vulnerability and resilience, as triggers of
changing buying behavior, have interlaid. The term consumer vulnerability describes a difficult
situation that consumers face (Yazdanparast & Alhenawi, 2022) as they temporarily lose
control and make decisions determined by external factors (Baker, 2006; Yazdanparast &
Alhenawi, 2022). According to Kursan Milakovi¢ (2021b), vulnerability is a complex,
multifaceted, and context-specific concept. Hill and Sharma (2020) highlight the possible
consequences of vulnerability on the consumer, explaining that, in their attempt to manage the
situation, consumers develop either non-defensive mechanisms of coping with the situation or
defensive mechanisms of opposition to the situation. Both mechanisms reveal a modification
in consumer behavior from the time before vulnerability arose.
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In opposition to vulnerability and defined as a process of adaptation to crisis situations (Ang et
al., 2018), resilience describes an individual’s ability to respond positively to adverse
experiences to which one is exposed (Kim et al., 2022), as well as to recover from these traumas
(Southwick & Charney, 2012). Considered a personal characteristic that determines the degree
of adaptation to an unfavorable context (Rittichainuwat et al., 2020), resilience is perceived as
a protective, defensive mechanism (Bermes, 2021). Being resilient does not mean that the
person may not perceive a threat, but it shows the ability to adapt quickly to the new context or
even to understand these provocations in a positive way (Razzak & Yousuf, 2022). The concept
of consumer resilience describes, according to Reivich and Shatt¢ (2003), not only an
individual’s ability to recover from adverse moments, but also the attitude towards the situations
he/she has experienced.

Resilience is an important factor in the decision-making process related to the act of buying,
especially when the consumer is exposed to a crisis context (Skondras et al., 2020). Thus,
consumers with a high level of resilience will better manage stressors, react more skillfully to
the new situation, and find the resources to reach a state of balance faster (Peco-Torres et al.,
2021). The research conducted by Amatulli et al. (2021) shows that during the COVID-19
pandemic lockdown, the resilient attitude of individuals helped them to overcome negative
moments, to remain positive, optimistic, and to find solutions even in adverse circumstances.
During COVID-19, resilient consumers demonstrated a greater capacity to adapt to this new
reality (Kursan Milakovi¢, 2020).

Although vulnerability and resilience are closely related concepts, they differ in their perception
of change (Miller et al., 2010). Consumer vulnerability can be caused by lack of information
(Choudhury et al., 2019) or product-related experience (Shi et al., 2017), circumstances that
can also lead to changes in consumer behavior (Kursan Milakovi¢, 2021b). However, consumer
vulnerability can also challenge consumers to adapt to new experiences, as they try to gain
control by identifying new channels and pathways of consumption to fulfill their needs and
desires (Hill & Sharma, 2020). According to Uekusa and Matthewman (2019), consumers can
be both resilient and vulnerable.

3. Method

The present paper uses a systematic literature review to comprehensively describe and
synthesize (Gough et al., 2012) the existing research on the consumer behavioral changes
brought by the COVID-19 pandemic. The Preferred Items for Systematic Reviews and
MetaAnalysis (PRISMA) is applied to guide the selection process of the references included in
the review (Moher et al., 2009). The main steps of the analysis include: (1) defining the
inclusion and exclusion criteria for studies selection; (2) designing the search strategy; (3)
selecting and screening the studies; (4) analyzing and synthesizing the main findings.

Eligibility criteria

The eligibility criteria for the present study are the following: data of the publication, language
of the publication, type of research, topic of the publication, and transparency issue. The studies
should be published in 2020, 2021, or 2022, while they represent the most affected years by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Only the English language studies are included in the sample. The
studies assessed are journal articles, since they are the most credible and updated research

(Wang et al., 2022). The topic of the publications should adhere to the aim of understanding
consumer behavior driven by the COVID-19 pandemic. All the studies have been screened from
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a transparency perspective, only the studies explicitly and comprehensively describing the
theory, the methodological design, and the results being included.

The excluded studies are the ones that are not scientific articles, the ones that do not meet the
transparency criteria, and the studies that approach tangential topics as the effect of the
pandemic on the supply chain, the explicit online shopping behavior, the eating habits, food
related behavior, or food waste, the social media impact, or the effect of the pandemic on
tourism or fashion.

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram on Study Selection Process for the Literature Review
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Search strategy

Being an overview of the literature related to the COVID-19 pandemic and its immediate effect,
the studies published between 2020 and 2022 are considered. The databases considered for
searching are Google Scholar (371 initial sources), Web of Science (117 initial sources), and
Scopus (152 initial sources). These databases have been used as they are considered the most
comprehensive ones and increasingly used in literature reviews (Bhimani et al., 2019; Concari
et al., 2020; Mohamed Shaffril et al., 2021; Taufik et al., 2021). The keywords used for
identifying the studies are the following: consumer resilience AND COVID-19 OR pandemic;
consumer vulnerability AND COVID-19 OR pandemic; consumer behavior AND COVID-19
OR pandemic. These keywords have been searched in the title, abstract and keywords of the
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studies. The complete list of the studies included in the sample can be found in the table from
Appendix 1.

Studies selection

The initial number of studies found is 640 references, out of which 132 are duplicates. After
removing the duplicates, 508 studies have been screened for the title and abstract. Both authors
of the present study have screened all the studies. Emerged discrepancies have been solved by
discussions until reaching a perfect agreement. Based on this assessment, 266 studies have been
removed and 242 have remained in the sample and fully screened. After applying the exclusion
criteria of topic and publication type, another 179 articles have been removed, while 63 final
studies remain. Thus, as the PRISMA flow diagram shows in Figure 1, the final sample of
analyzed studies is N=63.

4. Findings

Overview of the reviewed articles

Out of the 63 analyzed articles, most of them are published in 2021 (n=35). Figure 2 shows the
research distribution per year. Most of the papers are empirical studies (n=51), while the rest of
them are either literature reviews or systematic literature reviews (n=12).

Figure 2. The distribution of the analyzed studies, per year
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Source: authors’ research

Aiming to better understand perceptions, the largest number of studies use opinion surveys
(n=38). The sample size varies between 189 and 3833 respondents for the opinion surveys and
goes up to 24998 for the secondary data analysis. The sample selection strategy is, in most
cases, a convenience one, thus leading to diverse age ranges. Few of the studies employ two
research methods (e.g., netnography and interview; document analysis and interview). Table 1
provides information on the research methods used in the studies analyzed.
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Table 1. The Research Designs and Methods used by the Analyzed Studies

Research design Research method Number of studies

Opinion survey 38

Quantitative Secondary data analysis 9
Agent-based approach (mathematical 1
simulation)
Document analysis

Qualitative Interview
Netnography

Literature review

Theoretical

Ao = |-

Systematic literature review

Source: authors’ research

The analysis has revealed a number of 22 theories. They are all briefly presented in Appendix
2. The most frequently discussed theory to explain the changes in consumer consumption and
buying behavior is the Theory of planned behavior (Akter et al., 2021; Ali et al., 2022; Cruz-
Cardenas et al., 2021; Rosu et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2022; Jawad et al.,
2022; Satish et al., 2021). According to the theory, the actual behavior and the behavioral
intention are an effect of attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen,
1991). Another repeatedly used theory is Stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) (Glingdrdii
Belbag, 2021; Islam et al., 2021; Laato et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021; Satish et al., 2021). It is
grounded in the seminal work of Mehrabian and Russell (1974) and has been widely used
especially in marketing and retail industry research to explain different consumer behaviors.
While the stimulus indicates external factors in the environment that affect an individual, the
organism relates to the internal emotional responses of an individual, and the response stands
for the final behavioral outcome of an individual.

Based on these theories, the most present abnormal buying behavior related to crisis situations
is panic buying. Being defined as the action of buying excessive amounts of products due to
uncertainty (Patiro et al., 2022), panic buying is usually associated with impulsive or
compulsive buying (Islam et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2022). Moreover, it is conceptualized as
an important cause of hoarding or stockpiling (Bausch et al., 2021; Dulam et al., 2021).

Factors influencing abnormal behavior

Many studies aiming to explain abnormal buying behavior claim that the influencing factors
are both external (environmental) and internal (reflective thinking based) (Ali et al., 2022;
Gilingordii Belbag, 2021; Ortega-Vivanco, 2020). Further on, maladaptive consumer behavior
can have a significant negative effect on the supply chain (Dulam et al., 2021), shortage of
supply and price hike being the main consequences (Ali et al., 2022).

The external or environmental factors that can influence abnormal buying behavior are mainly
related to governmental measures and cultural factors, to the economic status quo, to the
marketing strategies and media exposure, and to the social influence. Thus, a lack of strict
regulations or a chaotic national crisis management at both political and economic levels can
lead to panic (Ali et al., 2022; Anas et al., 2022; Giingordii Belbag, 2021). Individuals
concerned on job security, on economic stability, and on the lack of resources (Amaral et al.,
2022; Di Crosta et al., 2021; Hill & Sharma, 2020; Islam et al., 2021; Verma & Neveen, 2021)
are more likely to adopt an impulsive behavior. These variables are strongly related to the way
retailers control their messages and their stocks. Products’ availability and scarcity messages
(e.g., empty shelves) are likely to induce insecurity (Kursan Milakovi¢, 2021b; Naeem, 2020;
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Li et al., 2021; Ahmad et al., 2022). Furthermore, the way the media manage their messages
significantly affects individuals’ reactions. Being more exposed to COVID-19 information
implies a direct positive effect on panic buying (Sherman et al., 2021). The same pattern is
followed when discussing mis- or disinformation. Rumors are believed to increase impulsive
buying behavior (Naeem, 2020). Media in general and social media in particular enhance the
scarcity messages, lead to increased stress and, thus, to impulsive buying behaviors (Islam et
al., 2021; Kaur & Sharma, 2020; Gazali, 2020; Gilingordii Belbag, 2021; Laato et al., 2020).
Besides the government, the retailers, and the media, the way other people act can significantly
impact behavior. Social support (Im et al., 2021), social influence, and social norms (Li et al.,
2021) seem to significantly and positively influence individuals’ affective response (e.g.,
anxiety), consequently panic behavior.

The internal factors that can influence abnormal buying behaviors are related to attitudes,
perceptions, and feelings. Most of the studies emphasize the role of fear and anxiety. All kinds
of fears (of illness, of empty shelves and resource availability, of price increase, of mis- or
disinformation, and rumors) increase the impulsive buying behavior (Naeem, 2020; Anas et al.,
2022; Ali et al., 2022; Di Crosta et al., 2021; Giingordii Belbag, 2021). The greater the fear the
greater the change in the shopping patterns (Eger et al., 2021). However, other studies claim
that panic buying is more guided by cognitive variables, as norms, than by affective ones, as
negative emotions (Lindenmeier et al., 2021). Perceived severity of the pandemic, perceived
lack of control, together with social influence and social norms are factors that stimulate
scarcity and affective response and, thus, impulsive decisions (Li et al., 2021; Laato et al., 2020;
Sobaih & Moustafa, 2022). The same effect seems to have risk perception (Akter et al., 2021),
health security (Ali et al., 2022), perceived economic stability (Di Crosta et al., 2021), perceived
lack of control in general and over resources (Li et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2021; Hill & Sharma,
2020), and perceived treat that directly impact panic buying (Razzak & Yousaf, 2022). The
perceived scarcity of products is considered a mediator between perceived severity, perceive
susceptibility, outcome expectations, cues to action, and self-efficacy, and panic behavior
(Chua et al., 2021). Scarcity, together with the time constraints for shopping can positively
influence the perceived competitiveness and, thus, panic buying (Singh et al., 2021; Jawad et
al., 2022). Interestingly, by stockpiling and hoarding the essential products, the consumers
begin to feel more confident, the resource shortage not being an issue anymore (Watson &
Popescu, 2021). Negative attitudes and the behavior of others (i.e., social norms) are considered
significant predictors for stockpiling (Rosu et al., 2021). As the alternative of online shopping
is also examined, people that are more experienced with it and more open to practicing it are
less influenced by panic intentions (Huang et al., 2022).

Besides all the above variables, the socio-demographic ones are also relevant. Variables as age,
gender, income, or marital status are found to significantly impact shopping decisions. Thus,
elderly, women, people with low levels of income, and single individuals seems to be more
prone to panic behavior (Truong & Truong, 2022). However, there are studies that show a
similar impact of fear among different generations (Eger et al., 2021). The income level of the
consumers can also be a relevant variable that leads to panic development (Kaur & Sharma,
2020).

The relationship between external or internal factors and panic behaviors is frequently mediated
by vulnerability and resilience. The literature shows that there is a significant difference
between resilient and vulnerable consumers, the latter ones feeling the threat of the pandemic
in a harsher way, thus developing a more prone panic behavior (Razzak & Yousaf, 2022).
Although loneliness and anxiety contribute to panic buying and although emotions are believed
to have the highest impact on abnormal buying behavior (Patiro et al., 2022), resilience seems
to be an effective variable that protects consumers from maladaptive behaviors (Im et al., 2021).

8
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At the same time, Kursan Milakovi¢ (2021b) claims that both resilience and vulnerability can
influence purchase satisfaction, taking these variables beyond the purchasing behavior per se.

Studies emphasize that there are vulnerability perception differences between developed and
developing countries, the former ones being more resilient, one of the main reasons being the
resources abundance (Yazdanparast & Alhenawi, 2022). Similarly, consumers living in
countries with high uncertainty avoidance and high individualism are more likely to stockpile
(Ahmadi et al., 2022). The difference in stockpiling is also claimed regarding the product type.
While countries like United States of America heavily consume sanitizers and masks, Turkish
consumers prefer pasta, vegetables, oil, sugar, flour, or toilet paper (Giingordii Belbag, 2021).

Managerial implications for reducing abnormal buying

Relying on the findings of the research included in the systematic literature review, the
managerial implications listed in the analyzed studies have been assessed. The systematic data
is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Managerial Implications to Reduce Abnormal Buying, as Delivered
by the Studies Included in the Systematic Literature Review

Stakeholders Categories Specific implications

Provide updated information and transparency regarding available stocks
(Anas et al. 2022; Islam et al., 2021; Anastasiadou et al., 2020; Kursan
Milakovié¢, 2021b; Razzak & Yousaf, 2022; Im et al., 2021; Amaral et al.,
2022).

Avoid messages like “only a few lefi” or “limited stock” (Razzak & Yousaf,
2022).

Inform and educate consumers on the quality of products or services and the
acquisition process during a crisis (Kursan Milakovié, 2021Db).

Get information on the consumer’s desires and challenges during the

shopping process (Anas et al., 2022).

Information
delivery

Consumer
knowledge

Anticipate unusual consumer behavior and design back-up plans (Laato et
al., 2020).

Prioritize consumer trust, satisfaction, and well-being, apart from profit
(Anas et al., 2022).

Prevent stockouts and increase the frequency of refilling the shelves, even in
small amounts (Ahmadi et al., 2021; Chua et al., 2021).

Retailers /
Supermarket
managers

Stock
management

Implement quantity/quota restrictions on key products and design measures
to prohibit bulk buying/over-purchasing (Amaral et al., 2022; Islam et al.,
2021; Keane & Neal, 2021; Razzak & Yousaf, 2022).

Hold extra stocks on key products (Keane & Neal, 2021).

Restructure the supply chain by getting closer to the local and regional
suppliers (Islam et al., 2021).

Online
marketing
improvement

Improve online selling and home delivery system to minimize the perceived
risk (Akter et al., 2021).

Upgrade the online stores to evoke an increased sensation of touch and feel
(Giingordii Belbag, 2021; Rosu et al., 2021).

Encourage online purchasing (Kursan Milakovi¢, 2021b; Mason et al., 2020),
including the strategy “buy online, pick up in store” (Giingdrdii Belbag,
2021).

Incorporate digital technology in the entire supply chain to ensure an
effective communication flow (Islam et al., 2021).

Price policy
adaptation

Avoid unfair selling prices (Anas et al., 2022).

Evaluate discount policies and their potential to reduce impulse buying
proactively (Naeem, 2020).

In-store
measurements

Encourage pre-bookable shopping appointments outside the busiest time
(Gordon-Wilson, 2022)
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Stakeholders Categories Specific implications
Re-design store layouts to improve efficiency of operation and decrease foot
traffic (Mason et al., 2020).
Assess short-term and long-term consequences of panic buying (increased
Business revenues vs. shortage of supplies) (Islam et al., 2021).
model Companies that provide non-essential products/services must prepare
adaptation contingency plans for crisis situations (e.g., no or limited sales) or change
their business models (Vazquez-Martinez et al., 2021).
Information Adapt communication/public announcements to avoid trigger for stockpiling
delivery (Ahmadi et al., 2021).
Consider the culture of the country, the demographic, socio-economic, and
Consumer uncertainty avoidance characteristi(;s when designing gxpectations of
Policy knowledge consumer purchase behavior (Ahmadi et al., 2021; Cervellati et al., 2022).
Observe consumers and determine their vulnerability level (Hill & Sharma,
makers (non- 2020)
governmental = P :
organization) Prov1de. access to mental health support, as stockpiling is a coping
mechanism for anxiety (Amaral et al., 2022).
Well-being Educate the public on maintaining physical (exercising and getting a healthy
management | sleeping routine), mental (stress management through meditation), and
emotional (interacting with friends and family) well-being (Chua et al., 2021;
Im et al., 2021) and self-control (Li et al., 2021).
Communicate messages that decrease fear (Islam et al., 2021) and provide
useful protection information (Li et al., 2021) in a proactive and reactive
manner (Sherman et al., 2021).
Involve celebrities and credible digital influencers to deliver positive
. messages (Islam et al., 2021).
Information - - - :
. Advice consumers to avoid un-necessary information exposure (Sherman et
delivery
al., 2021).
Provide information on the exiting stocks on key products (Islam et al.,
2021).
Government Enhance the awareness of people to control rumors and, thus, panic and fear
(Al et al., 2022).
Assess the vulnerability level of the consumers (Yazdanparast & Alhenawi,
Consumer 2022).
knowledge Design panic-controlling strategies (Ali et al., 2022).
Market Monitor the market in terms of shortage of supply and unreasonably price
monitoring hike (Ali et al., 2022).
Market Establish a limit on the number of items one can buy for a certain product
management | (Chua et al., 2021; Patiro et al., 2022).
International | Cooperation with other countries and to learn from their experiences (Islam
cooperation et al., 2021).
Accurate Provide accurate information and avoid rumors (Ali et al., 2022; Li et al.,
information 2021).
delivery Clarify any misinformation and ban fake news (Im et al.,2021).
Mass-media N Show images of fully stocked selves instead of empty ones (Chua et al.,
Positive 2021).
information Communicate that panic buying is not an effect of the food shortage, but of
delivery fear (Islam et al., 2021).

Use social media to provide positive information (Li et al., 2021).

Source: authors’ research
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The main stakeholders involved in the managerial implications’ discussions are retailers, policy
makers, government, and mass-media. The scholars consider that retailers or the supermarket
managers should take the widest set of measures in case of a crisis. First, they need to have
fluent and permanent communication with the consumers. On the one hand, they need to deliver
the right messages at the right time. On the other hand, they need to listen to the consumers’
needs and develop trust-based interactions. Second, retailers need to develop more efficient
stock management, both offline and online. Finally, they need to control and to adapt price
policies, in-store measures, and adapted business models. Policy makers, besides adapting
communication based on the specific features of the targeted consumers, are believed to be
responsible for the well-being management of the individuals by emotionally educating them.
In the same way, governments can learn from the existing studies that mutual communication
with the consumers is paramount. Likewise, collaborating with retailers and with other
countries can help in developing effective crisis management measures. As a funnel between
political and economic stakeholders, mass media’s lesson highlights the need for accurate and
positive information in times of crisis.

5. Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the normal life of all consumers. It has generated fears,
it has induced vulnerability and, thus, panic-based decisions. Through a synthesized
investigation of 63 studies, the present paper emphasizes important theories and variables used
in explaining maladaptive buying behavior together with a set of managerial implications that
can guide stakeholders in better manage future crisis.

Thus, the study firstly contributes to the consumer behavior literature by providing a
comprehensive overview of the theories used to investigate buying behavior in times of
COVID-19 pandemic (RQ1). Theories as Theory of planned behavior and Stimulus-organism-
response help in structuring a map of paramount variables in explaining abnormal buying
behavior, such as panic buying, hoarding, or stockpiling (RQ2). The external variables detected
are related to governmental initiatives taken during pandemic, to cultural factors specific to the
analyzed country, to economic conditions, to the marketing strategies and media exposure, and
to the social influence. The internal variables refer to the way government and its measures are
perceived, to the perceived scarcity of the national and personal resources, to the perceived
severity and risks of the pandemic, to the perception on the shopping issues, to the capacity of
filtering the received information, to all types of fear, and to socio-demographic variables.
Consequently, as a second scientific contribution, it becomes clear that vulnerability and
resilience are two key factors that interfere and can influence, in a positive or negative way, the
outcome of an abnormal buying behavior. While a vulnerable consumer perceives all the
environmental and internal variables as being harmful, a resilient consumer perceives them as
being more like a challenge and, thus, developing a less prone panic behavior. Accordingly, the
paper contributes to consumer studies with a list of both theories and variables that can be
further used in designing and testing conceptual models.

Practically, by putting together the managerial implications of the existing studies, the paper
offers a guide for a wide range of stakeholders (retailers, policy makers, governments, and
mass-media). The way measures are implemented, and the way information is communicated
are important issues that can reduce vulnerability and increase resilience. The lessons deducted
from the analyzed studies emphasize the need to deliver accurate and positive information, to
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better understand the needs, fears, and perceptions of the consumers, to better manage their
well-being, to manage and adapt in-store stocks and price policies, to improve online marketing,
and to develop international cooperations for best-practices application (RQ3).

The results of the present paper should be assessed in the light of their attached limitations but
opening potential research perspectives. First, the sample is composed only of research papers.
Other scientific documents (e.g., books, journal editorials etc.) were excluded and, for future
perspectives, they might add valuable insights. Moreover, using different search keywords and
strategies might help in diversifying the studies’ sample, and thus the available information.
Although the chosen databases are the most used ones in systematic literature reviews,
supplementing this list might add studies conducted in very specific settings but yet not that
visible. Second, the analysis focuses on a holistic approach, not considering specific timeframes
and the differences between them. For instance, variables that are significant in one certain
pandemic moment might not be that significant in another moment. Thus, future research
should emphasize possible evolutions and changes in the relationship between external and
internal variables and panic behavior. Moreover, the current analysis cannot prove that all
variables are likely to work and be significant during crises, as maladaptive buying behavior
can also be associated with different buying-shopping disorders (Leite et al., 2014). Third,
although the initial aim was to design a comprehensive map with all the variables used in the
analyzed studies to explain buying behavior in a crisis context, the complexity of the existing
relationships made this endeavor unreasonable. The managerial implications of a crisis can be
enlarged by comparing different types of emergency situations, the ultimate goal being that of
developing a guide of actions useful for the stakeholders involved. Finally, although substantial
efforts have been applied to guarantee objectivity, due to the qualitative analysis of the data,
the results might be biased by the authors’ personal understanding of the phenomena.
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defensive change in behavior and attitude when
their freedom to control their own actions is
threatened (Brehm, 1966).
Eger et al, 2021; Truong &| Theory of fear (States that a fear appeal is a message that seeks 2
Truong, 2022 appeal to change people’s behavior by threatening them
with imminent risk or danger (Maddux &
Rogers, 1983).
Anas et al., 2022; Naeem, 2020 Theory of Stresses that external drivers and different 2
impulse buying |circumstances can activate and motivate
customers to impulse and immediate buying
decisions (Stern, 1962).
Ali et al., 2022 Social learning |Accepts that learning takes place in a social 1
theory context through dynamic and reciprocal
interactions between people, environment, and
behavior. New behaviors and knowledge can be
gained by observing and imitating others
(Bandura, 2019).
Razzak & Yousaf, 2022 Cognitive load |States that individuals possess a limited capacity 1
theory to store information at the working memory level
and overloading should be avoided (Sweller,
2011).
Razzak & Yousaf, 2022 Compensatory |Asserts that individuals with a low perceived 1
control theory |control try to overcome it by engaging in
countermeasures to reduce panic and fear (Kay
et al., 2009).
Islam et al., 2021 Competitive |Focuses on how factors as rivalry, social 1
arousal model |facilitation, time pressure, or the need of being
first influence arousal within the decision-
making process (Ku et al., 2005).
Ahmadi et al., 2022 Cultural Explains differences in consumer behavior based 1

dimension theory

on their cultural features and relying on variables
such as power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
masculinity/femininity, and individualism/

collectivism (Hofstede, 2011).
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Lietal., 2021 Dual system |Argues that individuals’ behavior is guided by 1

theory two parallel systems: the impulsive system,
which is intuitive and unconscious, and the
reflexive system, which is controlled and
conscious (Samson & Voyer, 2012).
Chua et al., 2021 Health belief |Claims that behavior depends on both the value 1
model of a certain goal and the perceived of likelihood
of achieving the goal (Janz & Becker, 1984).
Chua et al., 2021 Anticipated  |Drawn for the regret regulation theory (Pieters & 1
regret theory |Zeelenberg, 2007), it refers to the feeling of]
regret followed from inaction (Abraham &
Sheeran, 2003).

Chua et al., 2021 Scarcity theory |Claims that poverty or scarcity can induce a 1
scarcity mindset that imposes suboptimal
decisions and behaviors (Mullainathan & Shafir,
2013).

Singh et al., 2021 Privacy calculus [Highlights that, within a decision-making 1

theory process, an individual examines the benefits and
risks associated with the action (Culnan &
Armstrong, 1999).
Razzak & Yousaf, 2022 Regulatory focus |[Emphasizes how individuals define their goals 1
theory and strive to achieve them accordingly (Higgins,
2012).
Gordon-Wilson, 2022 Self- Explores both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 1
determination |to explain consumer behavior in different
theory situations (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Gordon-Wilson, 2022 Temporal Underlines that consumers build different 1
construal theory [representations of the same situation according
to the perceived proximity of an event in a time
context (Liberman & Trope, 1998).
Satish et al., 2021 Theory of  |Assumes that individuals are more likely to 1
reasoned action |perform a behavior when they have a positive
attitude on it, and when they think others want
them to perform it (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).
Im et al., 2021 Transactional |Describes the way individuals respond to 1
theory of stress |stressful situations using two processes, namely
and coping  |cognitive appraisal and coping (Lazarus &

Folkman, 1984).
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