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Beginning in February, 2020, First Insight conducted a series of consumer studies 
entitled “The Impact of Coronavirus on Consumer Purchase Decisions and 
Behaviors.” Surveys were fielded on February 28, March 17, April 3, April 20 and 
April 30, 2020. The results pointed to the impact of the virus over the course of two 
months on purchase decisions and shopping behavior across gender, geography 
and generation.

Key Findings Overall
Perception that Coronavirus would impact the global economy remained strong across all five surveys between 
February and April, 2020.  Consumer worry reached its highest peak in early April, correlating with the peak in 
cases nationally.

As cases rose, so did the percentage of people who 
cut back on spending.  As the country saw rising 
unemployment rates, those continuing to cut spending 
due to Coronavirus began to level off at a number 
significantly higher than during the early days of the 
pandemic. 

Grocery and household purchases correlated closest 
with consumer worry as consumers stocked up on 
essentials amidst the pandemic.

Consumers expressed concerns about shopping in-store 
in various retail formats as stores started reopening, 
particularly related to trying on apparel and testing 
beauty products.

First Insight is the world’s leading digital product testing 
and decision-making platform that empowers retailers 
and brands to incorporate the Voice of the Customer 
into the design, pricing, planning, and marketing of 
new products. Through the use of online consumer 
engagement, the First Insight solution gathers real-time 
consumer data and applies predictive analytic models 
powered by AI to create actionable insights, which drive 
measurable value. For more information, visit: www.
firstinsight.com.

DOWNLOAD INFOGRAPHIC

https://www.firstinsight.com
https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/160569/Coronavirus-CB-Follows-Curve-V5.jpg


The Impact of Coronavirus On Consumer Purchase Decisions and Behaviors

3W W W . F I R S T I N S I G H T . C O M

REPORT I: Millennials Were Identified as the “Worried Generation”
Survey 1 — Fielded February 28, 2020

In the early days of the pandemic, Millennials were first to change behavior, curtailing 
spending and going out in public less often, stocking up on goods, and being more 
likely to work from home.
Fifty-four percent of Millennials said the Coronavirus significantly or somewhat impacted purchase decisions 
compared to 33 percent of Baby Boomers, 42 percent of Gen X, and 49 percent of Gen Z.

Younger generations were those continuing to cut 
spending due to Coronavirus the most with 41 percent 
of Gen Z, 40 percent of Millennials, 36 percent of Gen X 
and 33 percent of Boomers agreeing. 

The news about the Coronavirus impacted Millennials 
the most in terms of how much they were spending on 
products with 36 percent agreeing versus 28 percent 
of Gen Z, 29 percent of Gen X, and 19 percent of Baby 
Boomers.

Millennials also were the most likely to change how 
much they were using public transportation in the early 
days of Coronavirus, with 50 percent saying they would 
think twice about using public transportation compared 
to 48 percent of Gen Z, 38 percent of Gen X and 27 
percent of Baby Boomers.

Consumers were beginning to stock up, with 22 percent 
buying more products in anticipation of Coronavirus 
spread. Millennials reacted early with 34 percent saying 
they were stocking up on goods versus Gen Z (25 
percent), Gen X (18 percent) and Baby Boomers (12 
percent). 

At the time of the study, Millennials (30 percent) were 
also stocking up particularly on groceries, compared 
to 24 percent of Gen Z, 13 percent of Gen X and 10 
percent of Baby Boomers. Twenty-nine percent of 
consumers were taking advantage of Buy-Online-
Pickup-In-Store (BOPIS) services without going-instore.

When this survey was fielded at the end of February, 
ninety-three percent of respondents felt the Coronavirus 
would significantly or somewhat impact the global 
economy, even though significant downturns in the 
stock market did not begin until March 9th.
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REPORT II: Coronavirus Began to Shift Shopping Behavior Significantly
Survey 2 — Fielded March 17, 2020

As the pandemic took hold, more consumers began to shift where and how they 
spent money in anticipation of further spread.
Up from 45 percent just a few weeks earlier, 75 percent of respondents said the virus was impacting their 
shopping behavior, a 70 percent increase. At the time this survey was fielded, more than half (55 percent) 
of respondents said their local stores and services had been reduced to shortened hours and 53 percent of 

consumers surveyed noticed that local physical stores 
had begun to close.

Women and Baby Boomers, who had been slower to 
change in February, came into greater alignment with 
generational and gender peers.  As an example, 71 
percent of women agreed that the virus was impacting 
where and how they shopped (a 115 percent increase), 
and 67 percent of men said the same (a 76 percent 
increase).   Boomers showed greater alignment with 
Millennials on the level of impact on purchase decisions 
(73 percent and 80 percent, respectively). 

Products were also starting to fly off the shelves, as 
84 percent of respondents reported significant or 
some reduction in product availability, and 72 percent 
experienced shortages. 

Male consumers emerged as showing a greater impact 
on shopping decisions, as more men (47 percent) than 
women (38 percent) said they were stockpiling groceries 
and were more likely to cut spending (54 percent versus 
42 percent respectively). 

Boomers, who had shown the lowest levels of impact by 
Coronavirus fears in the previous survey, reported the 
greatest increase in stockpiling groceries compared with 
other generations (240 percent increase).  

However, at the time of this survey, Boomers were 
still less inclined to cut back on spending than other 
generations, with only 38 percent saying they reduced 
spending in preparation for spread, compared to 54 
percent of Gen X, 49 percent of Millennials and 51 
percent of Generation Z. 
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REPORT III: Most Americans Believed Stores Should Reopen by End of May 
2020 
Survey 3 — Fielded April 3, 2020

By early April, even as worry grew and more consumers said the spread of 
Coronavirus was impacting purchase decisions, American consumers were already 
showing signs of optimism that stores would open in a matter of weeks, even in 
many Coronavirus hotspots.

Worry about Coronavirus increased to 87 percent overall 
from 71 percent in survey two, and 66 percent in survey 
one. 

Eighty-nine percent of consumers said the virus was 
impacting purchase decisions, up from 75 percent at the 
time of the previous survey, and 44 percent in the first 
survey.

Sixty percent of U.S. consumers felt that stores should 
reopen by the end of May 2020, with 39 percent of 
Millennials believing they should open even earlier - by 
the beginning of May.

Men also showed more tolerance for risk as 39 percent 
felt stores should reopen by the beginning of May versus 
only 25 percent of women. 

Optimism was even higher in Coronavirus hotspots 
outside the Northeast region, with 43 percent of 
respondents living in Detroit, Chicago, New Orleans, Los 
Angeles and San Francisco feeling stores should reopen 
by early May. Only 35 percent of respondents in New 
York City, New Jersey and Connecticut felt the same. 

In early April, although almost half of the consumers 
surveyed (47 percent) were shopping more frequently 
online, 67 percent of consumers surveyed were 
experiencing goods not being available for delivery 
when trying to shop online and 64 percent of consumers 
surveyed were experiencing supply shortages.

Worth noting, when asked how purchase decisions by 
category were impacted, the top three categories where 
consumers were cutting back on spending were apparel 
(61 percent), luxury items (55 percent) and footwear/
accessories (51 percent). Consumers instead were 
choosing to spend more on comfort food (33 percent) 
and things to pass time (23 percent) including games, 
puzzles, crafts, and video games.
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REPORT III-B: How Retailers Treated Sick Employees Impacted Purchase 
Decisions 
Survey 3 — Fielded April 3, 2020

As consumers settled into the new pandemic world, they started paying attention 
to choices being made by retailers, including how they treat employees, and making 
purchase decisions based on these actions, particularly men and millennials.
Fifty-nine percent of consumers were less likely to shop at essential retailers that had employees come to work 
when they were sick.

Men felt more strongly about how retailers were treating employees when it came to health and safety than 
women.  Sixty-eight percent of male shoppers compared to only 50 percent of female shoppers said this would 
impact their shopping decisions.

Treatment of employees also impacted Millennials more than other generations.  Sixty-five percent of Millennials 
said they would be less inclined to shop at an essential retailer that had sick employees come to work, compared 
to 58 percent of Gen Z and Gen X and 54 percent of Baby Boomers.
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REPORT IV: Americans Considered Safety of In-Store Environments in a 
Post-COVID World
Survey 4 — Fielded April 20, 2020

By the end of April, worry of Coronavirus started to subside slightly for the first time 
since February, when First Insight began fielding surveys. Shopping decisions were 
affected a little less by COVID-19, and consumers loosened the reins on spending 
cut-backs. Stores in a few states began preparations to reopen, and U.S. consumers 
began to consider what shopping safely felt like in a post COVID-19 world.
The majority of consumers (54 percent) felt safe shopping in grocery stores, with half (50 percent) feeling the 
same about shopping at drug store chains.  Malls were considered by many as the least safe format, with only 33 
percent of respondents saying they would feel safe shopping in these locations. 

Coronavirus was still impacting purchase decisions, with 
eighty-eight percent of women saying their purchase decisions 
were significantly or somewhat impacted compared to 76 
percent of men. Seventy-one percent of surveyed Generation 
Z respondents said their purchase decisions were significantly 
or somewhat impacted, compared to 87 percent of Millennials, 
and Gen X and 81 percent of Baby Boomers.

The survey found that men felt much safer overall than women 
going back in-store, with 58 percent saying they felt safe 
shopping at a grocery store compared to only 49 percent of 
women.  Forty-one percent of men said they felt safe shopping 
in a mall versus only 24 percent of women.

Masks were also becoming commonplace for many Americans 
venturing outside of their homes, and as some stores stood 
ready to hand people masks and gloves upon entry, the study 
found the vast majority of American shoppers preferred to 
bring their own (80 percent and 75 percent respectively for 
masks and gloves).

Women felt even more strongly about bringing their own 
masks (87 percent) and gloves (81 percent) when compared 
to men (76 and 73 percent respectively). 

More than half (57 percent) of men felt that on-site Coronavirus 
test centers at retail locations would make them feel more safe, 
compared to 41 percent of women. Sixty percent of Millennials, 
also known as the worried generation, agreed that an on-site 
Coronavirus test center at a retail location would make them 
feel more safe, compared to 50 percent of Gen X, 43 percent of 
Gen Z, and 42 percent of Baby Boomers saying the same.
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REPORT V: As Stores Reopened, Safety Transformed From High-Touch 
to Low-Touch & Consumer Sentiment Showed Importance of Promotional 
Discounts
Survey 5 — Fielded April 30, 2020

In late April, worry about Coronavirus continued to subside. Stores had begun 
reopening in different parts of the country, and many consumers were ready to shop. 
However, the in-store environment no longer centered on high-touch experiences, 
but rather on low-touch or no-touch environments where shoppers were given 
hands-free care and space to feel safe and comfortable.

More than half of consumers surveyed (54 percent) were ready to buy 
apparel in-store the last week of April, with home improvement (36 
percent) and footwear (32 percent) following. 

However, 65 percent of women said they would not feel safe trying 
on clothing in dressing rooms, 78 percent said they would not feel safe 
testing beauty products, and 66 percent did not feel safe working with a 
sales associate.  Men, again, felt more safe than women when asked the 
same questions. 

Millennials, once described as the most “worried” generation, had clearly 
become more confident in the new COVID-19 world, with less than 
half of respondents (49 percent) not feeling safe trying on clothes in a 
dressing room, compared to 71 percent of Baby Boomers, as an example.  
The study found similar results across generations with testing beauty 
products and working with sales associates. 

Sixty percent of consumers cut back
on footwear and accessory purchases
during quarantine, but as stores
reopened our data found that 32
percent of consumers would be pulled
back into stores to buy shoes and 
more than half of consumers (54 
percent) would be pulled back into 
stores to buy shoes. More than half of 
consumers (54 percent) will be pulled 
back in-store to buy apparel. 
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Worth noting, when asked what would help them
feel safe in-store, more respondents agreed that hand
sanitizer and limiting the number of people in store
(both 80 percent) as well as wearing a face mask in-
store (79 percent) would help.  Temperature checks 
(69 percent), self-checkout (68 percent) and farther 
distances between product racks or shelves (both 68 
percent) ranked less important to consumers.

We also gauged consumer perceptions and attitudes 
toward travel. Interestingly, consumers overall were 
more likely to travel internationally within the next year 
than they were to take a cruise.

Promotional Offers: What Does It Take To Draw Consumers In-Store?

 
Our data found that promotional offers were an important factor to draw consumers back into stores as they 
reopened. According to consumers surveyed, offering at least a 30 percent discount was what it would take for 
about half of consumers. A third of consumers (34 percent) would require at least a 40 percent discount or more 
to make a purchase.
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Discounts required to motivate shoppers to buy varied by gender and generation across category.
Across all categories, more men than women would be enticed in-store by a discount of 30 percent 
or less. In home improvement the difference between men and women that required a promotion 
of 30 percent or less was 41 percent, compared to 40 percent for footwear, 38 percent for 
accessories/handbags/jewelry, 30 percent for home décor, and 26 percent for apparel.
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Across all product categories, Baby Boomers were least likely to purchase based on a discount of 
30 percent or less, and they were also the generation most likely to report having no intention to 
buy, regardless of the discount, across all categories.

Retailers and brands are grappling with unprecedented challenges. To succeed and adapt along 
with the rapidly-changing customer in today’s retail reality, retailers and brands need to implement 
Voice of Customer Analytics, strong data-driven product strategies, and strategic digital solutions. 
Understanding the ‘new’ evolving consumers as they navigate this new world is more important 
than ever. First Insight is committed to helping the retail industry understand their customers – 
especially now – to make the right product, price, buy quantity, and marketing decisions. 

First Insight is the world’s leading digital product testing and decision-making platform that empowers 
retailers and brands to incorporate the Voice of the Customer into the design, pricing, planning, and 
marketing of new products.  For more information, visit: www.firstinsight.com 
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