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Sustainable Consumer Behavior, namely a new sustainable consumer model, refers to major shifts in buying and

consumption habits. Nevertheless, these shifts were lagging as consumers resisted change in the comfort of old habits.

This comfort was shaken up by the COVID-19 outbreak that forced us to rethink every aspect of our lives. Therefore, this

crisis context seems the perfect opportunity to shift towards the sustainable consumer model.
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1. Introduction

As consumption has become an exceedingly important part of our daily lives, it has come to be treated as a subject

deserving scholarly inquiry. This focus, though, is relatively new. Historically, the study of sociology and other research

disciplines is dominated by what has been labeled as productivist bias. Production and function were preferred

overconsumption by classical thinkers such as Adam Smith and Karl Marx and, until recently, by contemporary social

observers . Beginning in the 1960s, anthropologists, economists, political scientists, and sociologists began to

objectively criticize this productivist bias by explaining the role of demand and consumers in industrial culture growth, both

historically and empirically. Miller et al. (1998) describe three periods of consumer research, with the first beginning in the

1960s and culminating in the late 1970s with the loss of factory employment and conventional working-class society in

Western societies . Researchers found that consumption entered the social sciences during the second stage of

consumer research, which continued from the late 1970s to the early 1990s. Consumption was recognized as a critical

component of industrialization, rather than just a byproduct of it, at that time . Interestingly, one might argue that a

consumerist bias arose during this second stage when consumption was often examined independently from

manufacturing processes. It was particularly true for research that focused on consumer’s subjectivity and postmodern

culture .

This neglect of productivity began to be rectified in the early 1990s and persists today throughout the third stage of

consumer research, which links consumer behavior to worker care and the environmental impact of production and

consumption. The historical history of consumerism, especially in the United States, is an expanding field of study 

. Efforts to incorporate ethical, social, and political issues are now focused on the public, including the

belief that customers are activists and people who can exercise social and political rights in the marketplace 

.

Many researchers have recently turned their focus to the environmental effects of consumption. Paul Ehrlich, who

authored the well-known books “The Population Bomb” (1968) and “Population Explosion” (1990), has shifted his focus to

arguing that “consumption factor” needs to be studied rather than population . A worldwide consumer movement has

also changed Norman Myer’s focus on environmental impact, stating that we are in the middle of one of the most

significant changes in the industry’s history: the rise of the developing-country population . The rapid increase in the

numbers of these new customers poses us with one of the most significant potential challenges: how to accomplish ever-

greater resource consumption—or an alternate sort—without drastically diminishing the economic foundation on which our

economies rest . Sustainable use is seen as a means for bettering the quality of living , both materially and

environmentally. Both technology advancements  and marketplace strategies are essential aspects of sustainable

consumption through : shared and guaranteed basic needs of the global community; enhancing or creating intellectual

capital; and social consciousness and equable spread of resources . Research has shown that sustainable

consumption is related to human growth but needs additional money from personal wages, informal jobs, and natural

resources .

The subject of consumption is the arena of many determinations in the field of critical sociology, the ground on which the

consumer’s “right of preference” is readily assimilated to a veil of delusion. The dramatic increase in critique also signifies

the passing of an age and the subsequent “normal transition” from that subject. Baudrillard’s essay on the “consumption
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society” (1970) did not mean the end of the social form he was attempting to dismantle; on the contrary, it was the

beginning of a new one . His condemnation of the impact of consumption on human liberty and social relations has

been prevalent—considering his lack of motivation to leave this form of culture. On the opposite, the world of tangible

products, sold or purchased, has never been so widespread (and, we may add, urgent) in our society as it is now, thanks

to the apparent “virtualization” of commercial exchanges.

Consumers and end-of-chain consumers of products produced worldwide must accept additional obligations as a result of

globalization. Consumerism helps to underwrite global socioeconomic, intergenerational, and ecological inequity in our

world. There is no possible growth in the economy without expansion of demand fostered by the entire system, especially

from customers. In modern times, it can be described as a society governed by a growth-based economy and succumbs

to a market economy of growth. Humans are tempted to use things as a means to achieve a more extraordinary life and

live to consume more things; it is, for that reason, that simple. The usage and consumption cannot occur if the

environmental ecosystem hits its limits, as much as the oppression of scarce resources does.

Consumer behavior is described as consumers looking for, buying, using, reviewing, and disposing of, respectively, goods

that meet their needs . When resources are scarce, the actions of individuals involve factors that contribute to

consumption and spending (time, capital, effort) . It considers what/why/when/where/how often they buy it, how often

they use it, how much they assess those decisions, and how they manage to dispose of it.

The study of consumer behavior started in the mid- to late-1960s. Since there was no tradition or body of scientific

research to go on its own, marketing theorists often pulled in ideas from other scientific disciplines, including psychology

(the individual), sociology (groups), social psychology (group influence), anthropology (society) and economics, to create

a new discipline from the ground . Up to this point, much of consumer behavior has been derived from economic

theory, consumers seeking to make full use of their advantages (satisfactions). Later studies have shown that customers

are as likely to buy impulsively and motivated not only by family and friends but also by emotions, advertisements,

situations, and the feelings they are experiencing. The perspectives gained from each source work together to provide a

complete image of customer behavior, taking into account both the cognitive and emotional decision-making aspects 

.

To better understand people’s basic demands while protecting the environment, a definition for these “needs” has to be

given. We all should benefit from growth. Social considerations and altruism are crucial for long-term success. As the

world should be available for future generations, it must be preserved and restored. On the one hand, traditional forms of

production and consumption and modern ones, like sustainable economies, are contrasted with conventional economic

models. On the other hand, corporate values, business ethics, and corporate governance pose the challenge of

integrating environmental and social concerns into corporate strategies.

Following debates about public goods, such as physiological and psychological needs, this distinction has proved biased

and even unsustainable. Some sociologists and anthropologists believe that all needs are cultural. In contrast, others

claim that products are merely used as a means of material culture from which groups attempt to enforce their

boundaries. According to Baudrillard, the fundamental issue with most consumer culture consumption is that it reflects a

long-suppressed appetite of those who live in it .

However, the level of sophistication of consumption has risen over the years. Recent social trends should be included in

the study of consumer preferences, including the following :

The triumph of the demand side over the supply side, as well as the rise of the customer as a sovereign subject willing

to assert control over the market. New sources of knowledge and communication, ample opportunities, and new

evaluation capabilities have altered consumption behavior. All of this affects both the selection of items to be consumed

and how they are used/consumed.

There will be new varieties of contact between consumers and firms because of free-market standards being applied

within self-regulation.

The impact of the producer’s marketplaces requires corporate ethics, market accountability, risk assessment, and audit

in production.

Brands play an important role in behavior because they affect family, community, education, the workplace, and

everyday life and work, and they are part of a much larger scale of social networks.
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At the same time, new alliances between groups that are mutually opposed, such as customers and unions, and forces

that transcend markets, would arise within the context of globalization.

Finally, policies that target individual consumption often employ prescriptive elements (such as taxes or information) to

justify consumers’ behavior. Individuals can engage in sustainable development’s social and environmental aspects, but

institutional limits govern their responsibilities. As resources and processes are inseparable, behaviors can fundamentally

alter our decisions and how our social class affects our thought patterns. The good news is that improvements in

consumption are possible and should be welcomed.

To face the current growth demands, consumer-goods firms may need to take on a new strategy. Data-driven marketing,

marketing via digital means , and programmatic mergers and acquisitions  would be significant for their goals to be

achieved.

According to a McKinsey & Company report , based on both CEO surveys and consumer research, there were

identified ten trends (Figure 1) that are believed to shape the industry over the following years (primarily driven by COVID-

19).

Figure 1. Key trends shaping the industry: CEOs’ views of fundamental industry-shaping changes, and shopping

intentions of consumers.

The COVID-19 crisis has intensified the movement toward more organic, affordable, and local goods, with no sign of

abating. Across Europe, 30% of respondents intend to spend more on healthy eating and wellness in 2021 versus 2020,

24% plan to spend more on regional and local goods, and 19% plan to spend more on environmentally friendly products.

Many individualized factors continue to affect these patterns, including economic conditions . Consumers who have

more disposable income tend to be less frugal in their spending habits and more open to health and nutrition. To a large

degree, lower-income populations concentrate on what they can afford and less on what they need concerning healthier

food choices.

2. Leveraging COVID-19 Outbreak for Shaping a More Sustainable
Consumer Behavior

Using as a starting point consumers’ perception and take on their financial situation and their overall professional life is

argued by the fact that consumers’ estimation of their future financial situation is a salient indicator of “consumer

confidence” that is one predictor of consumers buying behavior. As Solomon et al.  show, “when people are pessimistic

about their prospects and the state of the economy, they tend to cut back their spending and take on less debt.” The

respondents’ estimation and perception that their financial situation is mostly worse or significantly worse than 3 months

ago are consistent with the Eurostat results showing a decrease of 4.8% in 2020 in the total employment income at the

EU level . When estimating their future financial situation, respondents proved a pretty optimistic perspective on their

future, which might result from our culture’s optimistic bias discovered by Druică et al. . All these elements related to

income and perception of the financial present and future situation are essential in understanding the underlying elements

that influence consumer behavior and how it is exposed to changes in the COVID-19 era. These results show how
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uncertainty has the power to influence consumers’ dark views over their financial outcomes. Moreover, the moment this

uncertainty becomes a bit more specific (or maybe, the moment consumers get used to that level of uncertainty),

expectations and perception become more optimistic for the Romanian consumer.

When referring to the impact of perceptions over the financial situation, perceiving that the financial situation is currently

worse than it used to be 3 months ago might also be one of the causes why respondents believed that prices have

increased during the outbreak. Besides their subjective bias, respondents’ perception of price increases is supported by a

report issued by Euromonitor  arguing that “spending on essentials such as food, non-alcoholic beverages, and

housing is likely to rise mainly due to higher costs of living (especially food prices)”, a statistic also consistent with 57.7%

of the respondents that said that their food consumption did not increase in terms of quantity. Despite not changing in

terms of quantity, for sure, the habits that led the way while purchasing have changed. Some of the changes discovered in

our research prove that consumers are making more prudent purchasing decisions while buying more and more

discounted products. It confirms a study conducted by McKinsey  showing that 12 disruptive trends have battered the

model for the consumer goods, out of which two are relevant in the current context: “conscious eating and living” and

“steady rise of discounters” (and the COVID-19 impact enhanced both these trends). One-way consumer behavior seems

to be moving more and more towards a sustainable model: bringing awareness in the way people spend money is ground

zero in understanding which decisions serve them and which do not serve them. Respondents in this research project

confirmed that their awareness level has changed in two significant directions: general awareness and ways towards

more efficient resource management.

When speaking about surprising research results, we can include in this category the fact that online shopping from

supermarkets or hypermarkets was rather unappealing for the Romanian consumers, as opposed to other statistics that

showed different results . One reason for such an odd result might relate to the fact that supermarket or hypermarket

shopping in Romania is not a general service and is most frequent in big cities while being a rare service in smaller cities.

These results offer another perspective on changing buying behavior: technology adoption for a more efficient resource

usage has still a long way to expand in Romania.

Moreover, consumers’ willingness to buy from local and national producers is another primary outcome of the COVID-19

outbreak that is likely to favor the appearance of a consumer that is “increasingly aware of the impacts of their lifestyle on

both the planet and the society” . It also confirms Accenture’s results that discovered that 61% of consumers “are

making more environmentally friendly, sustainable or ethical purchases” . Even more than that, the same report shows

that out of that 61% of consumers, a share of 89% is likely to continue post-crisis with these sustainable changes . The

respondents’ interest in buying local, together with their increased interest in fresh products, shows another window of

opportunity: understanding the global supply chain’s fragility (based on their own experience during the COVID-19

outbreak), respondents turned to local products. They stuck with them also when restrictions were not so strict on the

national level. Such a trend is likely to stick around given that it has become a lifestyle habit that is enforced with every

day that the consumer spends under exceptional, rocky circumstances.

All in all, these results show how significant changes were a part of people’s every aspect of life, starting from their view

on the level of certainty they experience in their professional life and with their financial situation, towards understating

their perceptions and their consumption choices. Based on the fact that most May results were consistent with the

December results, these changes seem to stay here. At the same time, we cannot ignore the fact that there were a few

changes between May and December that might already be signaling that the window of opportunity is closing on the

long-lasting consumer behavior changes.
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