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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to see how Romanian modern grocery retailers have been impacted during COVID-

19 outbreak and how should they respond to the new customer behavior changes. The literature review reveals 

previous findings regarding consumer behavior changes during SARS and MERS epidemic, poor recent findings 

about COVID-19 outbreak impact, the premises and disruptions that could predict a possible new crisis  in the 

next future of retailing and the strategies adopted by grocery retailers during past crisis. The paper also presents a 

case study research made on 4 international retail chains that are operating in Romanian modern grocery retailing 

sector, based on their Facebook communication during Covid-19 outbreak. Finally, are presented the conclusions 

and recommendations. The research finds the new customer expectations during a stressful and anxious period 

caused by going out restrictions and reveals the main attributes that could influence people engagement on the 

selected retailers Facebook pages and where to shop decision. This study is an important tool for practitioners in 

order to be proactive and gain competitive advantage by enhancing the communication on Facebook, in a specific 

period that may precede a crisis but also because it is not known when it will end. 
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1. Introduction 

The outbreak of COVID-19 (the disease caused by SARS-COV-2) has affected 

healthcare systems globally and has determined a ripple effect on every aspect of human life. 

In all the countries there have been taken actions as social distancing, self-isolation and travel 

restrictions which forced a decrease in the workforce across all economic sectors and caused 

many jobs to be lost. Schools have been closed, and the need of commodities and manufactured 

products has decreased. In contrast, the need for medical supplies has significantly increased 

and the food sector, especially retailing, has seen a great demand due to panic-buying and 

stockpiling of food products. All these effects sparked fears of an impending economic crisis 

and recession (Nicola et al., 2020). Since 11th of March 2020 when the pandemic was 

pronounced by WHO, economists both practitioners and academics have started to anticipate 

and find the direction for each industry splitting in those doing great: online entertainment 

(movies and games), online education or online job market, food industry and healthcare 

(Tashanova et al., 2020); doing bad (agriculture, manufacturing, education, finance, real estate, 

IT, media and research & development) and doing worst (petroleum & oil, hospitality, tourism, 

aviation and sports).   

What about retailing? 

With its two components food and nonfood, retailing can do great - food/grocery retailing 

but can do also bad – nonfood retailing. Analyzing about its operational mode, can- do great 
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(online and offline food stores) can do bad (nonfood online stores) and can-do worst (nonfood 

offline stores as widely are closed). 

As the grocery retail is covering the main population needs and it’s appreciated as doing 

great, we will focus on the shifts that COVID pandemic are causing on consumer behavior in 

Romanian modern grocery retail and the specific actions that should be taken by these retailers 

based on the literature review of past recessions strategies and challenges in grocery retail. The 

purpose of this paper is to deliver a comprehensive and indicative overview on the observed 

and the possible impacts that could emerge in the next period on grocery retail through a case 

study research on 4 Romanian grocery retailers Facebook communication during COVID-19 

outbreak. 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1. About epidemic crisis in grocery retail 

Research on epidemic outbreaks effects provides a solid component of economic impact 

all over the world, including retail and grocery retail (Jung and Sung, 2017; Pendell et al., 2007; 

Hanna and Huang, 2004; Siu and Wong, 2004; Brown and Smith, 2008; Jung et al., 2016); 

Baker et al., 2020; Fernandes, 2020; Barua, 2020). Even if pandemic of the new Corona virus 

is steel producing effects, and can be too soon to get conclusions, regarding exclusive retail 

impact, we consider this a research gap and an opportunity to start bringing contributions.  

Previous research on SARS impact on economy (Hanna and Huang, 2004; Siu and Wong, 

2004) didn’t find significant negative effect on grocery retail sales. The decreasing was 

influenced mainly by seasonality behavior, some national holidays during the epidemic 

determined the going down of food consumption as the people have stayed at home. It was 

demonstrated that the economic impact of SARS was not as catastrophic as anticipated by 

contemporary estimates and models or envisaged by the media at the time of the outbreak 

(Brown and Smith, 2008, pp.118). Regarding MERS impact on retail, previous research 

findings brought important contributions to literature as following. According to Jung and Sung 

(2017) there is a differentiating relationships between online and offline markets by product 

type based on behavior theories: substitution in the case of electronic goods (consumer is 

moving online), delay in the case of semi-luxury goods (shopping delay for not daily necessary 

products), and no relationship in the case of grocery goods. Expenditure on grocery goods in 

the offline markets did not decrease during the MERS outbreak and a shift to online markets 

was not easy and became even slower in the case of groceries as compared to luxury and 

electronic goods because consumers want to inspect groceries before purchasing them (Jung et 

al., 2016).  

Since 11th of March 2020 when the pandemic of COVID-10 was pronounced by WHO, 

people had been manifesting panic buying and stockpiling on food, which has been put under 

strain the food sector, including grocery retail online and offline by shifting millions of eating 

occasions into the home and driving growth of food through the retail channel (Nicola, 2020; 

Euromonitor, 2020). Excessive bookings determined late deliveries or not at all (Nicola et al., 

2020). Coming from Wuhan – China, the COVID-19 outbreak immediately impacted Chinese 

exports and drastically reduced the supply availability in global SCs (Ivanov, 2020). Because 

of the very high globally dependency level of China for raw materials, COVID-19 highlights 

the need for supply chain diversification (Euromonitor International, 2020). According to Araz 

et al. (2020) COVID-19 outbreak represents one of the major disruptions of last decades in 

global SCs.  

As the main industry sector are affected, the economy is threatened by recession and this 

determined both practitioners and researchers to act and deliver important contributions in 

order to diminish the effects by real time reactions where is possible. The recent and warm 
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literature related to COVID-19 outbreak economic impact, highlights some changes in grocery 

shopping consumer behavior regarding format patronizing [according to Jribi et al., (2020) 

findings - 64.3% of respondents buy foods from supermarkets, whereas 29.0% buy from small 

retailers, 2.1% from hard discount stores and only 2.5% from traditional local markets, as a 

consequence of safety measures implemented by modern retailers such as social distancing, 

additional cleanliness and hygiene; compared to results provided by Sassi et al., (2016), the 

recent findings indicate a rise of 66% for shopping in supermarkets]; frequency of shopping 

[the same report of Jribi et al., (2020) reveals that food shopping was performed once a week 

by 39.8% of respondents, two or three times a week by 31%, daily by 15%, once every 2 weeks 

by 7.5% and once a month by 3.5%, and 3.2% declared to rarely doing it; as consequence of 

stocking up (Jribi et al., 2020; Baker et al.,2020); in contrast, in the study of Sassi et al. (2016), 

34.5% of respondents claimed to do shopping every day]; expenditures reduction [42% of 

respondents are using a shopping list (Jribi et al., 2020) despite 29,2% in Sassi et al.(2016) 

study; shopping list (planning) is considered as an efficient food waste prevention tool at the 

household level, by preventing the purchase of surplus foods (van Geffen et al., 2020); more 

than 50% declared to buy sometimes discounted food products, followed by 39% who always 

buy these products (Jribi et al., 2020)] and type of household [households with children tended 

to increase grocery spending in the earlier weeks of the outbreak by significantly more than 

users with no children; younger users tended to cut back on spending by a smaller amount than 

older users (Baker et al., 2020)] 

Comparing with MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome, occurred in May 2015 in 

Korea), Ebola (2013 -2016, Africa), or SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, spring 

2003 debut in Asia), this time is different, COVID-19 has caused a pandemic. Neither the 

comparison with another global crisis like 2008 financial crisis is not possible, because the 

current crisis brings new disruptions and challenges as generating spillover effects throughout 

supply chains, having simultaneously destruction of demand and supply (Fernandes, 2020) or 

producing massive and far-reaching economic cost burdens for all nations especially the G7 

countries (China, the US, Japan, Germany, Britain, France, and Italy) (Barua, 2020) which 

were confirmed the largest number of people infected and who died: 

 

 
Figure 1. Country - wise total number of infection and death caused by COVID – 19 (World’s top 15 

countries by the number of infected cases, as of 26th of April 2020) 

Source: author(s), based on data from European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control as of 26th of April 

2020 
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2.2. Strategies adopted by grocery retailers in past crisis 

A crisis is a sudden and unexpected event that threatens to disrupt an organization’ s 

operations and poses both a financial and a reputational threat (Coombs, 2007). In can be speak 

of crisis when a community of people, an organization, a town, or a nation - perceives an urgent 

threat to core values or life-sustaining functions, which must be dealt with under conditions of 

uncertainty (Rosenthal, Boin, & Comfort, 2001). According to Weiner (2006) a crisis can take 

many forms, including natural or man-made disaster, environmental spills, product tampering 

or recalls, labor disruptions or criminal acts. There is no doubt that all the crisis before affected 

the food consumption, but the retailing literature reveals that the retailing was impacted by 

epidemic crisis (Hanna and Huang, 2004; Siu and Wong, 2004; Jung and Sung, 2017; Jung et 

al., 2016; Jribi et al., 2020, van Geffen et al., 2020; Baker et al.,2020) (as was showed above), 

economic crisis (Srinivasan and Sivakumar, 2011; Berezvai, 2014; Ting-Jui Chou and Fu-Tang 

Chen, 2003; Le, and Nhu, 2009) or reputational (Sontainte-Petkeviciene, 2014; Topfer, 2013).  

Besides variations in indicators of economic health, recessions are times of rapid 

marketplace change and turbulence characterize by a reassessment of business relationship by 

all participants (Srinivasan and Sivakumar, 2011). Two powerful, highly effective strategic 

tools that retailers possess involve pricing and store format decisions (Gauri, Trivedi and 

Grewal, 2008). Pricing, one of the most powerful and effective strategic tools in retailing (Levy 

et al., 2004) is considered that is performing during recession too. According to Berezvai’s 

(2014) research made on 11 Hungarian food retail chains in a time of recession, from the three 

distinct type of pricing strategies found (aggressive pricing, premium pricing, and HiLo 

pricing), the most successful was the aggressive pricing strategy. Previous research (Chou and 

Chen, 2003) had shown that aggressive pricing may not be the solution for success in recession 

economy and should be taken in consideration the possible side effects (e.g. the consumer 

perception of the quality of products or services). While retailers typically reduce the needs-

offer gap through low pricing strategies such as discounts and coupons (Hess and Ring, 2014), 

Mann, Byun and Li, (2015) found that despite a recession retailers strive to protect their brand 

image from heavy or frequent price cuts by offering lower-entry level products or by launching 

a variety of creative or special promotions to lure hesitant consumers into their stores. An 

economic crisis requires some changes to be made in retailer’s strategies and Le and Nhu, 

(2009) had shown that a retailer can survive in a recession economy by changing its competitive 

strategy; using Porter’s generic strategies (Kotler and Armstrong, 2006) they found that 

retailers need to exercise a combination of competitive strategies including low cost focus and 

differentiation focus strategy. According to Mann, Byun and Li, (2015) strategies employed in 

recession differed from business as usual strategies in that retailers launched a greater number 

of initiatives aimed at boosting sales; for example, special events/campaigns, limited offer/time 

promotions, discounts, and coupons. To further counterpoise the drop in sales, retailers paid 

greater attention to short-term cost reduction measures such as stock-trimming strategies and 

reduced staffing. While these measures are a knee-jerk response of most businesses during a 

recession, existing literature warns against launching too many initiatives without a clear sense 

of opportunity (Favaro et al., 2009). Furthermore, Gulati et al. (2010) prescribe that cost 

reduction measures should be coupled with investment opportunities in order to thrive during 

and after recession. This finding suggests that companies are forced to become more agile and 

innovative in order to counterpoise opportunities and risks during difficult economic conditions 

(Rollins et al., 2014). Grewal et al., (2012) had proposed pricing strategies based on retail-

value. In the face with a worldwide recession, consumers are changing not only their shopping 

behavior but also their value perception. Thus, Grewal et al., (2012) suggested for retailers to 

remain more in touch with consumer preferences, take advantage of the opportunity created by 

the new consumer preferences and enhance the value they offer to consumers. These can be 
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possible by providing the deals that offer the most  value to consumer and by using the 

technology tools that influence all aspects of consumer’s experience from how they search for 

goods, to how they pay and tell to others about, which means social media and mobile web 

enabled devices. According literature, another kind of crisis that had affected retail industry is 

related with reputation. The finding revealed that for not altering the company reputation a 

proactive-rather than reactive approach is recommended (Topfer, 2013) and an appropriate 

communication strategy (Sontainte-Petkeviciene, 2014). 

 

3. Case study: Romanian modern grocery retailers 

3.1. Where it was before? Romanian modern grocery retailers 

At the beginning of 2020, Romanian modern retailing was emerging to developed 

countries trends, which means two main orientations – to create customer experience and to 

offer convenience. Romanian modern retailers were focusing to operate multifaced, 

omnichannel, through technology, as it has the main role by connecting retailers with their 

customers, by providing targeted information, offering value and creating deep customer 

engagement (Grewal, Roggeveen and Nordfalt, 2017). 

In 2018, the 10 largest food retail companies had a cumulative turnover of 57 billion lei, 

generating over 53% of the total turnover of the industry. The leader of the food retail market 

continues to be Kaufland with a turnover of 10.9 billion lei and a comfortable market share of 

over 10%. The German company is also the most profitable player in the market, registering a 

net profit of 788 million lei, 18% more than in 2017, and at the same time, represents the largest 

contributor to the state budget: 233 million lei in 2018. In the ranking of food retail companies 

by turnover, there was a turnaround in the top five, so that Lidl climbed to second place, ahead 

of Carrefour, which ranks third, and Auchan is going to 6th place replaced by 4th place Profi, 

and Mega Image on 5th place. (Olteanu, 2020). 
 

Table 1. Top 5 Romanian Modern Grocery Retailers 

 
Source: Dragomir, 2019*for Carrefour were cumulated the entire group results 

 

3.2. What happened after 11th of March? 

In 11th of March 2020 when WHO announced the pandemic of COVID-19, The 

Romanian Government has declared a state of emergency. People were forced to stay in homes, 

work from home and supervise children as schools and kindergartens were closed. Access 

outside the home was allowed only for medical emergencies or for strictly necessary shopping, 

as grocery stores were the only ones left open. In the first days of restrictions, amid panic and 

fear of what would happen next, people rushed into stores and made stocks mainly of basic 

food with a long shelf life, but also of hygiene products, cleaning and disinfectants (Popa, 

2020).  

Consequently, the stores could no longer cope with the supply of goods on the shelf 

because the orders were based on the sales history and on a delivery order schedule pre-

established with the supplier, so a reorganization was needed from retailers throughout the 

supply chain. Also, an important impact in the overcrowding of stores had the poor 

Rank Retailer

2018 turnover 

(billion lei)

2017 turnover 

(billion lei)

Dynamics 

2018/2017

1 Kaufland 10.9 10.1 8%

2 Carrefour 10.6 9.6 10%

3 Lidl 7.8 6.5 20%

4 Profi 5.9 4.7 25%

5 Mega Image 5.7 4.9 17%
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implementation of the omnichannel. Operating with a limited assortment, without fresh 

products, or valid only in some cities and with a long delivery time, grocery ecommerce was 

not a solution for Romanians during the pandemic. Although retailers have tried to do things 

along the way by improving the assortment, creating predefined packages, national deliveries 

or even launching through partnerships with an existing platform (e.g. Profi and noriel.ro), 

Romanians have had to go offline for to ensure their daily needs. It seems that the convenience 

orientation is steel available for Romanians since according to Nielsen (2020) they rather had 

chosen convenience stores in the period 26th  of February – 29th of March; because of 

restrictions and infection threats, Romanians are choosing the neighborhood stores for daily 

necessities. 

 

3.3. How Romanian modern grocery retailers act after COVID-19 outbreak? 

Case Study: Mega Image, Profi, Carrefour and Auchan 

 

3.3.1. Methodology 

The method was selected taking in consideration the current circumstances of COVID-

19 restrictions which have also limited the organizations communication instruments. 

Facebook is one of the most social media channels worldwide and represents an integral part 

of the marketing communication of the retailer’s chains in Romania (Bălan, 2017). The retailers 

were selected as they operate multiformat, convenience and multichannel. Based on Facebook 

posts of retailers and visitors have been observed the top reactions of customers and the most 

popular topics used by retailers during COVID-19 outbreak. It has been also measured the level 

of engagement during 82 days of posts, 41 before 11th of March and 41 after, setting two 

periods: Period 1 (during COVID-19 outbreak, 11th of March - 20th of April 2020) and Period 

2 (before COVID-19 outbreak, 30th of January – 10th of March 2020) and the average number 

of posts per day of posting during the both periods. 

As Bălan (2017) study results (retailers were posting twice on average, during a posting 

day), we expected that during isolation period (Period 1) in their homes, people are moving 

online and the engagement level of retailers daily posts should considerable increase.  

 

3.3.2. Findings 

The first objective of research was to find the intensity of these retailers posting behavior 

during Period 1 versus Period 2. The results are presented in the table 2: 

 
Table 2. Intensity of posting behavior of the selected retailers during the two settled periods 

 
Source: Own research 

 

The results are showing a sustained posting behavior of all retailers during Period 2. Of 

those 41 days selected for analyze, Profi and then Auchan had considerably reduced the number 

of days with posting in the Period 1 and even if they increased the number of posts during 

Period 1, the dynamics was negative. For Mega Image and Carrefour the dynamics is positive 

as they increase considerable the number of posts for Period 1. 

International 

 retail chain

Total number 

of posts 

during 

Period 1

Total number 

of days with 

posts during 

Period 1

Average number 

of posts per day 

of posting during 

Period 1

Total number 

of posts 

during 

Period 2

Total number 

of days with 

posts during 

Period 2

Average number 

of posts per day 

of posting during 

Period 2

Dynamics

Mega Image 112 40 2.80 93 41 2.27 18.99%

Profi 36 26 1.38 60 35 1.71 -23.81%

Auchan 134 37 3.62 165 41 4.02 -11.12%

Carrefour 55 38 1.45 50 38 1.32 9.09%
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Secondly, we aimed to find the engagement generated among Facebook users for the two 

settled periods. The engagement is expressed as sum of the following variables: number of 

reactions (sum of like, love, ha-ha, wow, sad and angry), number of comments and number of 

shares as is shown in the table 3: 

 
Table 3. Engagement generated by the selected retailers during the two settled periods 

 
Source: Own research 

 

The highest engagement is generated by Mega Image for the both periods settled. The 

rows of the table 3 are sorted by the Period 1 retailer rank in total engagement. As it can be 

seen, Profi switched the rank with Carrefour and got the last place in the Period 1, after reducing 

the number of days with posts. 

Lastly, we aimed to find the top 3 posts with the highest engagement and the themes of 

these posts; the results are presented in table 4, for the selected retailers for both periods settled: 

 
Table 4. Top 3 posts with the highest engagement and the theme of these posts for each selected retailers 

during the two settled periods 

 
Source: own research 

International 

retail chain
Type of engagement Period 1 Period 2                                                                Dynamics

Mega Image Number of reactions 202,291 153,270 24.23%

Mega Image Number of comments 16,910 5,759 65.94%

Mega Image Number of shares 11,290 4,733 58.08%

Mega Image Total engagement 230,491 163,762 28.95%

Auchan Number of reactions 109,297 146,447 -33.99%

Auchan Number of comments 6,766 4,637 31.47%

Auchan Number of shares 9,827 6,454 34.32%

Auchan Total engagement 125,890 157,538 -25.14%

Carrefour Number of reactions 39,271 22,824 41.88%

Carrefour Number of comments 4,802 4,002 16.66%

Carrefour Number of shares 5,210 4,485 13.92%

Carrefour Total engagement 49,283 31,311 36.47%

Profi Number of reactions 27,980 39,551 -41.35%

Profi Number of comments 3,179 1,657 47.88%

Profi Number of shares 4,507 829 81.61%

Profi Total engagement 35,666 42,037 -17.86%

International 

retail chain Day Engagement

Number 

of likes

Number of 

comments

Number of 

shares Theme of the post Day Engagement

Number 

of likes

Number of 

comments

Number 

of shares

Theme of 

the post

Mega Image

5th of April 

2020 9,734 8,747 549 438 Romanian local producers offers

30 th of 

January 

2020 5,528 5,299 132 97

Recommend

ation for 

healthy plate

Mega Image

15th of 

April 2020 9,342 8,744 331 237 Easter traditional offer

22th of 

February 

2020 4,856 4,647 106 103

Quiz healthy 

fruit snacks

Mega Image

14th of 

March 2020 8,106 6,908 741 457

Special thanks to first line 

employees 

24th of 

February 

2020 4,793 4,595 137 61

'Dragobete'

Romanian 

lovers day

Carrefour

15th of 

March 2020 5,804 4,524 443 837

Safety and pretection measured 

implemented in stores

4th of 

February 

2020 5,238 3,666 73 1,499

Pork meat 

spot

Carrefour

25th of 

March 2020 4,483 3,721 419 343

Special thanks to first line 

employees 

10th of 

February 

2020 3,376 3,236 106 34

Funny 

Survey

Carrefour

30th of 

March 2020 3,371 3,131 139 101 Blocked prices for 500 edibles

1st of 

February 

2020 3,298 1,957 70 1,271 Receipe

Profi

16th of 

March 2020 5,375 3,918 388 1,069

Invitation to business 

community  for COVID-19 

donation  after Profi initiative (1 

million lei donation)

4th of 

February 

2020 2,081 2,055 11 15 Contest

Profi

5th of April 

2020 3,067 2,650 232 185

Appeciation for first line 

employees 

5th of 

February 

2020 2,068 2,018 14 36 Contest

Profi

17th of 

March 2020 2,805 2,200 181 424

Social responsability message 

from Profi Management to other 

managers in order to take act

9th of 

February 

2020 1,903 1,833 25 45 Contest

Auchan

28th of 

March 2020 10,779 9,424 494 861

Responsibility message for +65 

years old people - dedicated 

hours for safety shopping 

2nd of 

March 2020 14,793 13,362 364 439

Invitation 

for tulips 

shopping 

Auchan

11th of 

March 2020 8,173 7,741 134 298 Healthy dessert recommendation

29th of 

February 

2020 7,591 7,274 169 148

Child taking 

the first 

steps

Auchan

19th of 

March 2020 7,761 6,726 91 944

Recommendation for people 

safety: washing hands wrightly

11th of 

February 6,653 5,628 905 120 Game

Top engagement  post during Period 1 Top engagement  post during Period 2
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As the results show, for each retailer except Auchan, the Period 1 has a bigger 

engagement in top 3 posts as consequence of isolation but also because of the emotional impact 

of the post theme. For the Period 1 people were more interested to find the measures that their 

favorite retailer is applying in a special crisis created by COVID-19 outbreak. The themes that 

correspond for the top 3 posts in Period 1 cannot be compared with the regular themes that 

correspond for Period 2 top 3 posts because of customer’s expectations changing during 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Supplementary, the research reveals that the most comments and reviews (only for Mega 

Image and Profi can people make reviews and scores) were about people preoccupation for the 

measures that retailers had well implemented according retailer posts as official 

communication of social responsibility actions. These include healthy measures taken in stores 

like cleaning, keeping the wright distance between two people and with the cashiers (all 

retailers have installed transparent partition panels at the check outs in order  to not enter in 

contact with the cashiers) and waring protection equipment by store employees (face masks 

and gloves). Other people remarks were about pricing increasing and product shelf presence. 

During Period 1, retailers communicate on Facebook all the own social responsibility actions 

and the opening for partnership in this kind of actions with other retailers. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

During Covid-19 outbreak consumer behavior was changed. People become more 

sensible because of this anxious and stressful period as they cannot spend time with friends and 

socialize. Thus, they are spending more time online and this aspect should be considered an 

opportunity for grocery retailers to increase the engagement by posting every day more than 

they have done before. Even if people are still looking for entertainment posts, in this period, 

they need more specific COVID-19 info actions in order to get objective reasons to patronize 

a retailer. They are looking on retailer Facebook posts for these info as consequence of going 

out restrictions, for gaining time and doing shopping quickly, considering the convenience 

given by proximity, price reductions/promotions already known, no out of stock products and 

safety and cleaning stores. This paper represents an important contribution for evaluating the 

impact of COVID-19 outbreak on Romanian modern grocery retailers in terms of the main 

actions they should take and should communicate on Facebook according new customers’ 

expectations, and a useful tool for practitioners to have a proactive attitude to pass successfully 

the crisis and to get competitive advantage. 
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