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This study aims to explore the transformations in consumer behaviour in
Hungary resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic and the corresponding
responses by businesses. The research incorporated semi-structured, in-depth
interviews conducted with Hungarian enterprises between late February and
early March 2023. The participants comprised owner-managers of 25 domestic
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), whose insights offered an
understanding of organisational adaptability and resilience during times of
crisis. In preparation for the quantitative phase of consumer research, twelve
focus group interviews were carried out in February 2023 with young adult
participants. These discussions sought to understand consumer responses to
the crisis, shifts in purchasing and consumption behaviours, the perceived
impacts of the pandemic, their personal experiences, and potential coping
mechanisms. Subsequently, in November 2023, a nationally representative
survey was administered to Hungarian consumers aged 18 and above, aiming to
assess the behavioural shifts triggered by the coronavirus pandemic during
2020-2021. Data gathered from 1,000 respondents were analysed using cross-
tabulation (Pearson’s chi-square test) and correspondence analysis to identify
the key determinants influencing consumers’ financial wellbeing and the extent
to which newly formed shopping habits were retained. The principal outcome of
the investigation indicates that, although the pandemic engendered widespread
economic instability and altered consumption dynamics, individuals' subjective
experiences of financial difficulty often exceeded the realities reflected in
macroeconomic indicators. Resilience appeared to vary across demographic
segments, with most behavioural adaptations occurring out of necessity rather
than choice. These insights underscore the imperative for tailored public policy
interventions to assist SMEs in navigating economic volatility. Such measures
may include financial support mechanisms and initiatives promoting digital
transformation. Moreover, fostering consumer confidence and stabilising
market conditions through strategies such as adaptable tax policies and targeted
stimulus programmes is essential. Investment in digital infrastructure and
broader access to e-commerce platforms also emerges as a critical factor for
enhancing long-term economic resilience and competitiveness.
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1. Introduction

The economic and societal disruptions experienced in recent years, particularly those triggered by
the COVID-19 pandemic, have profoundly influenced political, economic, and socio-cultural systems.
These shifts have significantly affected various domains, including marketing practices, trade in both
goods and services, and patterns of consumer behaviour. Understanding consumer attitudes has
become increasingly critical, as businesses face intensifying market competition, necessitating
informed marketing strategies and responsive action plans. The pandemic induced a fundamental
transformation in consumption practices—some of which have persisted over time, while others
have been discarded as the immediate crisis subsided [49,63]. For businesses, especially SMEs, access
to timely data on evolving consumer trends is essential to maintaining competitiveness. Rapid
adaptability remains a key determinant of SME sustainability in dynamic market environments.

Earlier research addressing economic crises has underscored the importance of consumer
confidence, financial resilience, and adaptive measures in mitigating the effects of downturns [14;
16]. However, the COVID-19 crisis presented unprecedented challenges, given its abrupt onset and
global scope. Recent analyses [10; 34; 47] have examined how European markets responded to the
crisis, drawing attention to modifications in spending behaviour and the evolution of corporate
strategies. Nonetheless, there remains a relative paucity of empirical research focusing on Hungary,
particularly with respect to both consumer and SME perspectives. This study aims to address that
void by offering a detailed investigation into Hungary’s capacity to withstand and adapt to economic
disruptions, thereby contributing to broader academic discussions on consumer dynamics and market
resilience during periods of instability. Hungary was selected as the focal context for this research for
several reasons. As a developing European market, Hungary exhibits unique consumer patterns that
contrast with those of more advanced Western economies [46]. Analysing behavioural adjustments
in such a context provides valuable insights into the adaptive mechanisms of mid-sized economies in
the face of external shocks. Furthermore, the literature on pandemic-induced changes in consumer
behaviour has largely centred on major global economies such as the United States, the United
Kingdom, and Germany [23; 62]. By concentrating on Hungary, the current research contributes to
rectifying this imbalance, thereby enriching the understanding of regional responses within Central
and Eastern Europe.

This investigation advances knowledge on entrepreneurial responses by examining how
Hungarian SMEs navigated the challenges posed by the pandemic and how consumer behaviour
evolved concurrently. Adopting a mixed-methods approach—comprising qualitative interviews, focus
group discussions, and a representative quantitative survey—the study explores decision-making
under uncertainty and organisational resilience. Focusing on Hungarian SMEs enables the research to
bridge a regional knowledge gap while generating findings applicable to wider debates on crisis
management and recovery strategies. Methodological robustness is enhanced through the use of
cross-tabulations and correlation analysis, lending empirical strength to the study’s conclusions. By
linking transformations in consumer habits to business responses, the research offers actionable
insights for policymakers, industry stakeholders, and academic researchers concerned with economic
recovery and long-term resilience.

The paper is organised into several key sections. The initial section provides a review of existing
literature, focusing on consumer behaviour trends during the COVID-19 crisis, SME resilience in the
face of economic shocks, and the influence of digitalisation on marketing strategy. This is followed by
the methodology section, which details the data collection process, the sample characteristics within
Hungary, the research tools employed, and the analytical techniques applied. The methodological
framework integrates both qualitative and quantitative elements, including in-depth interviews with
SME owner-managers, focus group discussions with young adults, and a representative consumer

396



Decision Making: Applications in Management and Engineering
Volume 8, Issue 2 (2025) 395-413

survey examining changes in purchasing behaviour and financial decision-making. The subsequent
section presents the research findings, supplemented with tables, and includes an interpretative
discussion. The concluding section outlines the study’s key implications, limitations, and potential
directions for future research—particularly in relation to understanding the long-term consequences
of crises for consumer behaviour and market equilibrium.

2. Literature Review

This research enhances the existing body of knowledge by delivering an in-depth examination of
the behavioural shifts among Hungarian consumers triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, with a
particular emphasis on the adaptive strategies and marketing adjustments employed by SMEs. While
much of the earlier academic work has tended to focus on short-term variations in consumer habits,
the present study adopts a more expansive lens, drawing upon both qualitative and quantitative
evidence to assess the enduring ramifications of the crisis. By incorporating contemporary insights
from recent scholarly work published between 2020 and 2024, the research identifies key
developments in areas such as digital transformation, market resilience, and evolving consumer
dynamics. The outcomes aim to assist businesses in optimising their marketing frameworks,
effectively utilising digital technologies, and gaining a clearer understanding of shifting consumer
expectations in the post-crisis period.

[64] conceptualises change as an objective, directional process that operates independently of
human agency, advancing in a logical and predictable manner. While the notion of change may elicit
a mixture of positive and negative sentiments, behaviours, and anticipations, the concept of crisis is
more frequently linked to anxiety and fear. This is due to its characterisation as an unplanned and
adverse sequence of events, which threatens the integrity of a system, jeopardises the achievement
of fundamental goals, and, if sustained, can endanger its very survival [64]. A crisis is generally defined
as an extreme, unforeseen, or volatile occurrence that compels immediate organisational response.
It disrupts normal operations, generates ambiguity in decision-making, undermines institutional
objectives and ethical values, damages reputational standing, and impairs overall performance [14].
Crises may be classified using various typologies [65] and are often understood to evolve through
successive stages [66]. Their influence on consumer behaviour is considerable, frequently resulting in
the deceleration or disappearance of some behavioural patterns while accelerating the emergence
of others [16]. Both corporate and consumer markets are required to respond adaptively to such
disruptions [13], and the COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, has produced lasting transformations in
purchasing behaviour and customer expectations [67].

2.1 Consumer Behaviour Trends during the Covid-19 Pandemic

The outbreak of COVID-19 introduced considerable instability in consumer patterns, with
episodes of panic buying becoming a common occurrence [8; 27]. As the crisis unfolded, consumers
were compelled to adjust, prompting noticeable alterations in their shopping routines [2; 19] and
purchasing preferences [20]. A general trend towards more prudent and deliberate consumption
emerged Szymkowiak [56], characterised by reduced overall spending [5] and less frequent shopping
trips [34]. There was a marked increase in the demand for healthcare items and non-perishable food
products, while expenditure on non-essential categories such as clothing and luxury goods witnessed
a substantial decline ([24]. Consumers increasingly emphasised value for money, with health and
safety considerations surpassing convenience as primary decision-making criteria [10].

Guney and Sanglin [21]s documented that, during the initial phase of the pandemic, consumers
expressed heightened concern over price inflation, supply scarcities, and a growing interest in
healthy, natural food products. Although online commerce had already been experiencing steady
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growth prior to the pandemic Barbara et al. [6], its role became significantly more prominent during
2020-2021, particularly during lockdown restrictions [48]. Concurrently, in-person shopping activities
diminished both in frequency and duration [34]. The crisis also amplified the value of short supply
chains, bolstering demand for domestically produced food, with sustained consumer preference for
local goods evident throughout the pandemic period [17; 30]. In addition, the perceived importance
of food safety increased, leading consumers to favour pre-packaged and processed products offering
higher added value [31]. One of the most notable developments in food-related consumption was
the growing emphasis on discounted items [7], accompanied by a significant erosion of brand loyalty
[30].

To explore these behavioural shifts, Sikos et al. [51] administered an online survey targeting
Hungarian consumers in March 2020, gathering responses from 450 individuals. Employing
descriptive statistics, cross-tabulation, and hierarchical clustering methods, their findings identified
pronounced transitions towards bulk-buying and prioritisation of essential goods. Keller and Huszka
[24] also investigated evolving patterns in food purchasing behaviour through a mixed-methods
approach. Their study incorporated qualitative interviews alongside quantitative survey data
collected from 349 participants via an online questionnaire in October 2020. Their analysis, which
included variance testing and cross-tabulation, revealed a reduction in physical store visits, increased
stockpiling of durable food products, and greater receptiveness to online shopping alternatives.

2.2 SME Resilience in the Face of Economic Disruptions

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered widespread disruption across global economies [67], with
businesses facing sharp revenue losses due to restrictions, event cancellations, curtailed operating
hours, and declining consumer demand [47]. Many enterprises, particularly those unsuited for
remote operations, encountered further challenges including supply chain interruptions, reduced
orders, labour shortages, and declining exports [22]. The cultural and creative sectors were especially
affected, as social distancing and quarantine rules significantly reshaped cultural consumption [55].
In response, Hungarian firms adopted survival measures such as drawing on reserves, accessing
government support, cutting costs, and deferring investments [54]. Impact varied across sectors, with
hospitality and catering among the most severely affected [47]. Despite these obstacles, the number
of registered businesses in Hungary approached 2 million by the end of 2022, the majority being SMEs
[43]. SMEs are vital economic drivers, promoting business activity and job creation [29; 35]. Although
overall employment in Hungary declined by around 100,000, SME employment rose by 2—4% in the
same period [43]. While SMEs often lack financial and human resources, they are generally more agile
and innovative [37]. Such adaptability has been essential in crises, with open innovation and
collaborative knowledge-sharing proving crucial for resilience during the pandemic [61].

However, Hungarian SMEs exhibit lower digital adaptability and resilience compared to
international counterparts [59]. Comparative studies within the Visegrad Group often highlight these
gaps in crisis response strategies [46; 53]. As resilience reflects the capacity to adapt and recover from
adverse events, its role in shaping consumer behaviour during crises is increasingly emphasised [11;
13]. Mohamed Senin et al. [33] explore SME survival strategies during global disruptions, stressing
the significance of open innovation and knowledge networks for organisational resilience. Ori et al.
[45] examine how resilience links to resource availability and digitalisation, using literature review,
survey data, and PLS-SEM analysis. Totth [59] apply a qualitative approach, conducting 25 semi-
structured interviews to explore decision-making challenges faced by Hungarian SMEs, offering
nuanced insights through an exploratory and multifaceted lens.

2.3 The Impact of Digitalization on Marketing Strategies
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Shifts in consumer preferences have intensified market dynamics, prompting firms to implement
more advanced and creative marketing approaches [26]. Digital technologies, especially social media
and online platforms, have become integral to consumer interaction and brand positioning [3].
Economic pressures have heightened price consciousness, with buyers gravitating toward cost-
effective goods, including private labels and discounted options [58]. Traditional brand loyalty is
diminishing, replaced by greater emphasis on perceived value and affordability [35]. Digital
purchasing has rapidly evolved, reflecting fluid preferences for products and retail formats [50,69].
Additionally, spending patterns now blend caution with emotional drivers, as individuals seek balance
between saving and selective indulgence [36]. The digital shift has redefined marketing frameworks,
empowering firms to harness automation, real-time analytics, and tailored outreach strategies [1].
Artificial intelligence and machine learning enhance firms’ ability to monitor behaviours and
anticipate consumer needs through predictive targeting [44]. Social platforms and influencer
collaborations have supplanted conventional messaging, allowing brands to build presence in more
interactive and authentic ways [3]. Omnichannel integration—aligning digital and physical retail
experiences—is now crucial to fostering loyalty and consistent engagement [38]. Moreover, SEO and
automated ad placement have increased marketing efficiency and precision [12]. As the pace of
digital transformation continues, firms must remain responsive and technologically adaptive to thrive
in a competitive global market [26].

3. Methodology

This study seeks to explore how the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced various dimensions of
marketing. The ability of businesses to respond swiftly to emerging changes is essential to sustaining
competitiveness in evolving markets. The findings of this research aim to shed light on how
contemporary economic developments shape consumer values and purchasing decisions, thereby
identifying key areas for persuasive marketing strategies and influence mechanisms. Following a
comprehensive review of both national and international literature, the study adopted a mixed-
methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative techniques. For the purposes of the
research, the pandemic period was defined by respondents as spanning from March 2020 to
December 2021. The qualitative phase included a series of semi-structured, in-depth interviews
conducted with domestic enterprises between late February and early March 2023. These interviews
focused on the owner-managers of a diverse set of SMEs in Hungary to evaluate their adaptability
and resilience in response to crisis situations. A total of 25 Hungarian SMEs were involved in this
phase: 8 from the motor vehicle trade and repair sector, 9 from the accommodation and food services
sector, and 8 from various other service industries. The interviews explored how these businesses
reacted to the challenges posed by the pandemic and what operational adjustments they
implemented in response.

To inform the quantitative phase of the research, 12 exploratory focus group interviews were
conducted with young adults in February 2023. The group composition was based on prior
methodological frameworks provided by Michelini et al. [32] and Soma et al. [52], with each group
comprising approximately eight participants. The focus group participants, aged 19 to 24, were all
university students. Most were originally from rural areas and resided in student accommodation or
rented flats during the academic week, returning to their family homes at weekends. These
discussions sought to explore the participants' responses to the pandemic, transformations in their
purchasing and consumption behaviours, their lived experiences during the crisis, and their adaptive
strategies in response to shifting circumstances. Qualitative data derived from the interviews and
focus groups were analysed using NVivo 12 (release 1.7) software. Transcriptions were imported into
the programme and evaluated through grounded theory methodology Anselm [4], applying open
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coding in accordance with the guidelines provided by [18]. These analyses established a solid
foundation for subsequent quantitative assessment.

For the quantitative phase, an online survey was administered using a pre-tested, standardised
guestionnaire designed to capture consumer behaviour changes triggered by the pandemic. This
phase involved a representative sample of 1,000 Hungarian consumers aged 18 and above. The data
collection was facilitated through an online questionnaire, distributed via a respondent panel
comprising over 40,000 registered individuals. Participants were selected using simple random
sampling. To ensure the representativeness of the sample, five key demographic variables—based on
the most recent Hungarian census [40]—were applied as control criteria: gender (2 categories), age
group (5 categories), region (3 NUTS-1 categories), type of municipality (4 categories), and
educational attainment (4 categories). Table 1 presents a detailed demographic breakdown of the
sample.

Table 1

Structure and Composition of the Sample

Characteristics Iltem Count Percentage

Gender Male 474 47%
Female 526 53%

Age 18-29 160 16%
30-39 177 18%
40-49 181 18%
50-59 161 16%
60+ 321 32%

Education Level Elementary Education 206 21%
Secondary Education without Matriculation 219 22%
Secondary Education with Matriculation 343 34%
Higher Education 232 23%

Geographical Region Central Hungary 315 31%
Western Hungary 303 30%
Eastern Hungary 382 38%

Location, Settlement Type Budapest (Capital) 181 18%
County Seat, City with County Rights 208 21%
Another Town 320 32%
Village, Rural Area 291 29%

Source: Author’s own research, 2024, N=1000.

To align the respondent composition with baseline population proportions, multivariate marginal
weighting was applied to adjust minor deviations. Individual respondent weights ranged from 0.61 to
1.71—within acceptable bounds for social research. The reference population, comprising 7,918,836
individuals, was based on the 2022 census by the Hungarian Central Statistical Office [40]. Data
collection occurred between 17 and 28 November 2023. The questionnaire featured both closed and
open-ended items concerning the purchasing process, and utilised a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all
important, 5 = extremely important) to gauge consumer attitudes and preferences. Demographic
data were gathered in the final section, including income, highest education level, and education
type. Statistical analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0. Alongside descriptive statistics,
Pearson’s x? test with cross-tabulations at a 95% confidence level assessed relationships and group
differences. Where associations were statistically significant, the contingency coefficient (Cramer’s
V) was calculated to evaluate the strength and direction of relationships between nominal and ordinal
variables. Cross-tabulations with non-significant results or cell values below five were omitted.
Additionally, correspondence analysis explored associations among variable categories, while
Pearson's correlation was employed to examine inter-variable dependencies and underlying
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structural relationships.
4. Results
4.1 Qualitative Research Results

4.1.1 Results of In-Depth Interview Research

Substantial variation was observed in the size and operational focus of the businesses included in
the sample, enabling a broad understanding of the sector’s actors. Within the retail and wholesale
trade category, the study examined enterprises involved in the retail of passenger vehicles, household
appliances, and clothing, alongside businesses engaged in the wholesale and retail distribution of
household appliances, building materials, food products, and pharmaceuticals. These firms operated
both in Budapest and in various rural areas. In the accommodation and food service sector, the
research covered hotel and lodging service providers, as well as small and medium-sized enterprises
delivering restaurant services, mobile food services, and other food and beverage activities. The
'other services' category was restricted to beauty-related enterprises, such as hairdressing,
cosmetics, nail care, and grooming services. Managers in retail and wholesale businesses responded
swiftly to pandemic-related challenges. Where feasible, they implemented reduced working hours
while attempting to retain staff and adjusted store opening times accordingly. Remote work
arrangements were also widely adopted. For businesses offering products that were non-essential or
whose purchase could be deferred—such as automobiles and large household appliances—a marked
temporary decline in demand was reported. Conversely, firms engaged in the sale of essential goods,
including food, pharmaceuticals, and construction materials, experienced a surge in demand and
increased revenues. While the former group reduced stock levels in response to lowered demand,
the latter encountered difficulties linked to disrupted supply chains and the need to store growing
inventories. Common issues across all sectors included supply shortages, often caused by
procurement challenges or logistical disruptions, and difficulties complying with evolving public
health regulations.

The pandemic exerted a severe impact on enterprises in the accommodation and catering sector.
Many businesses were compelled to lay off employees or significantly reduce working hours due to
restrictions on opening times, and in numerous instances, they were forced to suspend operations
entirely. These firms encountered major obstacles as a result of public health measures, including a
steep decline in occupancy rates and a drastic loss of income. Several respondents indicated they had
contemplated permanent closure, and many struggled to maintain operations during this period. All
the catering establishments surveyed had introduced home delivery services if they had not
previously offered them. The importance of secure service options—such as contactless delivery and
customer interaction—also increased. In 2021 and 2022, the Hungarian government launched a range
of support initiatives aimed at the hospitality sector. These included tax concessions, state-backed
loan facilities, wage subsidies, and targeted tax incentives for the sector. For respondents operating
within the beauty industry, the impact of the pandemic was tantamount to enforced closure. While
all businesses were affected by government-imposed restrictions, some individuals attempted to
continue operating informally from their homes. With revenues either disappearing entirely or
declining significantly, business owners had to manage fixed costs through personal savings, support
from financially stable family members, borrowing, or accessing state assistance. Upon reopening,
they faced elevated operating costs due to mandatory health and safety measures and a reduction in
customer numbers.
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4.1.2 Results of the Focus Group Research

The pandemic exerted a considerable influence on students nationwide. The abrupt transition to
online education presented significant challenges, with many students reporting difficulties in
maintaining motivation and managing their studies from home. The absence of in-person interaction
and social engagement substantially contributed to a decline in student mental well-being.
Furthermore, employment opportunities for students diminished, resulting in widespread financial
hardship. Despite these adversities, the accessibility of online learning afforded students’ greater
flexibility in managing their schedules, while digital communication tools, such as videoconferencing
platforms, introduced novel educational modalities. A substantial proportion of students perceived
that they had developed new competencies and attitudes that may hold long-term value. The range
of consumer preferences also shifted gradually due to COVID-19. Attention turned increasingly
towards staple food items and basic ingredients, whether in raw or processed forms. Purchases of
long-shelf-life products—such as dry pasta, canned goods, and hygiene-related items—rose notably,
with face masks, rubber gloves, and disinfectants quickly becoming scarce. The importance of online
retail grew significantly, as the majority of transactions were conducted digitally. One of the most
salient developments during the pandemic was the expansion of digital services and online ordering
platforms. Although food deliveries increased, many consumers reported dissatisfaction with product
quality, logistical inefficiencies, and issues such as expired goods. These negative experiences, once
restrictions were lifted, motivated several consumers to return to conventional shopping practices
for certain products.

Changes in the structure of shopping behaviour were also evident. The content of the average
shopping basket evolved due to external constraints, including limits on where and when purchases
could be made, as well as the necessity of certain items. Consumers shopped for food less frequently,
but in larger volumes per trip. Pandemic restrictions led to a contraction in both the variety of goods
and services consumed and the frequency of purchases. Services such as hairdressing, beauty
treatments, and fitness facilities were almost entirely inaccessible during certain periods. In response,
consumers sought to minimise remaining offline interactions to safeguard their health and that of
their families, resulting in a concentration of in-person purchases. A parallel trend emerged in online
shopping, where orders were increasingly consolidated, often influenced by the availability of
delivery discounts and the complexity of the purchase. Many students involved in the focus group
interviews reported increasing their savings as a response to pandemic-induced uncertainty, health
concerns, and reduced consumption. This behavioural shift was further supported by the significant
reduction in discretionary spending, particularly on entertainment and travel, owing to lockdowns.
As the student demographic was among the first to experience job losses, with many losing part-time
or even full-time employment, this reinforced the need for financial prudence.

4.2 Quantitative Research Results

4.2.1 Involvement and Change in Living Standards

Beyond business adaptability, economic volatility has significantly influenced individuals'
psychological well-being, as major financial disruptions often have mental health implications [15].
Research highlights a strong link between economic conditions and mental health, indicating that
financial security directly affects perceived well-being [70]. Despite the upheaval caused by the
pandemic, Hungarians' overall subjective well-being remained relatively stable, with both mental
health and living standards showing notable resilience [15]. Our findings reveal that slightly over one-
quarter of participants felt unaffected by the pandemic, while just under a quarter—amounting to
4%—reported improved living conditions between March 2020 and late 2021. These perceptions
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appear inconsistent with official data from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office [43], which
recorded real income growth during this period—6.3% in 2020 and 3.6% in 2021. This disparity
suggests that public sentiment regarding living standards was more pessimistic than macroeconomic
indicators reflect. Thus, it is particularly relevant to explore how this period—perceived more
negatively than supported by economic data—influenced consumer behaviour and purchasing
patterns.

4.2.2 Changes in Consumption during the Pandemic

The questionnaire explored alterations in consumption patterns during the pandemic, relying on
respondents’ recollections across twelve fundamental product categories. Changes in income and
living standards influenced consumption behaviours; however, accessibility limitations also impacted
certain categories [71]. This was particularly pronounced in cultural and fuel consumption. Cultural
consumption was curtailed due to restricted access to community cultural services, such as cinemas
and theatres [9; 39, 72], while fuel consumption was affected by mobility restrictions that hindered
transportation [25; 28]. It should be noted that these restrictions were predominantly applicable
during the initial phase of the pandemic, rather than throughout its entirety. Over half of the
consumers reported a decline in cultural and fuel consumption. A comparable decrease was observed
in demand for clothing, sweets, and snacks, which are more closely tied to household living standards
given the lack of external constraints. Across all product categories, the proportion of respondents
indicating a decrease in consumption exceeded those reporting an increase. Nevertheless, three
categories—vitamins and food supplements, household chemicals, and hygiene products—
experienced increased expenditure among 17-25% of respondents. These changes correspond with
pandemic-driven behavioural adaptations, particularly the heightened focus on health protection
[50]. Although a segment of consumers actively sought to augment safety measures, this was not
representative of the majority.

Given that these value judgements are based on subjective memory, it is also instructive to
compare them with retail sales data from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office [42]. During the
pandemic, retail sales remained approximately at the same level as the previous year. A substantial
decline occurred in April 2020 due to store closures, followed by an average monthly decrease of
1.7% between May 2020 and March 2021 compared to the preceding year. A peak was recorded in
April 2021, attributable to a low base, while the period from May to December 2021 saw an average
increase of approximately 5%. Consequently, it is probable that consumers have substantially
overestimated the decline in consumption during the pandemic, and that the pandemic period is
more accurately represented by 2020 figures.

4.2.3 The Context of Changes in Consumption

Given that this study primarily explores the relationship between consumption patterns and the
pandemic, it is important to assess the degree to which financial circumstances influenced the
consumption of various product categories. Rather than analysing the entire sample collectively,
respondents were categorised into three distinct groups according to their perceived changes in living
standards. These groups comprised individuals reporting a significant decline, a slight decline, or no
decline in their standard of living. The analysis then examined how consumption behaviours varied
across these groups for the twelve product categories under investigation. The results indicate that
shifts in consumption were strongly correlated with respondents’ perceptions of their living standard
changes throughout the pandemic. Table 2 delineates these three groups affected to differing
degrees by the pandemic, specifically:
e those experiencing a marked deterioration in their living standards (representing 22% of the
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sample),
e those perceiving a moderate decline (34% of the sample), and
e those reporting no decline in living standards (43% of the sample).
For each of the twelve product categories, the table summarises the average frequency of
consumption responses, classified as:
e substantially reduced consumption (based on responses to question 1 for each product),
e moderately reduced consumption (responses to question 2), and
e stable or unchanged consumption levels (responses to questions 3 through 5).

Table 2
Affected Groups by the Pandemic

Volume Percentage Significant Drop in Living Standard  Slight Drop in Living Standard No Drop in Living Standard

Consumed Much Less  46% 16% 9%
Consumed Less 28% 31% 14%
Did not Consume Less  26% 53% 77%

Source: Author’s own research, 2024, N=1000.

Individuals experiencing a substantial decline in their standard of living reported consuming
significantly less in nearly half (46%) of the twelve product categories examined, whereas
approximately one-quarter (28% and 26%, respectively) reported consuming less or maintaining the
same or greater levels. For those who perceived only a slight deterioration in their living standards,
the figures were more moderate, with an average of 16% consuming considerably less across
categories. Meanwhile, 77% of respondents who did not perceive any decline in their living standard
maintained their consumption levels for the various product groups. A pronounced correlation is
evident between the perceived change in living standards and the aggregate shifts in consumption
across all categories. Distinct consumer strategies emerged from the analysis. The final row of Table
3 illustrates the proportion of respondents within the three groups who reduced their consumption
on average across the twelve product categories, representing the combined totals of the two
preceding rows. These proportions were 74%, 47%, and 23%, respectively. Further, we computed the
proportion of consumers within each category (as shown in Table 2) who curtailed consumption
within each group, comparing these values against the average across all categories. Negative values
denote a smaller share of consumption reducers in the given category relative to the average,
whereas positive values indicate a greater share.

To assess whether these deviations were statistically significant, a series of one-sample t-tests
were conducted. In Table 3, significant negative deviations are marked with a single asterisk (*), and
significant positive deviations with a double asterisk (**). This approach enabled identification of
product categories where each consumer group reduced their consumption to a lesser or greater
extent than the average. The findings underscore the key differences in consumption strategies
characterising each group. For the two groups with less severe or no reduction in living standards,
the consumption of staple foods declined less than average, while for those most affected by living
standard decreases, consumption of these items remained at the average level. Similarly, bakery
product consumption followed this pattern. For those whose living standards remained stable,
reductions in consumption of fruit and vegetables, meat, and dairy products were below average,
whereas individuals experiencing the most significant decline in living standards tended to reduce
their consumption of these categories more markedly relative to the other groups, indicating a
relative effort to economise in these essential product areas.

Table 3
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Changes in Consumption in 12 Basic Food Categories

Deviation from the Average of the 12 Significant Drop in Living Slight Drop in No Drop in Living
Categories Standard Living Standard Standard
1. Basic Foods 73 (-1) 39 (-8%) 17 (-6*)
2. Fruits, Vegetables 73 (-1) 42 (-5) 18 (-4*)
3. Meat 79 (5) 49 (2) 16 (-7*)
4. Dairy Products 75 (1) 43 (-4) 18 (-4%*)
5. Bakery Products 69 (-5) 41 (-6%) 17 (-5%)
6. Sweets, Snacks 83 (9** 63 (16**) 29 (7*%)
7. Household Chemicals, Cleaning Products 62 (-12%) 34 (-14%*) 17 (-6*)
8. Other Hygiene Products 58 (-16*) 28 (-19%) 14 (-9%)
9. Vitamins, Food Supplements 63 (-11%) 33 (-14%*) 14 (-9%)
10. Clothes, Accessories 87 (13**) 67 (20**) 37 (15*%*)
11. Culture 87 (13**) 67 (19**) 37 (15*%*)
12. Fuel 80 (6**) 59 (12*%*) 36 (13**)
Average of the 12 Categories 74 47 23

Source: Author’s own research, 2024, N=1000.

4.2.4 Changes in Shopping Habits

An examination of alterations in shopping behaviour was conducted by presenting respondents
with various potential behavioural changes. The predominant adjustment reported throughout the
pandemic was a marked decline in shopping frequency, accompanied by an expansion in the quantity
of goods purchased per visit, as noted by 38% of participants. This trend was particularly evident
among pensioners (47%), residents of both metropolitan and rural locales (47% and 46%,
respectively), and individuals possessing higher levels of education (51%). The deferral or outright
cancellation of certain purchases was also a commonly observed response, especially among those
who reported experiencing a deterioration in their standard of living. In contrast, modifications in the
variety or composition of items purchased were less widespread and did not display notable
differences across demographic groups. Approximately 20% of respondents reported no significant
changes in their shopping practices, a finding most frequently observed among individuals whose
living standards remained stable throughout the pandemic. A substantial segment of the sample
indicated a reduction in shopping frequency: 25% acknowledged a considerable decline, while 36%
reported a moderate decrease. Among those experiencing a pronounced decline in living standards,
nearly half (49%) reported a substantial reduction in shopping frequency.

4.2.5 Place of Purchase

Online shopping patterns appear to be more strongly determined by the intrinsic characteristics
of the products, particularly their placement along the durable-to-perishable continuum, rather than
being directly shaped by pandemic-related changes in consumer behaviour. Across the twelve
product categories under investigation, an average of 24% of consumers reported purchasing at least
a portion of the category online. Younger consumers aged 18 to 29 exhibited a higher propensity for
online shopping, while residents of the capital city and individuals with higher educational attainment
also showed a tendency towards greater online purchasing, although these differences were not
statistically significant. During the period studied, discount retailers such as Lidl, Aldi, and Penny
Market remained the predominant venues for offline shopping in Hungary. Except for the categories
of vitamins and dietary supplements, over 75% of consumers continued to acquire food products
exclusively through physical retail outlets throughout the pandemic. Consequently, the share of
purchases conducted at least partly online remained below 20%. Notably, the two categories that
experienced the most substantial declines in consumption—cultural products and clothing—also
recorded the highest proportions of online purchases. Nevertheless, the online availability of cultural
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offerings, including theatre performances, concert streams, and virtual museum tours [55], as well as
clothing items [57], witnessed a significant increase during the pandemic period.

4.2.6 Resilience

The study also explored the capacity of households to adapt to the altered circumstances brought
about by the pandemic. Resilience, understood as the ability to endure and recover from adversity
Turai [60], was primarily assessed from a financial standpoint. The analysis of responses revealed a
strong positive correlation between resilience and perceived changes in living standards, as
evidenced by a Pearson correlation coefficient of 0.604. Of particular interest, the correlation
between resilience and concerns related to the cost of living was even more pronounced than that
observed with a broader subjective value judgement question, despite the latter employing a scale
that ranged from negative to neutral. The Pearson correlation coefficient for this comparison was
0.438. Among various demographic and economic factors, household income demonstrated the
strongest association with resilience, with 41 percent of families reporting a household income of at
least HUF 500,000 being classified as resilient.

5. Discussion

Throughout the pandemic, the perception of living standards among respondents predominantly
shifted towards a negative assessment. Individuals reported a considerably more severe decline in
their living standards than what was substantiated by objective macroeconomic indicators [41]. A
strong association was observed between general subjective engagement and the perceived changes
in living standards. Additionally, modifications in respondents’ financial circumstances exhibited a
robust correlation with both their level of engagement and their subjective evaluation of living
standard fluctuations. Our analysis reveals a statistically significant relationship between alterations
in consumer behaviour and subjective perceptions of living standard changes. Moreover, it became
apparent that consumers tended to markedly overstate the extent of consumption reduction when
compared to official retail turnover statistics from the [42] HCSO (2023b). The pandemic-induced
transformations in purchasing behaviour documented in this study are consistent with findings
reported in prior research [49]. A detailed examination of the consumer basket indicates a notable
contraction in expenditure on cultural goods—including literature, theatre attendance, and cinema
visits—alongside decreased spending on fuel, apparel, accessories, and confectionery items. These
results corroborate the conclusions drawn by [55; 57].

Conversely, in alignment with the observations of Keller and Huszka [24] and Csiszarik-Kocsir et al.
[10], this study also identified an escalation in consumer expenditure on health-related products such
as vitamins, dietary supplements, fresh produce (notably fruits and vegetables), household chemicals,
and hygiene commodities. However, these increased purchases were accompanied by a reduction in
shopping frequency, with consumers tending to acquire larger quantities during promotional periods
and discount campaigns, a pattern similarly emphasised by [34]. This study examined how the
surveyed companies responded to the crisis and what strategic changes were adopted in its
aftermath. The analysis revealed that many firms actively employed a range of crisis management
tools, demonstrating considerable organisational resilience. Key strategies included refocusing core
activities, modifying operational frameworks, adopting alternative sales channels, and exploring new
financing options. Consistent with findings by Pogacsas and Szepesi [47], the accommodation and
food services sector emerged as the most financially impacted during 2020-2021.

Despite these challenges, most businesses expressed satisfaction with their crisis performance,
perceiving themselves as having successfully navigated the economic disruptions induced by the

406



Decision Making: Applications in Management and Engineering
Volume 8, Issue 2 (2025) 395-413

COVID-19 pandemic. Many reported enhanced organisational strength and resilience, with prior crisis
experience proving valuable in managing ongoing economic uncertainty. Firms that fared best were
characterised by openness, adaptability, and a proactive approach to a volatile market environment.
Echoing the observations of Totth [59], the crisis also fostered a notable shift in the strategic mindset
of SMEs, with many embracing digital transformation—an effort further accelerated by the
pandemic. The 2023 survey data indicated a near-universal intention among respondents to continue
expanding online capabilities. Aligned with the perspectives of [3; 26], the findings reinforce that
achieving sustainable competitive advantage requires differentiation, value creation, responsiveness
to consumer expectations, and the integration of best practices and emerging trends.

6. Conclusion

The study underscores the pivotal role of decision-making strategies in navigating the challenges
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. For SMEs, swift and adaptive responses—including the
reorientation of business activities, the adoption of new distribution channels, cost reduction
measures, and innovation—have been critical to fostering resilience. Approaches characterised by
flexibility and forward planning have enabled businesses to withstand the economic disruptions more
effectively. Overall, the pandemic has acted as a catalyst for positive transformation within the
Hungarian SME sector by highlighting areas requiring improvement and accelerating developmental
processes. Moreover, the integration of digital channels has become indispensable for maintaining
consumer trust and sustaining market presence. Enterprises that have successfully aligned their
digital strategies with evolving consumer behaviours have demonstrated enhanced resilience and
profitability. Consequently, it is essential for forward-looking businesses to continue leveraging digital
advancements to adapt to shifting consumer landscapes and reinforce their competitive positioning.
The impact of the pandemic on businesses was heterogeneous, varying substantially across different
sectors. Variations were observed in demand patterns, operational adjustments, and financial
resilience. In the retail and wholesale sectors, adaptations included reduced working hours and the
implementation of remote work arrangements, while demand fluctuations depended on product
type, resulting in either shortages or surpluses of stock. The accommodation and food service
industries suffered considerable financial pressure, culminating in layoffs, business closures, and
increased dependence on governmental support. Similarly, beauty service providers faced extended
closures, financial instability, and higher operational costs upon reopening, which underscores the
varied degrees of economic vulnerability among sectors.

Consumer decisions during the pandemic reflected economic uncertainty, with shoppers buying
less often but increasing basket size, focusing on essentials and value. Online shopping became more
important. Respondents reported negative household impacts due to financial, health, or family
issues but showed moderate resilience. Perceived financial hardship often exceeded macroeconomic
data. Consumption declined across most product groups except health-related items, with changes
driven mainly by necessity. Some pandemic-induced consumption changes appear lasting, while
others faded. Businesses must stay informed of shifting consumer behaviour to remain competitive.
The pandemic also affected students’ education, consumption, and finances, with many viewing
challenges as growth opportunities. Increased savings among students improved their financial
security, a positive crisis outcome. The study relies on retrospective self-assessments, which may
reflect memory bias rather than actual financial changes. While specific to Hungary, findings may
inform other economies, though policy and social differences may limit relevance. Categorising
respondents by perceived living standard changes offers insights, but income-based segmentation
could clarify financial status and consumption links. Psychological and social influences on
consumption remain underexplored and warrant future study. Further research should examine
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factors like financial anxiety and risk perception, improve digital access for vulnerable groups, and
evaluate government interventions to guide policies addressing financial hardship during crises.
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