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Abstract
The changes in consumption habits brought about from the covid-19 pandemic is 
completely reshaping the consumer profiles examined by different organizations. 
The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the consumer behavior studies by ana-
lyzing changes post-disasters. Our paper aims at understanding Italians’ lifestyle and 
behaviours during and post crisis in order to explore what behaviours people would 
keep after the disaster and to identify possible megatrends. Through a mixed method 
approach, we propose a trendy avatar which summarizes in its representation the 
four categories emerged from our explorative study: (1) digital, (2) homescape lov-
ers, (3) responsible and (4) self-care oriented. Drawing on the new behavioural 
consumer profile proposed, some research avenues and managerial implications are 
advanced.

Keywords  Consumer behaviour · Disaster management · Italians lifestyle · Covid-
19 pandemic

1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has emerged as a global catastrophe by affecting every 
feature of our lives. While the capacity to provide forecasting is restricted, it seems 
likely that the impact of COVID-19 is bound to be abrupt and profound in relation to 
marketing strategies and principles (Hoekstra & Leeflang, 2020). The wide-ranging 
upheaval of the COVID-19 outbreak is reconfiguring the discipline of marketing in 
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a variety of directions. Notwithstanding the human catastrophe of the sudden rise in 
deaths and dramatic social effects the pandemic-driven lockdown might represent an 
opportunity to study the singular and unprecedented changes in consumer behavior 
(Sheth, 2020).

Right from the beginning of the pandemic, a large number of empirical studies 
have been published, for instance the study by Naeem (2020) has argued that during 
the COVID-19 pandemic the use of social media has affected customer psychology 
by improving its capacity to take optimal consumption decisions. In the same vein, 
the study by Mason et al. (2020) analyzes the alteration of consumer needs in the 
USA during the lockdown. The authors illustrated that the changes have affected 
both purchasing behavior and post-purchase satisfaction.

Unfortunately, the changes in marketing habits and procedures were provoked by 
such a very rare and unpredictable event as a COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the tra-
ditional marketing frameworks, much more focused on the symbolic value of products 
and hedonistic consumption experiences, seem to partially support the analysis by fail-
ing to capture some external determinants (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Kim et al., 
2019). To address this absence and align the actor-based marketing analysis to such an 
enormous and tragic external event as the COVID-19 pandemic, we have drawn from 
another block of managerial literature that is focused on coping with crisis, catastro-
phe, and disaster. In fact, disaster management is able to provide some frameworks and 
lenses for analysis to reveal the effects of huge, rare, and unpredictable negative events. 
Accordingly, the COVID-19 outbreak acts as a Black Swan (Taleb, 2007) and it can-
not be studied using ordinary theoretical approaches. Therefore, we decided to exam-
ine disaster management to conceptualize the main crisis drivers (Taleb et al., 2009). 
Disaster management studies (Grossi, 2005; Park et al., 2015; Pearson & Clair, 1998; 
Taleb et al., 2009) suggest analyzing the consequences of a catastrophe, adopting an 
event timeline, and splitting a disaster into phases. From the very beginning, market-
ing scholars have addressed the topic of behavioral changes in consumption habits, 
although what seems to be lacking is a deep understanding of the correlation between 
behavioral consumption frameworks and disaster management determinants. Our study 
tries to exploit the stage of the catastrophe recovery scheme, drawing from the disaster 
management field to investigate the real changes in consumption habits. Indeed, our 
work seeks to pursue three objectives: first, investigating consumer lifestyle changes 
due to the lockdown; next, looking further into the behaviors that people are willing to 
make permanent; and last, profiling a new consumer behavioral pattern. Specifically, 
disaster studies provide a mitigation measure scheme that inspired our quantitative 
investigation. Indeed, scholars approached a negative event by listing several mitigating 
measures that, during the outbreak, in Italy just as all around the world, corresponded 
to social distancing and compulsory home life. At the same time, the literature on the 
crisis argues that the reaction of people and a recovery phase always follows that of 
mitigation. As part of the reaction phase, people started to change their habits and also 
consumer behavior, with some of the factors related to the mitigation phase affecting 
consumption paradigms and leading toward simpler lifestyles and to the utilitarian 
value of goods (Cozzolino, 2012). Such a kind of change might be understood as part 
of the reaction or recovery phase in terms of consumer attitudes and resilience. Accord-
ingly, we harness such a chronological perspective with the aim of studying if people 
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will keep the consumption changes after the lockdown and, consequently, if a new con-
sumer behavioral profile will emerge. In other words, this study aims to identify vari-
ous consumer response attitudes. Thus, the research question is: how does COVID-19 
change consumers’ lifestyle and behaviors and what habits will remain post-crisis?

To answer to this research question we chose the Italian situation, because Italy 
was one of the countries most affected by the pandemic; indeed, the official news 
was posted on the Italian Ministry of Health website on March 10, the decree stating 
a limitation of movement for Italian citizens to mitigate the outbreak of the virus. 
Such restrictions were without precedent in Italy. Meanwhile, due to the extraor-
dinary impact on social life and peoples’ habits; citizens were obliged to respect 
social distancing measures; we decided to begin this article during the first phase of 
lockdown in Italy. We immediately thought about analyzing the disaster impact from 
a marketing perspective. We were witnessing a huge catastrophe that would pro-
voke a disruptive transformation in social life. At the same time, consumer behavior 
was changing, so we started to gather data to capture the new direction of customer 
changes.

The phase of data analysis is based on a mixed method approach (Dunning et al., 
2008) organized in two phases (quantitative and qualitative). In order to achieve 
a deep understanding, we set up a semi-structured questionnaire. We investigated 
the adaptation of consumers to new lifestyle habits by structuring the questions to 
achieve a full understanding of what the new consumption habits that the respondent 
has adopted are, and which of them the respondent perceives to be permanent, even 
after the lockdown. To expand comprehension of the phenomenon and for the sake 
of clarity, we arranged a qualitative phase of analysis by interviewing ten respond-
ents belonging to the incumbent sample. This approach permits us have a deep 
insight into consumer changes and its latent categories of new habits that are strictly 
related to pandemic measures.

To accomplish our research project this paper is shaped as follows. In the first 
part we explain the theoretical background that supports our empirical work. Spe-
cifically, the first subsection concerns the exploration of the fundamentals of disas-
ter management. The second part of the theoretical background section shows the 
crucial paradigm on consumer behavior and its evolution during the COVID-19 
outbreak. The second section is dedicated to illustrating the methodology. Due to 
its mixed approach this creates both qualitative and quantitative investigations. The 
section relating to the findings, which replaces the methodical analysis pattern, illus-
trates both the qualitative and quantitative parts. At the end we debate our discus-
sions and provide implications for scholars, practitioners, and policy makers

2 � Literature background

2.1 � Disaster management: a lens of analysis for revealing new behavioral profiles

Disaster management has a huge body of parallel fields of study that can sufficiently 
provide a consistent clarification on the main characteristics of the disaster man-
agement concept. Therefore, the literature has addressed the theme of negative, 
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relevant, and unexpected events labelling the studies in different ways. As a conse-
quence, catastrophe management, emergency management, crisis management, and 
Black Swan management are the strains of literature that contribute to powering the 
understanding of the study of disaster management (Grossi, 2005; Park et al., 2015; 
Pearson & Clair, 1998; Taleb et al., 2009). The fragmentation of the study about dis-
aster management is not just a matter of semantic clarification; instead it is related 
to several facets of disaster events. In fact, a large realm of disaster definitions exists 
(Perry, 2007); this study exploits the definition of McFarlane and Norris (2006, p. 
4). The authors have argued that disasters are “potentially traumatic events that are 
collectively experienced, have an acute onset, and are time-delimited”. A pioneer of 
crisis management like Burnett (1998) described seven categories of changes dur-
ing a catastrophe at business level: (1) heroes are born; (2) changes are accelerated; 
(3) latent problems are faced; (4) people can be changed; (5) new strategies evolve; 
(6) early warning systems develop; and (7) new competitive edges appear (Burnett, 
1998). The outbreak is depicted by exploiting the study of Taleb (2007) as a Black 
Swan event. Accordingly, the COVID-19 pandemic has the main features of a Black 
Swan in that it has an unconstrained impact, with no room for forecasting. The study 
of Neal and Philipps (1995) argues that disaster events open the route to new collec-
tive behaviour. The study has been useful for unpacking the disaster response. It was 
even full of novelty in considering the focal role of a group or subgroup of people 
in moving as a crowd. Disaster management has taken into account the timeline of a 
tragic event, especially for assessing the impact and confronting it. Houston (2012) 
has divided the disaster into phases by splitting it into: a pre-event phase that is hard 
to predict, an event phase that concerns the disaster spread, and a post-event phase 
that corresponds to the negative impact of the event. Cozzolino (2012) has presented 
an interesting approach on the evolution of a disaster and its correlation with the 
recovery path. The author has analyzed catastrophic events by introducing the con-
cept of a disaster management cycle (Marshall & Schrank, 2014). The author argues 
that disaster management is framed as a cycle and that it is essentially formed by 
four categories: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery.

The theoretical framework that supports our study is inspired most of all by Coz-
zolino’s (2012) study. Indeed, we adopt the disaster recovery path to investigate the 
changes in consumer behaviors. Our work exploits the disaster management cycle of 
Cozzolino (2012) to understand the evolution triggered by the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Furthermore, Huston’s (2012) study argues that a disaster is characterized by a post 
event phase that impacts on habits and behaviors. Our theoretical framework takes 
this post-event phase into account to discover customers’ behavioral changes that 
might become permanent. To the best of our knowledge there are no extant studies 
that try to bridge disaster management and customer behavior. The work of Burnett 
is not directly focused on customer behavior, it addresses the changes in organization 
when a disaster occurs. As suggested by Burnett, there are no systematic or widely 
accepted strategies for managing crises (Burnett, 1998). Each disaster concurs with 
the loss of traditional business guidelines; therefore, it is needed to establish steps to 
limit negative impacts on markets. Highlighting this kind of consequence of disaster 
has been a crucial element in anticipating the emergence of spontaneous behavioral 
norms. Guion and his co-authors (2007) have faced the issue of behavioral changes 



91

1 3

Italian Journal of Marketing (2022) 2022:87–106	

of people, but only during the disaster. The authors argue that a catastrophe has the 
capacity to profoundly modify behavior (Guion et al., 2007). As a consequence of 
the negative event, people adopt a new lifestyle to directly or indirectly overcome 
the emergence of the disaster.

2.2 � Italians’ lifestyle and behaviors during the COVID‑19 pandemic

In times of crisis, firms need to pay attention to consumer behaviors, reactions, 
and adaptation (Eger et al., 2021). The unexpected restrictions imposed during the 
COVID-19 outbreak (in early 2020), have made consumers deviate significantly 
from their usual shopping behavior (Eger et al., 2021). The more limited accessibil-
ity of store premises, the increase in digital shopping, the growth of self and home 
care orientation, and some other new habits, are reshaping the consumption para-
digms (Eger et al., 2021). The need to investigate recent trends is crucial and useful 
to design new value propositions and consumer experiences (Dalli, 2004; East et al., 
2016).

Postmodern consumption paradigms have long been characterized by demanding 
consumers oriented to the symbolic value of goods and services and hedonistic con-
sumption experiences (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Kim et al., 2019). After the 
COVID-19 crisis, some effects such as lockdown, social distancing, the shortage of 
available resources, home life, more time available, and the fear of contagion, have 
brought people back to simpler lifestyles and to the utilitarian value of goods (Sheth, 
2020), such as buying food and basic goods, going out to the grocer’s, and using 
technology to feel close to loved ones.

New normal life derived from the consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
pointed out the importance of time, space, and relations (Ferraresi, 2020), while 
increased digital adoption changed mobility patterns, changed purchasing behavior, 
increased awareness of health, and changed interpersonal behavior (SwisseRE insti-
tute, 2020).

With particular reference to purchasing and consumption behavior, before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Italian consumers could mainly be identified as traditional 
shoppers, and only to a minor degree as online shoppers (called switch) (Zhai et al., 
2017; Eger et al., 2021). Traditional shoppers and online shoppers use a single chan-
nel to shop, meanwhile switch shoppers are shoppers who buy online but have pre-
viously explored the store in the pre-purchase stage. If, previously, these shopping 
behaviors depended on many reasons, such as: type of products to buy, motivation 
(task or leisure), age, culture, the exogenous event of the pandemic and its restric-
tions have totally removed these paradigms by changing lifestyles and behaviors and 
shaping new habits and new consumption models toward a massive use of digitali-
zation, a healthy lifestyle, and a local shopping orientation (Eger et al., 2021).

On this point, some recent studies have investigated the possible impact on 
individual habits and social consumption trends after the pandemic. For example, 
Sheth (2020) has analyzed the immediate impact derived from the general lock-
down on consumer behavior with eight elements: 1. Hoarding, 2. Improvisation, 
3. Pent-up demand, 4. Embracing digital technology (e.g. online meetings, digital 
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education), 5. Shops come to the home, 6. Blurring of work-life boundaries, 7. 
Reunions with friends and family and 8. Discovery of talent. In the same vein, 
Hoekstra and Leeflang (2020) discussed the impact of the pandemic on consumer 
behavioral changes and five possible new marketing megatrends. In particular, the 
authors observed that digital technology should be used to enhance the connec-
tion between consumers and firms in a more emotional way (Connected Consum-
ers); shopping habits have been characterized by the use of digital platforms and 
the consumption of local goods (shopping reinvented); moreover, authors have 
observed a propensity to protect health and lifestyle as new priorities for consum-
ers (Healthy Living). An additional megatrend derived from an observation of the 
economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the particular condi-
tion of middle and lower economic classes, who are keen to maintain their eco-
nomic position and lifestyles (Middle Class and Lower Class Retreat). Finally, 
the authors observe a possible depopulation of large cities, where green areas are 
likely to become saturated soon, as well as a switch of market frontiers due to the 
impact of COVID-19 measures (e.g. the conversion of tourist services into agri-
culture) (Shifting Market Frontiers).

Against this backdrop, an interesting analysis may be carried out at a country 
level in the Italian context. Italy is well known all over the world for its food, art, 
fashion, and the Italian lifestyle, characterized by healthy consumption of food, 
healthy physical activity, and healthy prevention (Nomisma, 2020). Especially in 
some northern regions, this lifestyle was marked by fast work rhythms, well-defined 
roles within the family, and a lot of social activity (Nomisma, 2020). Italy was one 
of the countries most affected by the pandemic with over two million cases and over 
one hundred thousand dead (OMS, 2021). With the strict restrictions imposed by 
the Government, the COVID-19 pandemic has suddenly slowed down this lifestyle. 
On the one hand, it forced many cancellations (e.g. going to the restaurant, going to 
the gym, travelling), returning the country to the consumption of the 1980s. On the 
other hand, there was a speeding up of the dynamics of technological innovation, 
such as smart working, e-grocery, distance learning, and all public services, which 
were suddenly digitized (Deloitte, 2020). Furthermore, the need to stay at home has 
created a kind of comfort zone where Italians took refuge, especially to cook, unlike 
in previous years where there was almost an escape from the stove (Coop2020 
Report). Thanks to the availability of time, the search for healthy food, and the need 
to reduce the family budget, people were made more aware and responsible, not only 
by cooking everything at home but also by purchasing from local suppliers (Can-
cello et al., 2020).

According to recent data (Nomisma, 2020), these trends also seem to have been 
confirmed in the months following the lockdown, in the so-called new normality, 
where people have shown a maintenance of respect for the hygiene and health regu-
lations imposed by the pandemic, continuing to buy online and preferring sustain-
able products.

While the majority of the recent literature on consumer behavioral changes in 
Italy after the lockdown has been focused on food habits, this research aims to 
explore how the restrictions imposed by COVID-19 may influence long-term behav-
ioral intentions, becoming new consumer trends. The present study contributes to 
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the debate on behavioral changes and new trends of consumption and offers interest-
ing insights for managers and policymakers.

3 � Methodology

The purpose of this research is threefold. First, it analyzes the consumer lifestyle 
during the COVID-19 lockdown; second, it explores the behaviors that people 
would keep after the lockdown, and finally, it proposes to define the new consumer 
behavioral profile. Therefore, this study adopted a mixed-method approach (Dun-
ning et al., 2008).

To achieve the research aims, we adopted an exploratory sequential strategy, first 
starting with a quantitative analysis and then using a qualitative assessment to gain 
more insights into the individuals’ perspectives toward identifying themselves under 
the categories revealed by the results of the quantitative study (Mikalef et al., 2019). 
More specifically, our research efforts comprise two phases. In phase 1, motivated 
by the aim of research, we used quantitative methods (explorative survey) and then, 
with the aim of analyzing if something changed five months after the end of the 
lockdown, in phase 2 we developed a qualitative analysis (short discussions) on pre-
vious respondents who have previously filled in the online survey in the first stage 
of the study (Mehta et al., 2020; Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). This study was con-
ducted in Italy because Italy was one of the countries most affected by the pandemic 
with 4,449,606 confirmed cases and 128,510 dead (OMS, August 2021). With the 
closure of all work activities (except for the primary goods supply chain), the forced 
transition to the use of digital technology to work and study, and the duty to stay at 
home, lifestyles have been profoundly reconfigured (Sheth, 2020).

3.1 � Quantitative study

To examine the behavioral profile and lifestyles during the lockdown, a survey-
based instrument was conducted on an Italian sample of people (n = 810) through a 
semi-structured questionnaire administrated via digital tools. The questionnaire was 
divided in five sections. Closed and open questions were included in the question-
naire. Given that the study was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, it did 
not precisely follow pre-existing measurement scales. Therefore, the mixed method 
study adopted is based on the sequential in-depth qualitative phase after the quanti-
tative survey, which helps to confirm the results which emerged from the explora-
tive study or reveals if something changed in the first section of the questionnaire 
related to the behavioral profile of the respondents during the lockdown. Individuals 
were asked to indicate their level of adjustment with each of the items related to ten 
questions (see Table 1) about opinions and adaptation to the COVID-19 conditions, 
using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (for nothing) to 5 (totally). To explore 
the behavioral intentions, people were invited to answer the following questions: 
“Are there any consumption habits that you will keep in the future after the pan-
demic crisis?” and “If yes, could you tell us what they are?”.
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Data resulting from this open question were analyzed adapting the thematic anal-
ysis approach by Braun and Clarke (2006), where each author searched for meanings 
and patterns using an iterative and hermeneutical approach.

Thematic analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analyzing, and report-
ing patterns or themes within the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79). Through this 
process, initial codes were produced from a frequency analysis. Then, based on an 
inductive-deductive approach to the thematic analysis, we have manually identi-
fied some codes as an expression of the ideas or feelings given in the text (e.g. “I 
will keep going to shop online” has been coded into “online shopping”; “I want to 
save money and shop once a week for food” has been coded into “weekly planning 
of food shopping”) which were organized into broader categories (themes). After-
wards, the categories were re-examined and checked against the codes and the orig-
inal data. Then we manually look at the codes we have created, identify patterns 
among them, and start to come up with themes. With the aim to identify behavioral 
factors, several codes were combined into a single theme to highlight the essential 
meaning (see Table 2 and the Fig. 1).

As national lockdown in Italy lasted from 9th of March to 18th of May, to be sure 
of capturing feelings derived from a new lifestyle, our questionnaire was dissemi-
nated in May 2020, almost at the end of the two month lockdown. Non-probability 
snowball sampling was used for the online survey due to the lack of an appropriate 
sampling frame (Nguyen et al., 2020). The questionnaire was disseminated via email 
to different groups of people (different age and work groups and residing across dif-
ferent areas in Italy) to prevent the formation of a homogeneous sample (Del Chi-
appa et al., 2021). People were invited to fill in the Google form and requested to 
find additional respondents. After a week of dissemination, a total of 810 surveys 
were returned.

3.2 � Qualitative study

Second, a qualitative approach was followed (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010) by 
using short discussions. Since the primary purpose of qualitative studies is to 
acquire relatively more comprehensive, updated knowledge on a specific topic, 

Table 1   Codes and extraction process. Source: Adapted from Braun & Clarke, (2006)
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a short discussion is a convenient method to match such purposes (Lamont & 
White, 2005). Due to the exceptionality of the event, we adopted a qualitative 
approach after the explorative survey to verify if something had changed five 
months after the end of lockdown.

Table 2   The socio-demographic profile of the sample

Online 
shoppingI will keep going to 

I will keep the habit of 

I will buy online what I 
used to buy in the store I will keep the 

convenience of buying 
from home

The online purchase of products 
for which in-store purchase is not 
necessary

Fig. 1   An example of thematic map. Source: Authors’ elaboration
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Hence, ten random short discussions were conducted in October 2020 with previ-
ous respondents who had previously filled in the online survey in the first stage of 
the study.

The focus of the discussions was to gain more insights into the individuals’ per-
spectives toward identifying themselves under the latent categories revealed by the 
results of the quantitative study. Respondents received an introduction to the pur-
pose of the study and an explanation of the four latent categories of new habits. The 
following are examples of questions asked during the discussion: “how do you feel 
after two months of lockdown?” “how much have you adapted yourself to the new 
lifestyle required by the pandemic?”, “Are there any consumption habits that you 
will keep in the future after the pandemic crisis?” and “If yes, could you tell us what 
they are?” It was noticed that after the 7th discussion, the quality and quantity of 
information gained was almost repeated and no more ideas about the new lifestyle 
trends after COVID-19 were evolving, which is a signal of “data saturation” (Guest 
et al., 2006). To make sure that the data obtained was sufficient for the current study, 
three more discussions were added. Each discussion lasted between 15 and 22 min. 
A code containing letters to denote the first letter of the participant’s name followed 
by a number (the age of the participant), and M/F to indicate their gender is assigned 
to each quote in the transcript to protect the anonymity of the participants. Tran-
scripts were analyzed by using the coding process of dividing data into codes and 
themes related to the segments (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Interpretation of data col-
lected helped in informing and further explaining the study results.

4 � Findings

4.1 � Quantitative findings

The socio-demographic profile of the sample is presented in Table 2. The majority 
of the interviewees were female (63.2%). In terms of age, 58 per cent were between 
21 and 30, 17 per cent were between 31 and 40, 15 per cent above 41, and 10 per 
cent were below 20. The majority of the sample were from southern Italy (59.4%), 
26.5 per cent from northern Italy, and 14.1 per cent from central Italy. In terms of 
employment status, a large portion of the sample (46.7%) were students, while the 
rest of the sample was divided among employed (26.7%), workers (6.9%), self-
employed (7.5%), entrepreneurs (1.9%), and unemployed (10.5%).

With the aim of verifying how much the lifestyle and habits of the Italians have 
changed during the lockdown, participants were asked if and how much their eat-
ing, study, and work habits have changed and how much they adapted themselves to 
these new dynamics of daily life (see Table 3). Before proceeding with the questions 
illustrated in the tables, respondents were asked if they had the opportunity to con-
tinue their work from home (70%).

Despite this extraordinary and forced change, respondents showed a satisfactory 
level of adjustment. Moreover, people also asserted that some of the new habits (e.g. 
home working, home studying) should be implemented even after the pandemic 
emergency. On the other hand, concerning leisure activities (e.g. eating out vs home 
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delivery), people showed a propensity to go back to eating out in the post-COVID 
stage. In addition, regarding shopping behavior, people showed a change in their 
approach to shopping. However, during the lockdown, they felt they were not much 
influenced by advertising. Overall, in response to the last question, people showed 
a high propensity to return to pre-COVID life, even if they have appreciated some 
changes.

To understand the appreciated habits that people would keep after the pandemic, 
respondents were asked “Are there any habits you will keep in your post-COVID 
stage?” 65 per cent responded positively.

In a first step analysis, in order to obtain quick feedback from the question, a 
frequency analysis was performed. It revealed two relevant habits that people would 
keep in their new lifestyle: online shopping and home cooking. In addition, the table 
illustrated some interesting insights, with similar frequencies. To move from the list 
format to something that provides a better basis for the identification of new behav-
ioral trends of information, in a second step we applied the identify-categories strat-
egy (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Vaughn & Turner, 2016), which is discussed in the next 
paragraph.

4.2 � Qualitative findings

After having verified similar topics in the manifest responses, we developed cod-
ing that makes connections between similar themes. Thus, we tried to combine the 
manifest definitions with similar meanings, similar values, similar goals and similar 
tools into themes. Four themes have been identified which help to shape the new 
profile of Italian consumers after the COVID-19 lockdown.

The first category is digital resulting from the unified items “online shopping” 
and “digital meetings”; the second category has been called homescape lovers, 
which is the manifestation of all the home-related items (home cooking, home 
delivery, food delivery, home working, spending more time at home); the third cat-
egory has been named responsible to group all the items related to a more conscious 
behavior (saving money, doing proximity shopping, avoiding waste, more reasoned 
purchases, weekly planning of food shopping). Finally, the fourth category has been 
labelled as self-care oriented to indicate the items related to personal care (wearing 
a face mask, social distancing, personal and home care, eating healthy food, physical 
activities, and time for hobbies).

The data collected from the discussions revealed that all the participants inter-
viewed in the second stage identified themselves in the four categories. In particu-
lar, regarding the category ‘digital’, a participant indicated “During the lockdown I 
appreciated the time spent at home, despite the new reorganization of work, spaces 
and family” and “Even though my work has partially returned, I continue to spend 
a lot of time at home through digital tools” (Y54, F). Another participant indicated 
“I see myself in the habits indicated and for the future I’m trying to maintain a more 
balanced work-life lifestyle, take better care of myself and the environment for a 
better society” (M55, M). On this point, another participant found himself in the 
categories responsible behavior and homescape lover and said “I would definitely 
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keep the habit of buying more stocks of basic goods and continue cooking at home, 
because I like it and it is certainly more hygienic and safe”.

Two participants declared that they had completely changed their lifestyle and 
that the time spent at home also changed their consumption behavior, especially in 
terms of values. Accordingly, one participant said “I saved money and I am cur-
rently not interested in buying non-primary goods” (G43, F). In addition, when we 
asked what changes you would bring with you in your post-COVID life, some of 
the participants declared “Home life made me think about life priorities: caring for 
myself, the environment, and loved ones” (M67, M). Additionally, an interesting 
comment came from a young participant who said “Despite the fact that COVID 
robbed me of the pleasure of seeing my friends and colleagues, I appreciated the 
utility of following lessons from home and I would like this possibility to always 
remain after this” (H65, M).

Overall, discussions confirmed the categories that emerged from the coding by 
confirming that the main behaviors that people would like to maintain even beyond 
the pandemic emergency are related to a more responsible behavior, oriented toward 
taking care of oneself and others, especially the environment, and a new awareness 
of the use of technology and home spaces.

5 � Discussion and conclusion

COVID-19 has revealed the unstable foundations upon which much of what we take 
for granted in the developed world is built, from the complex nature of globalized 
manufacturing chains and infrastructures to just-in-time supermarket deliveries, as 
well as stark contrasts between public health systems or those financed by private 
insurance. Furthermore, the results attested that this pandemic has produced many 
changes in the lifestyles of the individual and of society as a whole. Lockdown cre-
ated resilience and improvisation behaviors, which influenced behavioral intentions 
in a post-crisis stage.

We derived a new behavioral consumer profile by presenting a trendy avatar (see 
Fig. 1) which summarizes in its representation the four categories that emerged from 
our explorative study: (1) digital, (2) homescape lovers, (3) responsible and (4) self-
care oriented (Fig. 2).

The avatar summarized the main evidence, which helped us to shape and pro-
pose the new profile of Italian consumers to manage the disaster after the COVID-
19 lockdown. Indeed, the results presented in the previous Tables 2 and 3 attest to 
the fact that consumption behaviors in the next few years will not only be related 
to well-known and consolidated trends, such as the growing attention to health and 
wellbeing and the greater connection and sharing of information through digital 
devices, but also new orientations that will change the styles of living and consumer 
shopping globally.

In particular, the results of Table 2 show customers switching habits in favour of 
online shopping and adopting the principle of proximity when in need of a “brick 
and mortar store”. Another piece of evidence referred to the rise in awareness about 
wellbeing and personal care (e.g. wearing a mask), and also that there is an increase 
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in interest in environmental issues and new ideas of living together. For these rea-
sons, the new behavioral consumer profile shows the adoption of more responsible 
consumption behavior, for instance waste reduction, frugality, and the remodulation 
of the shopping budget and homemade cooking. Furthermore, one of the main driv-
ers toward these personal and family changes has been the activation of smart work-
ing for many workers, and for others, the temporary suspension of work as a result of 
the closure of businesses and workplaces (for example, shops and restaurants). Thus, 
the concept of the house is being expanded by adding the perspective of a workplace 
i.e. home working, and reinforcing the idea of the pivotal place of families.

As illustrated above in Table  3, the respondents described that the lockdown 
period allowed exploration of hobbies and interests (e.g. home cooking) that we may 

Fig. 2   A new behavioral 
consumer profile presented by a 
trendy avatar Source: Authors’ 
elaboration

Table 3   Behavioral profile

n = 810

Lifestyle habits Overall mean

How much did you change your habits during COVID-19 emergency? 4
How much have your eating habits changed? 3.8
How much have your work/study habits changed? 4.4
How much has your way of shopping changed? 3.5
How much have you adapted to the new lifestyle? 4
How much do you think this new way of life can be better than before? 3.1
How much do you think this new way of work/study can be efficient in a post-COVID 

stage?
3.5

In the post-Covid-19 stage, do you think you will reduce your outgoings in favor of home 
delivery?

2

How much did you feel influenced by advertising during this period? 2
How long before you would like to return to your pre-COVID life? 4.5
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never have had before. Many consumers want to keep these behaviors after the lock-
down, are spending much more time cooking, and are paying more attention to food. 
Even if physically distant, digital technologies and social media have allowed us to 
enter the homes of others and to connect with them (Tables 4 and 5).

The knock-on effect of these behavioral changes can be the decline in the value 
of properties in large cities and the increase in the number of people who decide to 
move outside the metropolis, to the suburbs or to rural areas: a reversal of the trend 
compared to the beginning of the industrial revolution.

The economic impact was terrible, the effort and measures to neutralize the out-
break had a negative impact on different sectors. It occurred without any scope for 
predictions and it found the world completely unprepared to control and manage 
the outbreak and its consequences. As our very lives, companies, communities, and 
countries have been disrupted by this dramatic event, so too will be the philoso-
phies, ideologies, and fundamental principles that theorize management studies, and 
more specifically the marketing field.

Furthermore, our results offer an interesting focus on utilitarian value (Overby & 
Lee, 2006; Li et al., 2018) as a need after the emergency period, contrary to the pre-
COVID stage where consumers were more demanding and hedonistic in their con-
sumption experience. For these reasons, grabbing and developing new paradigms 
(e.g. new lifestyle habits) to understand the impact of disasters on customer habits is 
relevant for the advancement of marketing studies because the situation we are likely 
to see continue after the pandemic will be that of many employees who continue to 
work from home.

Indeed, our research has shown that such a system worked during the lockdown, 
and this evidence will force many executives to no longer appeal to traditional argu-
ments against requests for permission to work from home. This condition could 
in turn lead to a change in the expectations and culture of the workplace, where 
employees are evaluated based on their achievement in terms of the effectiveness 
and efficiency of the objectives assigned to them, and not on how many hours they 
sit behind their desk in the office. For these reasons, people who could continue to 
benefit from the extra time they have at home will be those whose working lifestyle 
has changed irreversibly. This situation is likely to favor employees over service 
industry workers, which means that not everyone will benefit equally from these 
changes in the future. Despite being enormously disruptive and painful, crisis man-
agement invariably also fuels the emergence of more reasoned purchases and prox-
imity shopping by creating a more responsible profile. The difficulty in finding sim-
ple consumer products, or the inability to go shopping in stores, or perhaps just the 
fact that many of us had more time available, have developed online shopping skills 
by exploiting food delivery and resourcefulness in avoiding waste that have been 
largely shared online. Social media has opened small windows to share and com-
pare with others regarding the different reaction mechanisms to the crisis through 
digital meetings. For these reasons, these conceptual limits related to these complex 
situations within disaster management have led to different lifestyles and behaviors. 
Other respondents have even affirmed the habit of dedicating themselves to physical 
activity around the house, or simply personal and home care in a small space on the 
windowsill of an urban window.
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6 � Implications

We used the COVID disaster event in order to see what is happening to consumer 
behavior during and after the event, especially regarding consumer behavior and 
lifestyle changes post-crisis. To answer this question, the study examined the Italian 
context to explore how Italians have already begun to make changes in their daily 
lives that allow the definition of a new consumer behavioral profile.

Our theoretical contribution refers to the consumer behavior literature (Mason 
et al., 2020; Naeem et al., 2020; Shet, 2020; Eger et al., 2021) by offering some meg-
atrends that may affect future marketing trajectories. Indeed, the results provide a 
new behavioral profile based on four categories, which could be interesting insights 
for future research. Second, our study seeks to exploit the disaster management per-
spective (Grossi, 2005; Park et al., 2015; Pearson & Clair, 1998; Taleb et al., 2009) 
in order to understand what post-crisis changes in consumers’ lifestyle and behavior 
(Shet, 2020; Eger et al., 2021) will have a definitive impact and what will not persist 
for a long time.

We attempt to develop some interesting implications for scholars and practition-
ers through this proposal of a new behavioral consumer profile.

Starting from the observation of the effects of the pandemic as a disastrous 
event on health, economy, and society, we analyzed the changes in the lifestyle 
and behavior of Italians, strongly affected by the pandemic, with the final purpose 
to identify possible future trajectories in purchase and consumption models. The 
four categories identify trends that were unimaginable until a year ago and which 
instead are characterizing these months, and perhaps they will enter into future 

Table 5   Categorical coding Codes Theme

Online shopping Digital
Digital meetings
Home cooking Homescape lover
Food delivery
Home delivery
Home working
Spending more time at home
Weekly planning of food shopping Responsible
Save money
More reasoned purchases
Avoiding waste
Proximity shopping
Wearing a face mask Self-care oriented
Social distancing
Personal and home care
More healthy food
Physical activity
More time for hobbies
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behaviors, at least for a while, effectively reconfiguring the transaction models of 
sales, communication, etc.

Referring to the managerial implications, firms can consider the deployment 
of new business models to face the rise in online purchasing and behavioral con-
sumer changes, which affect the logistics chain. On the other hand, the recon-
figuration of the customer timeframe is changing from daily purchasing to weekly 
planning. This is because daily habits are changing in favor of the pleasure of 
cooking for oneself, which has been rediscovered, avoiding take-away dinners 
when returning from the office, carefully choosing a recipe, chopping and mixing 
ingredients, enjoying, in short, the process of preparing a meal. For these reasons, 
large scale distribution should take account of this significant evolution by updat-
ing its discount plan. Finally, organizations have to rethink their product and ser-
vices proposals by considering the redesign of homespace as a new opportunity. 
Indeed, the respondents affirmed that they have been involved in a large number 
of creative projects during the lockdown at home with their family. Additionally, 
personal care organizations such as beauty companies have to consider that many 
Italians have rediscovered activities and habits that were lost due to a hectic mod-
ern life: making things exclusively for themselves and realizing how deeply satis-
fying and fulfilling this can be.

Referring to the theoretical implications, scholars interested in consumer behav-
ior studies and disaster management literature (Grossi, 2005; Park et al., 2015; Pear-
son & Clair, 1998; Taleb et al., 2009) can exploit this research by considering the 
lens of this study on Italian consumers during the COVID pandemic, which shows 
interesting insights on new habits and consumption experiences post-crisis. In line 
with the study by Shet (2020), we contribute to this field of literature of consumer 
behavior by examining the consumer lifestyle during the COVID-19 lockdown in 
order to explore post-disaster behaviors that people would keep after the lockdown, 
and finally, we propose a new consumer behavioral profile (see Fig. 1).

7 � Limitations and future research

Our analysis has some limitations. First, it is closely connected to the COVID-19 
disaster in Italy; therefore, we invite future researchers to study these behaviors in 
different contexts to understand if the model is replicable. Furthermore, we aimed to 
raise awareness of the necessity to examine these behavioral issues in depth in com-
plex environments and situations, trying to conceptually classify them into homo-
geneous elements that shape the four main categories of the new consumer profile 
proposed in this study.

Future research could be carried out by profiling the sample to identify possible 
latent clusters; moreover, the consumer perspective and the highlighted consumer 
behavioral changes provide the opportunity to investigate the firm’s response to the 
new needs and attitudes.
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