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Abstract

The aim of this study is to explore how residents of northern Sweden's consumer behavior
regarding groceries has changed during a time of high inflation. As a result of the recent
COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the war in Ukraine, the Swedish economy currently suffers
from high inflation. The inflation rate in December of 2022 was at 12.3%, which is the
highest rate in the country since the financial crisis in the early 1990s. Moreover, When
Russia invaded Ukraine, supply disruptions returned, causing an especially great
disturbance in the energy supply which further increased inflation. An evident consequence
of this, is the spike in food prices, and subsequently also changes in consumer behavior.

The purpose of the study is to expand the existing pool of empirical understanding of
consumer behavior regarding groceries in the context of high inflation. The objective is to
understand the internal and external factors, individual values and experiences that underlie
changed consumer behaviors and purchasing decisions in the context of high food inflation
among residents of northern Sweden. The goal is not to create generalizable results that can
be applied to the different occupational groups. Instead, the aim was to identify patterns and
themes among these respondents in their respective contexts.

The results show that consumer behavior has changed in several different ways. Some of
the respondents have become more restrictive, others have increased their spendings on
food, and others have changed their grocery shopping habits. Based on the analysis of the
empirical findings, which were partly understood with existing consumer behavior theories,
conclusions were drawn, and the research questions were answered. Thereon, implications
and future research suggestions are presented.

Keyword: Consumer behavior, purchasing decision, inflation, increased food prices,
grocery consumption
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1.0 Introduction

The introduction chapter gives an insight on the motive behind the choice of topic. Firstly,
the choice of subject is introduced with the presentation of background problems. Secondly,
the previous literature within the subject is introduced in order to give an insight into
already existing literature on the topic and how this thesis will be contributing to it. Lastly,
the limitations of the research, definitions and the purpose are clarified.

1.1 Problem Background

When the world started to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, and the constraints were
finally removed, economic activity became higher in Sweden than before the outbreak
(Riksbanken, 2023). Simultaneously, inflation grew due to the pandemic-induced supply
constraints, the return of the demand, and rising energy prices (Isaksson, 2022). As a result,
the inflation rate in Sweden in December of 2022 was at 12.3%, which is the highest rate in
the country since the financial crisis in the early 1990s. However, the annual inflation rate
eased to 11.7% in January 2023, from the peak in the previous month. This phenomenon
was the first significant slowdown in the Swedish inflation rate since July 2022 (SCB,
2023a). Isaksson (2022) further explains how the high inflation in Sweden is due to supply
disruptions and the Ukraine war. When Russia invaded Ukraine, supply disruptions
returned, causing an especially great disturbance in the energy supply which further
increased inflation (Neufeld, 2022). However, Sweden has been able to avoid the worst
economic consequences caused by Russia's war, due to only having 2% of energy coming
from natural gas, and 75% of it coming from hydropower, nuclear, and wind. However, the
prices have risen due to increased demand in the exportation of Swedish energy to countries
that previously relied on Russian gas and the increase of energy prices in those countries
has spread over to Sweden. (Krisinformation, 2021; Burstam & Holmberg, 2022). In
comparison to other Nordic countries including Denmark, Norway and Finland, the inflation
rate change between the third quarters of 2021 and 2022 is the highest in Sweden from all
the above-mentioned countries (Garcia & Caba, 2022, p. 8). The Swedish currency, Krona
(SEK) depreciated by 6% during 2022 which has led to the inflation to increase by 0,6
percentage points (Isaksson, 2022). Riksbanken (2022) states that one of the reasons is that
during times of financial uncertainty small open economies’ currency has a general
tendency to depreciate (Riksbanken 2022, p. 55).

Furthermore, an important factor for the high inflation is that Sweden relies highly on food
imports. Lantbrukarnas Riksforbund (2021) concludes that self-sufficiency in Sweden has
fallen 25% over the past 30 years. Further, it is stated that Sweden is only 50% self-
sufficient, and in the northern part of the country, that number is even lower. Landquist &
Behaderovic (2021) state that food self-sufficiency in the north of Sweden is 21%
(excluding milk and beef production). Prices of imported products and services are set on
the global market, which means that international demand is the deciding factor. Therefore,
Sweden is highly connected to the current situation in the rest of the world (Riksbank, 2022).

An evident consequence of the high inflation in Sweden is the spike in food prices. During
the Covid-19 pandemic, Ihle et al. (2020, p. 3) observed that food prices spiked when
regional and national borders closed. The reason for it was that deliveries were delayed or
decreased in quantity, and procession plants had to either shut down or increase their
transaction costs. According to SCB (2023b), prices of food and non-alcoholic beverages
have reached a record level since the 1950s. The annual food inflation in February 2023
was 20.95%, but prices of some products have increased even more than the average



percentage. Dairy products and eggs cost over 30% more now than they did last year, and
prices of certain vegetables have increased by up to almost 80% (SCB, 2023b). Although
the average rate of food inflation historically tends to be higher than the average rate of non-
food inflation, research shows that in Sweden, the ratio on average has been more substantial
(McCaorriston, 2015, p. 28). Furthermore, Knudsen (2023) argues that food prices are often
higher in isolated parts of the world. Even though Sweden should not be considered isolated,
this suggestion could be supported with the low self-sufficiency rate that Behaderovic
(2021) presents when it comes to food, specifically in the north of Sweden. An effect of the
increased food prices in Sweden can be seen in changes in consumer behavior when it comes
to purchasing groceries (Origo Group, 2022). People have reported that they have started to
look for discounted products more, they have started minimizing their food waste, and they
are not purchasing as much fresh fruits and vegetables as they did prior to the spike in food
prices (Origo Group, 2022). This particular problem constitutes the basis for what this
research will address. More specifically, the changes in consumer behavior that occur, as a
result of the current high inflation, will be explored. The focus of the research will be on
increasing the understanding of the underlying factors that affect the changes in consumer
behavior and purchasing decisions, that for example Origo Group (2022) has showed to
exist.

1.2 Previous Research and Research Gap

The pool of research in the field of consumer behavior during economic crises is vast.
Information Resources Incorporated (2022) published a report based on 2000 product
segments from 14 major markets in Europe, the U.S. and Asia Pacific. The study examined
in-store purchases and surveyed 3000 global consumers on consumer behavior (Information
Resources Incorporated, 2022). The results show that today’s consumer behavior resembles
those of the oil crisis period in the 1970s and 80s. Furthermore, Information Resources
Incorporated (2022) noticed the current increase in grocery prices, just as five decades ago,
are a result of the rise of energy prices. The report shows that consumers have been found
to limit their shopping to essentials, being keener on promotions and paying more attention
to where they shop and what they consume. The majority of participants have declared that
they have already made changes in their consumer behavior (Information Resources
Incorporated, 2022). 58% of respondents compare prices between brands, and 48% try to
be more mindful of their usage of products to be less wasteful (Information Resources
Incorporated, 2022).

In a similar study based on the oil crisis of 1970-1980, Shama (1981, p. 123-125) presents
that 34.6% of participants sought less expensive alternatives, and 66% stated they were
being less wasteful. It is also indicated that consumers had changed their values and motives
in terms of grocer consumption. Every purchase became extensively calculated since the
private resources had become stagnant or decreased. The study further indicated that
consumers started to value material growth less and instead purchased things for
functionalism and aimed to maintain a ~’humanly scaled balance’” (Shama, 1981, p. 123-

125).

A more recent study conducted by the congressional research service of the U.S. (Capehart
& Richardson, 2008, p. 3), gives an insight on how the food price inflation impacted
households and their consumption during the financial crisis of 2007-2008 in the country.
In the report, there was a 4% increase in food prices, which was caused by several different
factors, including supply disruptions, increased incomes in emerging countries, and
depreciation of the U.S. dollar. The impact of higher food prices in the households of the
U.S., depended on the income that the household earned (Capehart & Richardson, 2008, p.



4). Families with lower incomes perceived the change in prices the most since a bigger share
of their income was spent on food. Meanwhile, higher income earning households tended
to implement saving practices by simply reducing consumption at restaurants and instead
preferred food consumption at home (Capehart & Richardson, 2008, p. 4). Additionally,
Capehart and Richardson (2008, p. 4) suggest that consumers in the U.S. have reduced their
consumption of a variety of products as a response to food inflation.

This suggestion likely holds today as well, since for example the price of eggs has increased
by about 60% (SCB, 2023b) compared to its pre-pandemic price level and their consumption
has also decreased by nearly 15% (Origo Group, 2022, p. 11). Capehart and Richardson
(2008, p. 5) also identify that food inflation increases benefit payments and a variety of food
assistance programs, even those who are eligible for the assistance but are not participating
are encouraged to enroll due to the situation. Origo Group (2022) found that, as a result of
the increase in food prices, changes in food related consumer behavior have occurred. The
study, which was conducted on behalf of the Swedish Food Agency, illustrates how the food
inflation in Sweden has affected purchasing behavior among 1005 citizens of different
backgrounds. The results show that there was a significant change in consumer behavior,
with a certain decline in the consumption of fresh vegetables, meat, and fruits, much like
the situation in the U.S (see page 3). The change in buying behavior is, according to Origo
Group (2022), a result of the prices on these specific products being significantly higher
compared to other food groups. Over 50% of participants have reported that they have
started to look for discounted products, 40% have minimized their food waste, and 25% are
buying fewer fresh fruits and vegetables (Origo Group, 2022). In addition to this, Garcia
and Caba (2022, p. 8) presents how the general household consumption in the third quarter
of 2022 is significantly lower compared to the previous quarters. The household
consumption rate, which includes mostly food and beverages, has decreased by 3.62% in
Sweden between the third quarter of 2021 and the corresponding period in 2022. The change
is explained by the increase in the cost of living, higher interest rates and high energy prices
in the Swedish economy (Garcia & Caba, 2022, p. 8).

Helmersson and Tjus (2022) studied the effects on the grocery supply chain, due to changed
consumer behavior in a crisis, on Swedish consumers. The study was based on an online
survey of 128 participants, in which they were asked questions about their opinions and
experiences of grocery consumption in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
results show that 30% of the respondents acknowledged a change in their consumer
behavior as a direct result of pandemic. Examples of changes included increased planning,
and less frequent grocery shopping. The authors furthermore emphasized that some
respondents considered that prices had affected their consumer behavior (Helmersson &
Tjus, 2022, p. 29). During the conducting of the research, the war in Ukraine had only
recently started, and therefore it had not yet affected the food supply chain significantly.
However, the authors accurately identified the, at that time, risk of rising food prices due to
complications of the war (Helmersson & Tjus, 2022, p. 8).

Morén and Dahlback (2009) investigated in their bachelor thesis, how consumers in Umea
were affected by the ongoing financial crisis of 2008. The purpose of the study was to
investigate if consumer habits had changed in terms of planning and price awareness and to
identify potential changes in expenses considering the financial crisis and ongoing recession
(Morén & Dahlbéck, 2009). The study was conducted with surveys that were handed out to
400 people in Umed, and the researchers argue that they wanted to obtain a broad picture of
the consumers’ perceived effects of the financial crisis on their consumer behavior. The
study found that quality was the most important attribute when choosing a product, and that
despite financial situation, price was not always the most important factor (Morén &



Dahlbéck, 2009). This result infers that, although price is an important determinant of
purchasing decisions in the context of financially strained situations, there are other aspects
that equally affect consumer behavior.

Accordingly, in the process of trying to understand consumer behavior in complex contexts,
Simon (1959, p. 255-256) criticizes the economic equilibrium theory, which assumes that
the consumer only aims to maximize utility. He argues that in order to explain consumer
behavior in the face of different contexts, the researcher should aim to include more factors
that characterize consumer behavior (Simon, 1959, p. 256). This study is in line with Simons
(1959, p. 256) arguments, because it will focus on investigating how both internal and
external factors affect consumer behavior. The previous studies display changes in
consumer behavior when it comes to groceries, such as decreased spending, less
consumption of specific products, increased awareness and more planning (Capehart &
Richardson, 2008; Garcia & Caba, 2022, Information Resources Incorporated, 2022; Origo
Group, 2022). However, the question remains regarding the subjective factors that influence
the changes of individuals’ consumer behaviors and decisions when faced with increased
food prices. Moreover, although a few studies can be found on grocery consumption habits
specifically for residents in Sweden, in the context of economic crisis (Helmersson & Tjus,
2022; Morén & Dahlbéck, 2009), they do not look deeper into the underlying factors that
can describe the changes in consumer behavior. Therefore, a research gap exists in the fact
that the underlying, subjective factors that influence the changes, which can be seen in
consumer behavior during high inflation, need to be further explored.

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of the study is to add new empirical insight to the pool of existing data on the
research topic. The purpose is to understand the factors, processes, individual values and
experiences that underlie changed consumer behaviors and purchasing decisions in the
context of high food inflation among residents of northern Sweden of different occupational
groups.

To achieve this goal, the following research questions are sought to be answered:

- How do the residents of northern Sweden change their consumer habits when
shopping for groceries during a time of high inflation?

- What external and internal factors influence consumers’ purchasing decisions
regarding groceries during a time of high inflation?



1.4 Definitions

Consumer behavior: A set of actions and decisions that individuals and households make
in order to choose, buy, use or dispose of a product or a service. It evaluates how consumers
think, feel and behave during the purchase decision process (Schiffman &Kanuk, 2004, p.
8).

Purchasing-decision: The product that a consumer chooses when grocery shopping.

Occupational groups: In this thesis the term refers to three categories which are students,
full time workers and pensioners, which are implemented in order to collect diverse data
from different backgrounds and be able to compare the differences between the groups and
identify key themes. However only the occupation and income are asked from the
participants, wealth and other background information is not attained.

CSN: The Swedish Board of Student Finance that manages Swedish student finance. It is a
government agency that grants people loans, mainly student loans but also loans for driving
licenses and repayment of equipment loss (CSN, 2022a). Students that intend to study at
university can apply to get a grant and a loan, the size of them depends on the student's
study rate, number of weeks one studies for and additional income. A student that studies
full time for four weeks that does not have another income can receive a grant of 3,652 SEK
and a loan of 8,400 SEK (CSN, 2023).

Eldorado: Brand that offers low price products as a result of higher purchasing volumes
and more simple specifications (Axfood, n.d).

Ica, Coop, Willys, Lidl: Grocery shops in Sweden.
Norrmejerier: Dairy company based in north of Sweden.

Northen Sweden: In this thesis the term regards Norrland.

1.5 Delimitations

The data collection is limited to northern Sweden’s residents, to specifically look at how
food consumption habits and decision-making process differ between different occupational
groups in a country that has been notoriously suffering from significant food inflation. This
thesis specifically focuses on the northern part of the country due to the fact that food prices
are, on average, higher in the geographically isolated parts of the world. This is due to the
small market, low purchasing power and additional costs that follow the long supply chain,
i.e., gasoline (Knudsen, 2023). By applying data that is collected from only the northern
residents, we pinpoint the consumer experience and change of behavior in the context of
high food prices, of the ones suffering from it the most, compared to the rest of the country.



2.0 Scientific Methodology

In this chapter, the ontological and epistemological perspectives that the researchers
assume will be presented. Additionally, the theory approach and pre-understandings that
underlie the study are explained. Moreover, the research strategy as well as literature
considerations are likewise presented in this chapter.

2.1 Ontological Assumption

The ontological assumption is applied to describe the nature of reality (Collis & Hussey,
2014 p. 47). In this research, we believe that reality is subjective, which entails that different
individuals have different views of it (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In other words, the
values, personal opinions, and attitudes that affect purchasing decisions and consumer
behaviors are unique to everyone. This can be seen opposed to objectivism (or positivism),
in which one objective reality is assumed to exist, meaning that everyone has the same sense
of reality (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). From this perspective, it is thus considered that
social entities are external to social actors (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 108). With this
approach, one commonly measures data by means of quantitative methods (Morgan &
Smircich, 1980, p. 498). Because the data that is collected is going to be subjective
responses that cannot be measured by quantitative methods, a subjective view of reality is
best suited to this thesis. Furthermore, we believe that the purchasing decisions and
consumer behaviors that are found in the study are results of internal factors that are
influenced by the individuals’ interactions with culture and society. In other words, reality
is continuously changing, from this perspective. Moreover, reality is constructed by people,
as a result of their perceptions and actions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Consequently, the
research in this thesis explicitly approaches reality as socially constructed. This description
of social constructivism is reinforced by Morgan and Smircich (1980, p. 494) who states
that social constructivism considers reality to be a result of interactions, with the help of
language, routines and actions. Morgan and Smircich (1980, p. 494) additionally explain
social constructivism as a viewpoint from which the social world is a constant process that
is renewed for every encounter in an individual's life. We therefore do not study an
independent reality, but rather different constructions of social realities in a certain context.
By interviewing individuals on the experiences, values, opinions and emotions that
influence their grocery shopping behavior and purchasing decisions during high inflation,
we will seek to understand the respondents' socially constructed realities. Accordingly,
because we are interested in the subjectiveness of the decision-making processes, this is the
suitable approach.

From this view of reality, it is impossible to separate the existing social world from the
perceptions of the researchers’ minds, because the act of investigating the socially
constructed realities affects social reality. Specifically, our personal values and beliefs will
affect the analysis of the interviews, because we likewise exist in our own socially
constructed realities.



2.2 Epistemological Assumption

Epistemology is concerned with what constitutes valid knowledge (Collis & Hussey, 2014,
p.46; Saunders et al., 2016, p. 151). Similarly, Tuli (2010, p. 99) argues that epistemology
poses the question regarding what counts as valid knowledge, as well as what the
relationship between researcher and knowledge. Because we seek to understand the
subjective, underlying factors that influence purchasing decisions and changed consumer
behavior in the context of high inflation, we have, in line with the ontological standpoint,
assumed interpretivism as our epistemological viewpoint. Interpretivism allows us to focus
on the respondents’ individual stories and narratives (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 140), rather
than measurable, quantifiable data, to answer our research question. With the opposing
approach of positivism, the researcher tries to explain the interactions of variables and the
shaping of events in quantitative terms (Tuli, 2010, p. 100). Because we will not collect
measurable information that can be quantified to draw conclusions on, interpretivism is a
better choice for this study. The subjective responses that will be collected will be used for
creating an understanding of the purchasing decisions and grocery shopping behaviors in
the context of high inflation. Therefore, knowledge is in this thesis, obtained from the
subjective responses of the participating individuals of the study, as well as from our own
interactions with the information.

2.3 Theory Approach

In this study, an inductive approach to developing theory is applied. Inductive research is
when theory is created from the observations of empirical reality (Collis & Hussey, 2014,
p. 7). We aim to understand the changes in grocery consumption habits and purchasing
decisions of individuals in the context of high inflation, not by testing the results on
predetermined hypotheses, but rather from collecting information which is subsequently
analyzed for patterns and themes. The themes and patterns that are found in empirical reality
are thus the basis for developing new theories and conclusions. Additionally, the theories
that are used as support for analyzing the collected information were partially applied after
the conduction of the interviews and thematic analysis of the responses, which corresponds
to an inductive approach. However, some of the theories were applied to the research prior
to the conduction of the interviews. In this sense, because some of the theories were used as
basis for creating the interview guide, it could be argued that the research is found between
an inductive and an abductive approach.

2.4 Pre-understandings

It has to be acknowledged that us three authors all come from different backgrounds and
experiences and thus the thesis and its outcome will also be affected by these factors. We
are all last semester Umea University bachelor's degree students in the international
business program, specifically in the department of business, economics and statistics
(USBE). We have all conducted the same base courses that are included in the program,
which include several courses from different areas, i.e., marketing, organization and
economics. In addition to the base courses, authors have conducted different sets of further
studies either in the field of marketing, sales and organization as well as finance and human
resource management. It can be concluded that we have a broad knowledge from various
fields of business administration and economics and therefore can apply multiple
viewpoints and thoughts into the process of conducting this research.

We all have conducted our studies in several different universities, either through exchange
semesters or elective courses. We do have international experience as well as knowledge of



the Swedish economy and culture. Two of the authors are from the north of Sweden and
this is going to be beneficial for the interpretation of the research. In addition to this, we
authors have also gained work experience from several different fields, which of the most
relevant regarding this thesis is from the service industry. In the industry it is highly
fundamental to interact with people and form human relations. This is a substantial factor
for why we wanted to investigate consumer habits and changes regarding decision making.
The contextualization of inflation in this case is something that is very interesting to us due
to the timing and the relevancy, but also because inflation is a highly central concept in the
field of economics and business administration.

2.5 Considerations Regarding Chosen Literature

Hart (2018, p. 3) claims that searching and evaluating literature is essential to familiarize
oneself with the chosen research topic. Moreover, reviewing the literature gives insight into
what has already been covered and what methodologies and strategies have been applied
within the field. A researcher can also learn from mistakes made in previous studies and,
through that, avoid pitfalls as well as identify research gaps (Hart, 2018, p. 3). All literature
should be reviewed with a critical approach. With the help of their knowledge and attitudes,
a researcher should read and evaluate the literature with skepticism (Saunders et al., 2019,
p. 76). Patel and Davidson (2019, p. 68) mention that criticism involves knowing where and
when the initial information was obtained and published. Furthermore, the researchers
should always question how plausible it is for the information to be accurate (Patel &
Davidson, 2019, p. 68).

The literature included in this study has been found and critically reviewed through the
abovementioned fundamentals. This paper is done within a specific frame; it is limited
geographically to the north of Sweden and to times of increased food inflation. In such
cases, Patel and Davidsson (2019, p. 66) recommend looking for an *’explanatory basis’’ to
focus on studies that explain the phenomenon or characteristics of the topic instead of the
specific situation. We have accomplished that by basing our study on various sources;
academic articles, newspapers, reports, and textbooks. Saunders et al. (2019, p. 85) identify
those sources as appropriate to use but mention that researchers should be aware of the bias
that newspapers might have. To prevent that, we have focused on distinguishing facts from
opinions that Saunders et al. (2007, p. 60) identify as highly important. Apart from using
our critical thinking, we needed to ensure that the academic articles we used were peer-
reviewed. We have furthermore aimed to use as many primary sources as possible to avoid
the potential misinformation that secondary sources could contain (Bell et al., 2019, p. 104).
However, we have additionally included secondary sources when necessary.

Criticism can be directed at our usage of old sources since certain literature in our paper
dates to the 1950s and 1960s (for example, Simon, 1959 and Kotler, 1965), which can be
seen as outdated. However, old sources, such as the ones in the theoretical framework, are
commonly used in today’s research on consumer behavior, which validates their relevance.
Meanwhile, in the introduction, the literature provides us with information on what
consequences the issue has led to throughout the years. It grants us a diverse and broad
insight into the chosen topic, which according to Patel and Davisson (2019, p. 69), enhances
a paper’s quality. This research also contains information from multiple textbooks, which
does not demonstrate as in academic sources how the methods and approaches have been
used in previous studies. However, books are beneficial when wanting to define methods,
theories, and objectives of one's research, which is how they have been applied in this study
(Saunders et al., 2019, 86 & 88). Furthermore, it is essential to mention that two bachelor
theses have been used in the previous research chapter, namely Helmersson and Tjus (2022)



and Morén and Dahlbéck (2009). These cannot be considered entirely scientific, but they
nonetheless are important to consider because they are similar to this study in terms of
geographical area of investigation, as well as field of research. That is, they investigated
consumer behavior regarding groceries in connection to economic crises.

2.5.1 Literature Search

To ensure that the literature is credible, we have mainly used databases provided by Umea
university such as DiVA, Premier and Emerald. Additionally, we have searched for
scientific articles on Google Scholar that we later accessed through Umed University
library’s website to assure that they are peer-reviewed. The library was also used to access
various textbooks. Other articles and reports that have been applied in the research were
found in commonly academically used newspapers and Swedish government institutions
and organizations.

3.0 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework chapter presents previous academic studies and literature of
relevancy for this thesis. It contains theories and models of consumer behavior, as well as
definitions of different factors that influence the purchasing-decision process. The models
and theories provide an approach to understanding the reasons for why consumers act in a
certain way. The chapter ends with a summary of the theoretical framework.

3.1 Consumer Behavior Theories

Consumers are constantly faced with complex situations in which they have to make
purchasing decisions (Bunn, 1993, p. 38). Even though the decision-making process is
rarely predetermined, Bunn (1993 p. 38) argues that a basic logic, or patterns, can be
identified to make sense of the complexity that is the consumer behavior. Bunn (1993, p.
38) disputes that the consumer creates “rules of thumb”, from which they guide their
decision-making process. In line with these arguments, that a structure can be found in
consumer behavior, this thesis includes a number of well-known models that have been
created for the purpose of predicting and explaining consumer behavior. To answer the
research questions, we will therefore consider the empirical findings with support from
common consumer behavior theories.

3.2. Stimulus-response Model of Buyer Behavior

One of the many theories on this topic is the stimulus-response model of buyer behavior,
which is commonly used for marketing purposes. Nonetheless, the model is also essential
to analyze the empirical findings of this study. Consumer behavior is a study of the behavior
that people display during the process of purchasing products or services (Schiffman &
Kanuk, 2004, p. 4). The model that is presented by Kotler et al. (2011, p. 136) describes the
various stages of the consumer behavior process, which consist of different influential
factors. The external stimuli affect the internal factors that are depicted as the ‘’Buyer’s
Black Box’’, which consist of the consumers characteristics and buyer’s consumer behavior
(Kotler et al., 2011, p. 136). Lastly, all previous influences either result in a realization of a
purchase or not, which is referred to as a response. Thus, the external and internal factors
ultimately lead to the specific product a consumer will end up with, which brand, at what
price etc. (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 153-154). The purpose of the model is to appreciate the



complex influences (namely cultural, social, personal and psychological factors) that
together result in consumer behavior (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 136).

3.2.1 External Stimuli

First, the model illustrates external stimuli that can affect consumer behavior, namely
marketing and environment. The marketing part is primarily interesting for companies in
order to influence the preferences of the consumer by creating marketing strategies.
However, the factors are still important to recognize as potential stimuli that can influence
buying behavior. These factors include price, product, promotion and place (Kotler et al.
2011, p. 136). Environmental factors are the surroundings that the consumer encounters on
a daily basis. The environmental components are not controlled by any entity, such as a
company, but the consumers are impacted by them inevitably (Kotler et al. 2011, p. 136)
arranges them by economic, technological, political, cultural, demographic, and situational
stimuli.

An example of an economic factor is the rule of demand in economics. This is, when the
price of a product decreases, the demand will increase, and when the price increases, the
demand will fall (Nickolson & Snyder, 2012, p. 27). Sharma and Sonwalkar (2013, p. 35-
36) present diverse examples of changes in consumer behavior as a result of the economic
crisis. People tend to prioritize their spendings on necessities such as food instead of clothes.
Additionally, larger purchases of entertainment and leisure are postponed, and food is
purchased in smaller quantities or in quantities of larger bulks (Sharma & Sonwalkar, 2013,
p. 35-36). Technology is another external factor that has significantly influenced buying
behavior over the last decades. A great example is the increase of digitalization. Johansson
(2018, p. 25) states in his book about the future of physical stores, that the consumer buying
process has evolved significantly over the last decades. This is due to the fact that consumers
can choose from a variety of channels where consumers can get their information or advice
of a purchase from (Johansson, 2018, p. 25). The Swedish Trade Federation predicts that by
2030, e-commerce will account for 31-40% of all retail in Sweden (Svensk Handel, 2021).
Political factors are also a part of the external stimuli. Jost et al., (2017) illustrate this
phenomenon by a study made on American people. According to their findings, liberals
tend to question and criticize existing institutions, which can result in boycotting or buying
specific things based on their political view. On the other hand, conservatives have been
proven to justify the existing system causing them to boycott less than liberals (Jost et al.,
2017.

Consumers are also impacted by the culture that they are surrounded by. A culture sets a
particular belief system and behavior through the practice of different traditions and
customs. There are cultural differences between countries as well as within (Kotler et al.,
2011, p. 137 —138). Culture affects consumer behavior, for instance a cultural shift towards
health and fitness has resulted in an increase of organic foods and a larger variety of diets.
It can also be seen when comparing different countries’ characteristics. Japan values
peacefulness while US values ruggedness (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 191). Demographic
factors such as age, sex, income, education and marital status and mobility also play a
significant role on consumer behavior. Niosi (2021, p. 246) emphasizes the significance of
consumer’s income by describing that people of different income status search for different
products and qualities. Situational factors are what is influencing the consumer at a certain
point in time. Examples include the atmospherics; crowding; location; layout; time; and,
mood (Niosi 2021, p. 267).
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FIGURE 1: STIMULUS-RESPONSE MODEL OF BUYING BEHAVIOR
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[Source: Own elaboration based on Kaotler et al., (2011, p. 136)]

3.2.2 Buyer’s Black Box

Consumer Characteristics

The black box serves the purpose of aiding in the analysis of individual consumer
characteristics such as attitudes, values, knowledge, motives, perception, and lifestyle in the
process of making purchasing decisions (Kotler et al., 2011, p.137). These factors
collectively impact how the person reacts and processes external stimuli (as described in
point 3.1.1). The reactions then result in actions represented by the individual's consumer
behavior. The consumer characteristics that commonly impact the values and attitudes of
an individual in the decision-making process are, among other factors, roles and status, age,
occupation, economic situation, lifestyle, personality, and self-concept (Kotler et al., 2011,
p. 144-149). Different roles and statuses imply that a person can project different identities
depending on what situation they are currently in. Furthermore, a person's age can directly
impact their preferences and tastes. These preferences often change as a person enters
different stages of their lives, but it also depends on the present family situation. An
individual's occupation also contributes to purchasing decisions and habits. It is evident that
the economic situation also affects the products a person tends to purchase. A person's
personality influences their buying behavior in the sense that different psychological
characteristics give rise to somewhat consistent and ongoing responses to the environment
that they exist in. Personality can be further explained as the level of self-confidence one
possesses, one's sociability, autonomy, dominance, adaptability, and defensiveness, to name
a few common traits (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 143-145). Kotler et al. (2011, p. 145) divide
consumer characteristics into six groups: motivation, perception, learning, values, beliefs
and attitudes, and lifestyle.

Motivation refers to the needs that drive the purchasing decisions of the consumer. They
can be biological, such as hunger, thirst, or discomfort. Moreover, they can also stem from
the need for psychological factors such as esteem, belonging, or recognition (Kotler et al.,
2011, p. 146). According to Solomon et al., (2019, p 162), the needs are either utilitarian or
hedonic. Utilitarian needs are based on a desire to achieve something for functional or
practical reasons. Hedonic needs are based on emotional desires and fantasies. Kotler et al.
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(2011, p. 146) continue to state that motivation as the source of buying behavior, through
the lens of Freud's teachings, is an unconscious process.

However, additionally and conversely suggested, is that the teachings of motivation by
Abraham Maslow can be equally valid. From this viewpoint, the motivation to purchase
different things at specific times can be explained through a hierarchical rank of human
needs, from which the individual seeks to satisfy the most acute need first (Kotler et al.,
2011, p. 146). Schiffman and Kanuk (2004, p. 92) present this phenomenon as positive and
negative motivation. The positive motives are based on previously explained wants, needs,
and desires and the force directed at meeting those factors. Negative motivation is found
when a consumer's behavior is guided away from an object. An example of this would be a
couple where the woman buys nutritious food to be healthier (positive motivation). At the
same time, her husband does the same but to prevent sickness (negative motivation)
(Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p. 93). Solomon et al. (2019, p. 165) also identify motivational
conflicts that a consumer can experience; approach-approach conflict, approach-avoidance
conflict, and avoidance-avoidance conflict. When a consumer has to pick between two
desirable alternatives, approach-approach conflict might occur. To diminish this unpleasant
state, one must consider all features of the possible purchase and find convincing reasons to
choose one option over the other (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 166 - 167). Approach-avoidance
conflict appears when the consumer knows that their desire will have negative consequences
and therefore avoided by trying substitutes. An example of this would be low-calorie foods
that promise to satisfy one's food cravings without a large number of calories (Solomon et
al., 2019, p. 167). Lastly, the avoidance-avoidance conflict is presented when a consumer
needs to choose between undesirable options. This conflict can appear when one's financial
resources are limited. Instead of buying something new, one has to choose between buying
something second-hand or repairing the old broken product (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 168).

Perception is the psychological factor that takes into consideration an individual's senses in
the process of reacting to external stimuli. Sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch together
combine stimuli into sensory information, which the person uses to organize and interpret
information (Solomon 2019, p. 85-86). However, although people are exposed to the same
stimulus, they are bound to respond in different ways due to 1. Selective attention, meaning
that one screens out the majority of information, 2. Selective distortion, which entails that
people interpret the external stimulus in such a way that it reinforces their already existing
beliefs, and 3. Selective retention - the phenomenon of remembering good points about a
certain brand or product that the individual particularly likes, and forgetting similar points
attributed to other, less attractive alternatives (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 147).

Learning describes the changes in behavior that occur as a result of experience (Kotler et
al., 2011, p. 149). Stavkova et al., (2008, p. 277) explains that this can be obtained from a
set of rational activities or by creating a simple association between impulse and reaction.
Schiffman and Kanuk (2004, p. 206 — 207) mention that learning can be studied through
two theories: cognitive and behavioral. Cognitive theory presents learning as a mental
process whereas behavioral theory views it as a response to a stimulus. Learning theory on
the topic of behavior suggests that the majority of human behavior is learned. This is in line
with the Pavlovian Learning Model (see point 3.3.2) that describes conditioned learning.
Unconditioned stimulus on the other hand is when the response is not learned but automatic
meaning a consumer acts impulsively. (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p. 240).

Values demonstrate ideas that consumers want to realize through their purchases. Since this

concept is large, researchers have divided values into three groups: cultural values,
consumption-specific values, and product-specific values (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 191).
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Values are persistent beliefs that are not connected to a specific situation or object. They
serve as guiding principles within one's life or society (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p. 408).
Cultural values are, as mentioned in 3.2.1, formed through the external stimuli of the culture
one is surrounded by. Consumption-specific values are based on convenience. Product-
specific values arise from feelings that a purchase is supposed to grant the consumer. A
product is bought based on consumers' assumption that it will meet their needs, such as
freedom or belonging (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 191). Allen (2001, p. 103) explores the direct
and indirect relationships between values and purchases. Direct relationship describes
consumers that have a strong emotional connection to the product, whereas their reasoning
Is intuitive. Moreover, they perceive the product as a whole and do not evaluate each of its
qualities and use the product for self-expression. Indirect connection is when consumer
values function and utility above other factors and is profoundly evaluative. The consumer
judges products through logic and has no emotional connection to products (Allen, 2001, p.
103).

Beliefs and attitudes are created through the process of learning and doing (Kotler et al.,
2011, p. 149). Beliefs are defined as detailed thoughts about a particular topic that can be
based on knowledge, faith, or opinion. Beliefs can further involve an emotional charge
towards the topic. Attitudes can be held about various things. People have attitudes
regarding food, but also clothes, music, politics, and essentially everything else in their
reality. People fundamentally ground their likes or dislikes on attitudes and whether or not
they will approach or discard something. (Kotler et al., 2011, p.149). Kanagal (2016, p. 88)
declares that beliefs and attitudes are formed through interaction with the market-society
and business environment. Moreover, consumers develop their beliefs through the usage of
products and services. Later those factors guide the consumer through their decision-making
process. Therefore, the formation of beliefs and attitudes is continuously developed through
the evaluation of the products and services that one buys, as well as the interactions with
external stimuli (Kanagal, 2016, p. 88-89).

Lifestyle, according to Solomon et al., (2019, p. 178 — 179), is the social identity consumers
have that they want to communicate to others. Preferences can be influenced, as previously
mentioned, one's social class and self-concept that, develop into a distinct lifestyle. It is how
consumers allocate their income to maintain their chosen social identity. People of similar
socioeconomic classes exhibit similar consumer behavior, but all have a personal twist to
the general pattern. Unlike core values, lifestyle undergoes frequent changes due to
maturing or change in one's culture (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 178 — 179).

Decision Making Process

The decision-making process begins with recognition of a need. That need is either triggered
by external or internal stimuli. Following is the stage where the consumer gathers more
information from personal and commercial sources about the potential purchase. Further
on, the alternatives are evaluated. In this stage the qualities of the product such as brand,
price and styling are significant. The decision can be well thought out or made at an impulse
(Gezelius & Widestam, 2007, p. 120). Buying decision behavior can further be divided into
four categories, namely complex, dissonance-reducing, habitual, and variety-seeking
buying behavior (Kotler et al., 2020, p. 209).

Complex buying behavior is exhibited when a product or service that is purchased has been
researched thoughtfully before the completion of the transaction. All product qualities are
decisive, and the consumer can distinguish between brands. Each step of the buying process
contains a large amount of emotion and analyzation. The reason behind it is that a certain
purchase might require such a process because of the risk or high price that it involves
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(Kotler et al., 2020, p. 209). Aarikka-Stenroos and Sakari (2014, p. 250) illustrate through
their study that the more unusual and newer a product is the more research has to be done
to it in order for a costumer to realize the purchase. Participants of their study declared that
they use multiple different sources to guide them such as friends, experts, opinions of other
customers and competitors.

Dissonance-reducing buying behavior describes the high involvement of the consumer. It
is often seen within products and services that are bought infrequently or that are expensive.
The difference between this behavior and the complex buying behavior is that the brand is
of less significance due to the small selection and variation of options. (Suresh et al., 2022,
p. 108).

Habitual buying behavior occurs commonly when buying groceries or other essential
products. The purchases are made from habit and require minimal influence from the brand
and evaluation from the consumer. (Kotler et al., 2020, p. 210). Wood and Neal (2009, p.
579 - 581) point out that people do have a tendency to repeat their behavior, buy at the same
store and eat the same food continually. However, habitual buying behavior is also rooted
in a consumer's satisfaction, which arises when a purchase meets their values and creates a
positive emotion.

Variety-seeking buying behavior is when the consumer does not value the brand or the price.
The quintessence of this attitude is the consumer's will to try something new out of pure
curiosity (Kotler et al., 2020, p. 210). Sharma et al., (2010, p. 277) states that this decision-
making process is irrational and exclusively based on feelings and need of new sensations.
It offers consumers stimulation in their buying process and introduces them to new
alternatives that can optimize their satisfaction.

3.2.3 Purchase Decision

The buyer decision process ends with a purchase decision. As previously mentioned in 3.1,
a consumer ends up choosing a product of their preference that external and internal factors
had previously formed. The attitude of others can have an impact in the final stage. What
someone says or does can make a consumer change their final purchase decision.
Additionally, a customer can change their decision because of unexpected situational
factors such as a change in the economy or a competitor lowering their price. Alternatively,
the purchase never gets completed (Kotler et al., 2011 p. 153-154).

3.3 Additional Consumer Behavior Theories

The buyer's black box theory is used by many businesses to understand and predict
consumer behavior to develop lucrative marketing strategies (Kotler et al., 2011, p.136).
However, it is also a useful theory to apply to the information that is collected in this study,
because it focuses on trying to understand the internal process of buying behavior. Solomon
(2010) declares that all stimuli are processed by consumers subjectively. Consumers’
particular biases, needs and experiences result in various interpretations (Solomon et al.,
2010, p. 36). The consumer’s mind is, according to Kotler (1965, p. 37), a mystery that can
be equated with a “black box”. In other words, he suggests that it is extremely difficult to
identify why a person buys, or does not buy, a certain product. To try and understand the
why of the buyer’s process, several models based on the black box concept have been
created. Kotler, (1965) presents five buying behavior models based on the black box
concept; the Marshallian economic model, the Pavlovian learning model, the Freudian
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psychoanalytic model, the Veblenian social-psychological model, and the Hobbesian
organizational-factors model.

3.3.1 The Marshallian Economic Model and Utility Theory

Economists have historically regarded consumers as rational beings, who try to reach certain
goals, to the lowest possible cost (Daniela, 2011, p. 838). A model based on such an
assumption is the Marshallian Economic Model, which states that the purchasing decisions
that individuals make come from rational and conscious calculations. The calculations are
in turn based on the fact that the individual spends their income on products and services
that offer the most satisfaction (utility), in accordance with the individual’s tastes and the
relative price of the good (Kotler, 1965, p. 39). The model's antecedents are primarily the
teachings of Adam Smith, who in his book An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the
Wealth of Nations, from 1776, explains that people are motivated by self-interest in all their
actions (Smith, 1776/2002). This reasoning was later refined by Bentham (1781/2000), who
argued that people calculate and weigh the expected benefits and costs of every choice.
During the 19th century, these ideas were further applied to the field of consumer behavior,
and the marginal-utility theory was developed (Kotler, 1965, p. 38). Alfred Marshall was,
therefore, with his Principles of Economics from 1890, the main figure in this development
(Reisman, 2011). His version of the demand-supply analysis simplified assumptions and
investigated the effect of change in one variable (price, for example), while all other
variables were held constant (Daniela, 2011, p. 839; Kotler, 1965, p. 39). Lundmark (2017,
p. 199) describes utility theory from a modern microeconomic perspective, as the
understanding of how individuals with a limited income choose which products and services
they will consume. He continues to suggest that an individual spends their income on
products or services that give them the biggest utility (Lundmark, 2017, p. 199). Fishburn
(1970) also talks about utility theory in the process of decision making. He suggests that in
order to create a connection between preference and decision, one can assume that an
individual’s preferences, more or less, govern the choice (Fishburn, 1970, p. 1). Therefore,
it must be remembered that it is not only price and income that determines the utility
function of an individual, but rather those factors in combination with the individual’s
preferences.

Skeptics of theories that assume that the individual makes rational choices, argue that
individuals seldom make rational, utility-maximizing decisions. For instance, Simon (1959,
p. 255-256) expresses his disagreement with the concept. To explain consumer behavior in
the face of different contexts, he claims that the researcher should aim to include more
factors that characterize the consumer behavior than simply that the consumer always strives
for utility maximization (Simon, 1959, p. 256). In line with this argument, Hechter and
Kanazawa (1997, p. 192) propose that people often act impulsively, emotionally, or from
habit. Wilson and Dowlatabadi (2007, p. 1386) point out that traditional economic models
of human behavior, in reality, are inaccurate. According to traditional economic theories,
people make decisions solely on relevant information. When provided with sufficient
information, a selection of choices, and a budget, people are set to make the optimal
decision. Psychology and behavioral economics studies prove that the decision-making
process cannot be purely rational given people’s different biases (Wilson & Dowlatabadi
2007, p. 1386).
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3.3.2 The Pavlovian Learning Model

Koehn (2020, p. 242) highlights an important tenet that separates behavioral economics
from classic microeconomics when it comes to making decisions. Expressly, behavioral
economists repudiate the assumption that individuals make rational decisions. Koehn (2020,
p. 242) further argues that the reason for dismissing models of rational decision-making is
that such theories fail to consider non-rational factors such as emotions that also impact
consumer behavior. Following this argument, in contrast to the Marshallian economic
model and modern utility theory, other theories that seek to explain and predict consumer
behavior exist. One of them is The Pavlovian Learning Model. This model is built on
Russian psychologist Ivan Petrovich Pavlov's experiments with stimuli on dogs, from the
turn of the 19" century (Clark, 2004). Pavlov saw that the dogs learned to associate the ring
of a bell with food, which in turn stimulated a salivation (Clark, 2004, p. 282 — 284). In line
with Pavlov’s findings, that learning can be considered an associative process, the
Pavlovian Learning Model likewise assumes that consumer behavior can be explained in
this way (Kotler, 1965, p. 40). The Pavlovian Learning Model has refined the concept of
the associative process to the point where it revolves around four central concepts; drive,
cue, response and reinforcement (Dollard & Miller, 1950), Drive corresponds to what
motivates the person to purchase something, such as hunger or thirst, which are considered
strong stimuli. Cues, on the other hand, are weaker stimuli than drives, and it could be for
example an advertisement for a specific product. The response is the individual's reaction
to cues. Reinforcement is whether the purchase was rewarding for the individual.
Conclusively, the model suggests that if an experience is rewarding, it is likely to reoccur.
In the context of grocery consumption, this can be exemplified by a person who tends to
purchase a specific product of the same brand every time they grocery shop - for as long as
this is rewarding. However, if the behavior is not reinforced, if the specific brand is out of
stock for a period, the habit reduces in strength, and the preference for the specific brand
product may cease to exist (Kotler, 1965, p. 40).

3.3.3 The Freudian Psychoanalytic Model

The Freudian psychoanalytic model is grounded in the Freudian model of man, which,
according to Sigmund Freuds teachings entail that the individual is not in charge of their
own psyche (Daniela, 2011, p. 838). Instead, Freud suggested that the psychological factors
that influence a behavior are primarily unconscious, and that people seldom are able to
explain the motivations behind a decision (Daniela, 2011, p. 838). In the context of
consumer behavior, it could entail that a consumer that recently purchased some expensive
product could say that they made the decision because they liked the looks and
characteristics of the product. However, deeper down, they actually purchased it for other
reasons, perhaps wanting to impress others. Even further down, the person might have even
purchased the product to satisfy some underlying need for gratification or fulfillment in a
certain field (Kotler, 1965, p. 42).

3.3.4 The Veblenian Social-psychological Model

This model was created based on American economist Thorstein Veblen’s assumption that
that the individual conforms to social factors that are set by cultures, and subcultures that
the individual exists within (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42). Therefore,
according to this model, consumer behavior is influenced by, or even a result of, pressures
from the norms, opinions, wants and likes of the groups to which their life is bound (Daniela,
2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42). According to Veblen’s theory about consumer behavior,
individuals consume goods to fit in to groups of society (Veblen, 1899/1997). Therefore,
Veblen argues that the motivations for consumption are not primarily to fulfill intrinsic

16



needs, but rather for prestige reasons (Veblen, 1899/1997). This theory is strengthened by
De Fano et al. (2022, p. 1) who propose that peers such as family and friends, but also social
media platforms, are important factors that shape the decision-making process (De Fano et
al., 2022, p. 2).

3.4 Summary of the Theoretical Framework

There are, undeniably, various models and theories in the field of consumer behavior that
one can use when seeking to understand why an individual makes certain purchasing
decisions. What the models and theories in the theoretical framework have in common is
that they aim to examine and explain the internal translation of influences into responses or
purchasing decisions. The Marshallian Economic Model and utility theory are different
from the other models in the framework because they assume a microeconomic standpoint
of the phenomena. Therefore, they are useful in bringing an additional perspective that can
explain changes in consumer behavior. The stimulus-response model of buyer behavior
provides a rather general theory of many different aspects that potentially influence a
purchasing decision. It is therefore very useful in trying to understand what effects the
increased food prices play in the change of consumer behavior. The additional models that
seek to describe consumer behavior are important to include as well, because they provide
more detailed descriptions of the external and internal factors of the stimulus-response
model.

In this thesis, the aim is not to test if certain theories hold in reference to the study’s
empirical findings. Rather, the theories offer pieces of information which can contribute to
the aggregated understanding of the information that we collected. The theories serve the
purpose of simultaneously confirming and contradicting our analysis of the empirical
findings. They offer different perspectives from which the information can be interpreted
and using a combination of the different models in the analysis facilitates the creation of
new insights on the researched field.

4.0 Practical method

In the following chapter the research design will be presented, as well as all necessary
detailed information regarding the data collection method will be discussed and reasoned
for. Lastly, ethical considerations as well as the method applied to analyze our data is
introduced.

4.1 Research design

In order to implement the most effective research design for the choice of research topic,
and to answer the research question the most accurate method is conducting a qualitative
study. A qualitative method is appropriate when the objective is to gain an insight on
subjective experiences, behaviors and perceptions (Tenny et al., 2017). A quantitative
method, which would give an objective result in a numerical form is not what is pursued
after in the thesis (Collis & Hussey, 2021, p. 117). The objective in this thesis is to truly
understand the changes in behavior, the thinking process, the feelings and attitudes that
revolve around people’s food consumption in the current high inflation period. The research
purpose is to get empirical insight on “why” and “how” questions, due to this a qualitative
research approach is adapted.
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The data is collected by conducting one-on-one interviews with participants, the participants
are invited to participate through authors’ networks. A non-random sample is considered as
the preferred sampling method for the design of this research since the target was to find
willing participants that fit the selection criteria, in this case an occupation group. Therefore,
the purposive sampling method was applied, when selecting the participants, we have put
into consideration the usefulness of the participants’ experience based on their occupational
background and the experience gained through it in the context of high food inflation (Collis
& Hussey, 2021, p. 118-119). To reach this goal, the sampling groups are divided into three
different subgroups, which are the students, full-time workers and pensioners. These
subgroups are referred to as occupational groups, since their occupation is one of the three:
studies, retirement or a full-time job and thus the main source of income is also either the
CSN, pension support or a monthly salary. It is important to acknowledge that with the term
occupational groups it is not implied to the participants' field of work or studies, it is simply
a reference to what the participants are occupied with in their lives. Furthermore, income or
wealth is not a factor that affected the choice of participants either, the only criteria for the
participants was their occupation.

We have through our own judgment selected participants that fit the criteria of the
occupation group and will be able to answer our research questions, furthermore the
additional goal is to capture a diverse range of perspectives and experiences from the
different subgroups. This is done in order to be able to reveal and identify key themes from
the sample as well. Thus, it can be concluded that a purposive heterogeneous sampling
method is applied (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 318). The objective is to gain four to five
interviewees for the three subgroups, hence in total 12-15 interviews. The research purpose
IS not to attain information only from individuals that have changed their behavior, instead
without presumptions attain the general experience and possible change in the consumer
behavior in the context of food inflation.

4.2 Data Collection Method

There are many factors that should be considered by the researchers when deciding on what
number of interviewees is adequate. In the case of comparing differences, researchers
should define how many dimensions they want to reflect on and how many cases of each
dimension should be analyzed (Baker & Edwards, 2017, p. 27). We chose to collect our
empirical data through qualitative interviews with 13 people from different economic
groups, namely students, full time workers and pensioners. The number allowed us to
compare subjective responses between individuals, so that we could obtain different views
of the effect of inflation on consumer behavior. Furthermore, any additional number of
interviewees would not have added much value to the purpose of the study. Because we
wanted to gather nuanced, subjective information that adds to the creation of new empirical
insight, and not generalizable data that can be applied to a vast population, 13 respondents
Is a reasonable sample size.

The participants in the study were carefully selected based on certain criteria. The recruited
respondents had to be at least 18 years of age or older and responsible for their own
economy. Moreover, the interviewees had to be residents of the northern part of Sweden.
To obtain a sample of people from different occupational groups, we decided to reach out
to individuals who were students with CSN-loan as the primary source of income, full time
workers with salary, as well as people with pension as primary income. The reason for
looking at different occupational groups is that a person's monthly income influences their
consumption habits in a significant way, which can be interesting in the context of looking
at changes in consumer behavior. We are aware that the respondents' financial situations
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may vary dramatically, and that the monthly income is not the only determinant of an
individual's economic wealth. However, we concluded that considering the primary sources
of income, was sufficient to be able to conduct a thorough analysis of changed consumer
behavior in the context of current inflation. Factors such as gender or ethnicity were not
relevant to consider when choosing the participants for the interviews. The names of the
participants were changed to ensure their anonymity.

The interviews were semi-structured and thus consisted of predetermined questions in
combination with spontaneous supplementary questions. All respondents answered
questions about age and income as well as key questions about consumer habits in order to
make sure that the economic requirements were satisfied and that it was possible to compare
the results between the different respondents. Most of the questions were open-ended to
encourage unique thoughts and input from the interviewees. Brinkmann (2013, p. 21) argues
that semi-structured interviews are better than structured interviews when it comes to
utilizing the knowledge-producing potential from dialogues. This is because a semi-
structured interview method allows for following up on the angles that come up during the
interview and that are important for the study (Brinkmann, 2013. p 21). Correspondingly,
using a semi-structured interview approach reduces the risk of retrieving limited knowledge
from the interviews, therefore, it facilitated our collection of nuanced and complex
perspectives. However, semi-structured interviews come with risks. Brinkmann (2013)
compares structured interviews to semi-structured interviews, and states that structured
interviews, as opposed to semi-structured interviews, are good for obtaining answers that
can be compared between respondents (Brinkmann, 2013, p. 19 — 20). Thus, as we did not
follow a strict interview guide, there is a risk that the respondents' answers cannot be
considered entirely comparable, or that the collected data is somewhat inconsistent. The
lack of standardization of semi-structured interviews can also lead to problems with
reliability, because it is difficult for other researchers to obtain similar information
(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 417). Moreover, problems with interviewer bias are common,
because the unstructured nature often entails differences in communication of the question
(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 417). To reduce the consequences of these risks, the interview
transcripts were thoroughly analyzed and scrutinized to find any signs of inconsistencies.
The phrasing of the questions corresponding to the analyzed answers were considered to
identify potential interviewer bias. Additionally, to increase the reliability and repeatability
of the study, the research design, and the scientific- as well as the practical method for
collecting the data are presented in detail in the thesis.
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TABLE 1: OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS AND CONDUCTED INTERVIEWS

RESPONDENT | AGE | MONTHLY | OCCUPATION | INTERVIEW | INTERVIEW
GROSS DATE SETTING
INCOME

Felicia 25 20000 - 25 Full time worker | 17/04/2023 Video call
000

Adam 26 25000 - 30 Full time worker | 21/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Karin 52 25000 - 30 Full time worker | 23/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Fredrik 34 25000 - 30 Full time worker | 20/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Kalle 24 40 000 Full time worker | 16/04/2023 Video call

Anna 23 15000 - 20 Student 10/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Mia 21 10 000 - 15 Student 16/04/2023 Video call
000

Ingrid 27 15000 - 20 Student 20/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Lisa 27 10 000 - 15 Student 22/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Erik 72 20 000 - 25 Pensioner 22/04/2023 Video call
000

Ebba 79 10 000 - 15 Pensioner 20/04/2023 Video call
000

Nils 79 20 000 - 25 Pensioner 23/04/2023 Face-to-face
000

Ida 77 15000 - 20 Pensioner 23/04/2023 Face-to-face
000
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4.3 Interview Guide

The purpose of the interview guide was to remind us of the general themes that we wanted
to cover rather than limit us to a specific structure (Taylor et al., 2015, p. 120). This led to
collecting our data through a semi-structured interview method. It allowed us to have all
questions written down, which guaranteed a structure but simultaneously flexibility to ask
questions in an order that did not interrupt the conversation's natural flow. Additionally, we
could ask further questions to get more refined answers (Bell et al., 2019, p. 211). According
to Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 136), to ensure the quality of the interview, it is critical to
move from more general to specific topics. When constructing the guide, we based our
questions on some of the theories in the theoretical framework of this study, which is
displayed in the appendix. The main themes were the external and internal factors
influencing the potential change in our interviewee's behavior. The interview guide
consisted of 28 base questions performed on all the interviewees. Following the Stimulus
model of buyer behavior (Kotler, 2011, p. 136), participants began the interviews by
answering questions about external factors, such as how the current state of the economy
has impacted their purchase behavior. After that, we discussed the internal factors such as
values, attitudes, and beliefs and which final decision they lead to.

4.4 Interview Technique

The interview techniques used were chosen to make our participants as comfortable as
possible to ensure they could express themselves without restrictions (Bell et al., 2019, p.
459). Interviews were done in person as well as through an online video link.
Communicating face-to-face allowed us to read our participant's body language (Bell et al.,
2019, p. 443). It is estimated that 55% of communication is non-verbal, meaning those
interviews gave us further insight into our participants' thoughts (Michail, 2020). Since the
northern Swedish population is broadly scattered, it was only possible to interview certain
participants in person. A great substitute was, therefore, an online video link. This technique
is similar to phone interviews but does not limit the ability to interact face-to-face (Bell et
al., 2019, p. 452). We could still read some body language but focused on their tone of voice
and facial expressions. It also allowed our interviewees to attend the meeting from where it
was most comfortable. We presented ourselves and the research topic to provide credibility
and security before the interviews began. Additionally, interviewees were informed verbally
and in text about their anonymity and rights (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 331). As suggested
by Taylor et al., (2015, p. 110), we have chosen to use pseudonyms (see table 1). All
interviews were audio recorded and ranged between 30 - 40 minutes. The recordings helped
us ensure that everything important would be noticed during the analysis process (Taylor et
al., 2019, p. 126). The recordings were also crucial when all researchers needed to approve
that the transcripts were made correctly. This furthermore allowed us to focus entirely and
listen to what was being said by our participants during the interviews (Bell et al., 2019, p.
445). As stated in 4.3 (Interview Guide), a predetermined interview guide was used as a
foundation, but the interviewers also asked supplementary questions when needed. This
could be if anything was unclear or if the answers contained threads of information that
could lead to even more relevant data.
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4.5 Data Analysis Method

The use of purposive sampling entailed that the collected data is not statistically
representative, but it ensured that the key themes in this research could be explained
(Saunders et al., 2029, p. 321). The responses from the interviews were analyzed for patterns
and themes, to contribute new insights to the existing research. The analysis was conducted
based on a thematic method of analysis, which is used to identify and present themes and
patterns in a collection of data (Braun & Clark, 2006). The themes were created as results
of recurring patterns that appeared in the responses in the interviews. In order for patterns
to qualify as themes, they additionally had to be important in relationship to the research
questions (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 82). This method of analysis was chosen because it is a
suitable approach to analyzing qualitative data such as the one in this study. Furthermore,
Braun and Clark (2006, p. 78) argue that thematic analysis, because of its flexibility, can
provide detailed, rich and complex sets of data. However, it is important to consider that the
flexibility of the thematic analysis approach can sometimes result in an “anything goes" way
of thinking. Thus, the researcher using a thematic analysis must balance limitations and
constraints with the freedom of the approach (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 78). To perform
thematic analysis in such a way that the advantage of the method is not reduced, we followed
a “recipe” for a structured, yet flexible process, as presented in six steps by Braun and Clark
(2006, p. 87-93):

1. The first step was to familiarize the data. This step entails reading and re-reading
the transcripts of the interviews and discussing the information verbally with the aim
of creating initial ideas from the data set.

2. The next step was to create initial codes. This included the search for, and
identification of, interesting features, patterns or codes. This was done practically
by color-coding the responses from the interviewees to facilitate distinction of
similar answers. All of the information in the interviews was divided into different
colors depending on the nature of the answer. For example, the responses that were
attributable to the initial code of responsible consumption were underlined with the
color green.

3. The third step was to search for themes, meaning that by collating the patterns and
ideas that were found in the answers, certain themes were created. This was done by
overlooking the color-coded transcripts, and searching for recurring patterns, which
were important enough in the context of answering the research questions, enough
recurring patterns of value created a theme. For example, many respondents said
that they have started to look at leaflets and seek campaigns more, and that they are
not as spontaneous anymore. These responses together create the theme Change in
Planning.
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TABLE 2 : EXAMPLES OF THEMATIZATION BASED ON DATA FROM INTERVIEWS.

TRANSCRIPT

PATTERN/CATEGORY

THEME

“I know what offers there are
every week. So | would not
buy butter this week if I knew
that it was going to be
cheaper the next week”

Seeking out campaigns and
offers

Change in planning and
spontaneous purchases

“In reality there are some
“impuls” purchases when
we are already at the store.
[...]Before everything was
this expensive, | would never
think about what I grocery-
shopped, | just purchased
what | wanted. Now | keep
track of comparison prices
and all that.”

Less impulse purchases,
more thought into the
purchasing decision process

Change in planning and
spontaneous purchases

4. The next step was to Review the themes. Here, we analyzed the created themes and

looked for any changes that needed to be done, so that the themes accurately
represented the codes that were found. For example, the patterns in the current
themes were initially thought of as themes themselves. They were later combined to
broader themes that contain more patterns.

. Thereafter, the themes were defined and named. By looking at the information that
was gathered and assigned to each theme, the themes were named based on what
information they actually contained. For example, the theme change in planning and
spontaneous purchases contains patterns such as less impulsive purchasing and
increased budgeting.

Lastly, the results were produced. This step is considered with the writing of the
analysis in a concise, coherent way, in which the themes are thoroughly backed up
by vivid extracts of the data set (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 87-93). This was done by
implementing citations from the interviews so that the foundations of the themes
become visible to the reader, and not only something that we, the researchers, have
exclusive access to.

Using a method in which the information was coded allowed us to reduce the data into a
volume that was more easily managed, when attempting to present a result and discuss the
findings. Moreover, it increased the structure of the otherwise very flexible, thematic
analysis approach to looking at data.
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4.6 Ethical Considerations

It is essential that the researchers of a qualitative study ensure the respondents of their rights.
Due to the nature of this type of research, confidentiality and anonymity are critical to
prevent possible identification (Bell et al., 2019, p. 116). Taylor et al., (2019, p. 110)
exemplify that recognition of interviewees could lead to their embarrassment, legal issues,
self-aggrandizement, and concealment of information which we wanted to prevent at all
costs.

Prior to conducting the interviews, it was important to establish a positive relationship with
the respondents (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 331). The participants were acquainted with the
study's purpose, which posed an additional opportunity for the individuals to decide whether
or not they wanted to participate. The researchers asked all interviewees if they consented
to the recorded interviews and informed them that the files would be deleted from all devices
after completing the thesis. The respondents were likewise informed about their right to
withdraw their participation in the study, at any given time, without disclosing any reason
(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 333). The study and its empirical findings were promised to be
used solely for research purposes and published on Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet (DiVA).
This further explained their contribution's purpose, which further minimized the potential
of ethical deception (Bell et al., 2019, p. 123).

5.0 Results and Analysis

In this chapter, empirical findings will be presented and further analyzed with the help of
our theory framework. Firstly, the occupation groups’ background information is provided.
Secondly, the empirical findings are presented based on the identified themes and analyzed
separately with respondents, not based on the groups.

5.1. Background

Four individuals with a pension as their monthly income source were interviewed: Ebba,
Nils, Erik and Ida. Their monthly incomes range between 10 000 - 20 000 SEK. Ebba, Nils
and Erik live with a partner who also receives pension as primary income. Ida lives alone.
All respondents in the pensioner group confirm that their income has increased since 2021.
Ebbas monthly pension has increased by 7-8% since 2021, Nils’ and Erik’s pensions have
increased by around 5% in the same time period, and /da’s pension has increased by around
4% compared to two years ago.

Four student interviewees are all full-time university students that are eligible for the CSN,
on top of this three out of four of them also have a part-time job on the side. Anna and Lisa
live with their partners, both of which are full time workers while Ingrid and Mia are in a
single person household. Lisa, who does not work on the side of her studies and Mia who
only works very rarely, have an income range of between 10 000-15 000 SEK. Meanwhile
Ingrid and Anna on average have an additional income of around 5000 SEK monthly on top
of the CSN, therefore their gross income range on a monthly basis is between 15 000- 20
000 SEK. The students’ CSN has increased in 2023, the increase in the student benefits is
of 8,7% (CSN, 2022)

In the last section there are five participants who are all full-time workers of ages between

24 t0 52. Their income varies significantly, from Felicia’s monthly gross income of 20 000-
25 000 SEK to Kalle’s income of 40 000 SEK. Kalle’s income however has increased by
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90 000 SEK from the year of 2021 to 2022. Two of the participants, Adam and Felicia are
recent university graduates and have within the past few years started a full-time job.
Therefore, Adam’s and Felicia’s incomes have increased significantly from regular student
benefits to a monthly salary from a full-time job. Fredrik’s and Karin’s incomes have
increased slightly; however, it has not kept the same pace with inflation and their real wages
have fallen.

Since the age and the income variation is so noteworthy an additional participant was
included in this section in order to gain more empirical insight of this group. Felicia, Fredrik
and Adam are a single person household. Kalle lives with his girlfriend who is a full-time
student, and they have a dog together in the household. Karin, the oldest participant in this
group lives with her partner (also a full-time worker) and her daughter.

5.2 Change in Consumer Behavior

5.2.1 Changes Regarding Specific Foods, Products or Brands

Some participants explain their preferences or behavioral changes are due to perceptions of,
and preferences towards a certain food group or product.

When asked about how Mia typically evaluates the quality of grocery products, she says
that she always considers the brand primarily, and that she chooses Norrmejerier exclusively
when it comes to dairy products, especially milk. However, Mia further claims that she does
not care about specific brands when it comes to other food products. In contrast, when asked
about certain attitudes and beliefs towards grocery shopping and specific products, Kalle
says that he does not hold any specific opinions about any brands, but that he can spend a
little extra money on domestic products:

“/...] 1 only aim to buy domestic products, but I value convenience and | do not try
to seek for cheaper options very significantly” -Kalle

Based on the response-stimulus model of buyer behavior (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 136), we
can assume that Kalle’s external stimulus is the need for a certain food. Additional factors
that come into play in this situation are his preference for domestic products, convenience,
as well as lack of emphasis on price. Now, the internal factors which act as processors of
the external stimuli and environmental factors (such as the increased food prices), are more
difficult to conclude. However, based on the citation above, it could be suggested that Kalle
values time, and that he wants to limit his efforts when it comes to grocery shopping.
Resultingly, the response of the external stimuli (the need to buy food in combination with
higher prices) is that Kalle does not purchase a non-domestic budget brand just because it
is cheaper. Instead, he chooses another product of Swedish origin even though it is more
expensive. The consistency in Kalle’s behavior despite inflation could be supported by the
reasoning that values are something that a person holds regardless of situation (Schiffman
& Kanuk, 2004, p. 408). Because Kalle explicitly says that he values convenience, we could
say that his behavior has not changed in terms of choosing domestic products even if they
are more expensive, because the financial situation has not (at least yet) impacted this
persistent belief (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p.408)

In contrast to Kalle’s statement, Felicia describes that she has never had preconceived
notions about budget brands. She has always done her grocery shopping at different stores
including Lidl, but now due to the rise in food prices she tries to exclusively shop there:

25



“I have been always buying at Lidl, but perhaps now more than ever I try to
do all of my groceries there even though Coop is my nearest store” -Felicia

Ingrid also explains that she has also made a transition over to budget stores. She used to
buy her groceries at Ica and Coop, however due to the current economic situation she cannot
afford to buy her groceries there anymore:

“I buy my groceries at Willys now which I did not do before. I used to shop at
Ica and Coop, usually Ica. | switched over to Willys because of the prices, | cannot
afford to buy Ica’s and Coop’s products.” -Ingrid

Felicia’s and Ingrid’s change in behavior can be linked to the external factor of price
(Kotler etal., 2011, p. 136). They both have certain preferences considering what store they
used to shop at, but those changed immediately when prices started to increase. According
to Allen et al. (2001. p. 103), it can be seen that they have an indirect connection between
their purchases and values. Felicia and Ingrid focus on the practical qualities of their
shopping and evaluate them through logic rather than feelings. They have found cheaper
alternatives to what they previously used to buy, which can be further interpreted as rational
decision-making (Lundmark, 2017, p. 199) since both have adjusted their behavior to
optimize their grocery shopping during economically restrictive times.

Ebba has similarly to Kalle never been fond of low-price brands. Nevertheless, she points
out that because of the increased food prices, she has started to buy brands of food that she
would not have even looked at before the inflation:

“I have never bought Eldorado. But... In fact, now | have purchased some things
from them. I never even looked at Eldorado before [...]But now...When the different
alternatives are next to each other, and | can tell that there is such a big difference
in price between Eldorado and other Brands...Then I can choose Eldorado” -Ebba

Considering the above citation, it is evident that Ebba’s strong beliefs and attitudes about
specific brands guided her purchasing decisions prior to the current inflation. Eldorado,
which is Willys’ budget brand, has not even been considered by Ebba prior to the spike in
food prices. Her perceptions about certain brands were more important to her than price
difference, before inflation. When asked about the reason for why she has not purchased
anything from Eldorado before, Ebba responds:

“Well, because I have had a feeling that it is bad, or of worse quality... It is a low-
price brand” -Ebba

The perception that lower-price brands are “bad”, is a common phenomenon among the
respondents in this study. For example, Anna states that:

“I would never buy an Ica basic’s ketchup; I buy the Heinz one. Maybe it’s just in
my head but I think it tastes better.” -Anna

And Mia likewise argues:

“Usually, the cheaper the product, the worse it is.” -Mia
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Therefore, it could be so that The Veblenian social-psychological model (Kotler, 1965, p.
42; Veblen, 1899/1999) is applicable to understand Ebba’s, Anna’s and Mia’s answers. The
model states that social factors such as norms, that are set by cultures, and subcultures that
the individual exists within, affect the buying behavior, or even pressure the individual to
make certain purchasing decision to fit in to desired groups (Veblen, 1899/1997). If Ebba s,
Anna’s and Mia’s social surroundings share their opinions about lower-price brands, their
behavior could be supported by this theory in the sense that they base their attitudes on what
people around them think. If they assume that their immediate society value premium brands
of food higher than budget brands, and they act on this assumption by not choosing budget
brands, their behaviors are fitting Veblen’s (Veblen, 1899/1997) description of consumer
behavior. From this viewpoint, their motivation for the purchasing decision (and in
accumulation their consumer behavior), is to depict a social status which aligns with the
attitudes of others in the social hierarchy-level that they exist, or wish to exist, on.

On the other hand, this could also be understood with the help of the Freudian
psychoanalytic model as it is described by Daniela (2011, p. 838). This model suggests that
consumer behavior is not a result of a conscious decision-making process, but rather that it
is the outcome of unconscious factors, such as intrinsic needs to belong, of to fulfill a deep
dissatisfaction (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42). In this sense, the respondents
that do not wish to buy budget brands because they presume them to be of worse quality
than other brands, may in fact act on a need to fit in to that same social level that Veblen
(1899) talks about. However, instead of the purchasing decision stemming from a wish to
impress and send signals to others about status, it could be motivated by a deep
psychological unfulfilled desire of which the consumer is totally unaware (Daniela, 2011,
p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42).

Now however, the price has become a more important factor to Ebba, Ingrid, Felicia and
Karin when making a purchasing decision. From the viewpoint of the stimulus-response
model of buyer behavior (Kotler et al., 2011, p.136), it can be concluded that at least one
thing has changed, that could possibly have led to this difference in their purchasing
decisions. Specifically, inflation has resulted in higher food prices, which constitutes a new
environmental aspect that the respondents must consider. The higher prices are in other
words, external stimuli that they have to process within their minds, or black box (Kaotler,
1965). The attitudes and beliefs that they previously held, whether they were motivated by
a will to impress, need to fit in, or whatever the reason, have now been outweighed by their
will to save money. Therefore, the change in environmental context, has resulted in a
different response (purchase decision) to the external stimuli (need to buy a certain food
during inflation).

The response additionally suggests that they potentially have become more rational in their
consumer behavior, from a microeconomic perspective. Specifically, their choice of product
is now a result of an active consideration between the cheaper budget brand product and the
more expensive brand product. The respondents’ responses insinuate that they weigh the
benefits to the costs of the product before, to maximize the utility of the money they have
to spend, which is in line with how microeconomists describe rational consumer behavior
(Bentham, 1781/2000; Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Fishburn, 1970, p. 1; Kotler, 1965, p. 39;
Lundmark, 2017, p. 199; Reismann, 2011; Smith, 1776/2002). Before the spike in food
prices, the respondents would not actively compare the products, because l.e., Ebba had a
“feeling” that Eldorado was bad. This wording supports Hechter and Kanazawa’s (1997, p.
192) criticism against rational decision making; that consumers often make decisions based
on irrational foundations, such as emotions. However, because she has now started to
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rethink her attitudes towards budget brands and ceased to act on a “feeling” that is bad, she
seems to move towards a more rational, utility maximizing approach to consumer behavior.

On the contrary, neither Anna nor Mia say that they have changed their purchasing decisions
when deciding between budget brands and more expensive brands. This evidently means
that their attitudes towards specific brands are still more influential in their decision-making
process than price, even amid spiked food prices (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 149). Both Anna
and Mia have noticed the increase in food prices. Nevertheless, through the lens of the
stimulus-response model of buyer behavior (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 136) this external
stimulus has not changed Anna’s or Mia’s purchasing decisions. From these results, it can
be suggested that 4nna’s and Mia'’s attitudes about certain brands may have been stronger
to begin with.

Anna and Mia’s purchasing decisions are perhaps not rational from a perspective of
microeconomics (Daniela, 2011, p. 839; Kotler, 1965, p. 39). As Lundmark (2017, p.199)
suggests about utility theory, Anna and Mia who are students with a limited income, should
pursue maximum utility through a calculative and selective approach, however, they still
act on an assumption about cheaper products. Perhaps, the habitual force (Kotler et al., 2020
p. 210) of choosing a specific product is stronger than the need to actively compare costs
and benefits. Mia’s and Anna’s behavior could possibly be further understood through the
Pavlovian learning model perspective (Clark, 2004, p. 282 — 284; Dollard & Miller, 1950;
Kotler, 1965, p. 40); maybe the purchasing of a certain non-budget brand has rewarded them
in the past, and therefore they continue to pursue the same decision. For example, Anna says
that she thinks that Heinz tastes better. As long as she thinks that it is rewarding to buy
Heinz because she prefers the taste, although the price is higher, she will continue to
purchase it. Therefore, the respondents’ motivations for not acting rationally in
microeconomic terms, could be the result of a learned, associative process that has become
their consumer behavior.

Moreover, most of the participants have highlighted the importance of responsible
consumption when it comes to Swedish meat in particular. Responsible consumption is
interpreted differently among the participants, but for the majority of respondents it is
presented through claims about consideration of origin and the preference of domestic
products. For other participants it implies restrictive and efficient consumption, i.e.,
minimizing food waste and planning groceries well beforehand. However, the reasoning
behind meat consumption being heavily origin driven can be explained though different
types of values as well as attitudes and beliefs. Based on Solomon et al., (2019, p. 191)
description, this purchase-decision can be seen as derived from cultural value since it is
shared among the vast majority of our respondents. For Ingrid and Fredrik, the reason is
animal husbandry, while Erik, Ebba, lda and Nils motivate their preference with
environmental reasons. The empirical findings show that the respondents’ opinions of
responsible food consumption are significantly present in regard to ethical considerations
and environmental aspects of meat production. Accordingly, Swedish meat is something
that participants are willing to spend more money on, regardless of the increased food prices.
Even Ingrid who is a pescetarian explains that she wants to consume fish that is fairly
produced without cruelty, she says that:

“Nowadays I only consume fish from the animal products, however I still make sure
to buy fish that has been produced responsibly” -Ingrid

Other respondents state that:
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“I try and buy locally produced to benefit the producers and farmers” -lda

“We try and buy Swedish meat if we buy meat for various reasons. I think about
antibiotics which are bad for your health, shipping which is bad for the environment,
and because it benefits local producers. Also, | think about how animals are treated
in different countries outside of Sweden. Even if it was cheaper, | would not buy it.
I would rather skip meat entirely than buy non-Swedish meat.” -Ebba

“We buy a lot of venison. This is locally produced, from northern Sweden. They are
from the mountains up here. I assume that the lands that they live from are not
treated with so many pesticides and antibiotics and such” -Nils

“[...] Swedish meat for example, I know that it is ethically produced. I mean as
ethically as slaughter can be, | guess. At least the animals are not fed with some
weird hormones like in the US to make them bigger or with some antibiotics.”
-Fredrik

“I prioritize Swedish meat [...] And I think that basically everything that is available
as Swedish produce, one should buy. I imagine at least that it is better for the
environment, as well as better for farmers [...] I imagine that it is better quality meat
and that the animals have not had things like vaccines or growth substances” -Erik

When asked why they prioritize Swedish meat, the reasons vary, but most commonly
respondents say that it is better for the environment, that the animals are treated better, and
that there are less hormones and other additives induced in them, such as antibiotics. These
attitudes and beliefs, because they are so commonly mentioned, may very well be integrated
into the Swedish food culture of which all respondents in the study exist. Therefore,
although the opinions are personal and subjective, they may also be a result of the immediate
societies and groups that the individuals are part of (Solomon et al., 2019, p. 191).

The Veblenian social-psychological model (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42)
could therefore also be applicable to understanding this pattern. The respondents might be
affected by their cultural and societal context to the point that buying Swedish meat is
following a norm, and not choosing Swedish meat would be negative for one’s social status.
They might buy Swedish meat to fulfill an underlying need to belong in their culture, or
from a fear of disapproval if they buy meat of another origin, such as the Freudian
psychoanalytical model describes the motivations of consumer behavior (Daniela, 2011, p.
838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42).

The pattern could also be explained from the lens of other consumer behavior theories. It
could be a result of an associative learning process (Clark, 2004, p. 282 — 284; Dollard &
Miller, 1950; Kotler, 1965, p. 40;) in which the feeling of being “responsible” towards the
environment, animals and even the personal health, is rewarding enough to continue to
choose Swedish meat. Regardless the theoretical ground on which the consumers might
stand when they choose Swedish meat, based on the above statements, the respondents’
internal attitudes and beliefs about Swedish meat are more important than the price of the
product, and thus, the beliefs could perhaps be considered persistent enough to classify as
values (Schiffman & Kanuk 2004, p. 408).

Moreover, many respondents consciously choose to buy Swedish meat, but few seem to pay
closer attention to the origin of other products such as vegetables and fruits. Because many
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of the respondents argue that Swedish meat is better for the environment, a natural
assumption would be that they should also apply the same attitudes towards other produce
as well. However, only Erik talks about the importance of purchasing as much as possible
of Swedish origin, not only meat. The lack of focus on origin when it comes to other foods,
could be an additional indicator that buying Swedish meat is a norm that “must” be followed
in the societies that surround our respondents, which is in accordance with Veblen’s
(1899/1997) assumption of what guides consumer behavior. Additionally worth noting is
that Adam opposes the above-mentioned altruistic reasons that the others emphasize when
it comes to buying Swedish meat:

“I do not care for sustainability or the origin of the food, especially now that the
prices are so high. I only buy Swedish meat because it feels healthier.” -Adam

He chooses it, because he says that it feels healthier. Thus, he makes the decision based on
a belief, not about environmental effects or ethical reasoning, but with a positive motivation
to feed himself healthy food (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p. 93). The wording of his response
aligns with the critics of utility theory who suggest that rational decisions are rarely made
(Hechter & Kanazawa, 1997, p. 192; Simon 1959, p. 255-256; Wilson & Dowlatabadi 2007,
p. 1386), because it suggests that Adam acts from emotion rather than from a calculated
decision-making process. If we consider Adam’s answer in light of the stimulus-response
model of buyer behavior (Kotler et al., 2011, p. 136), his response to the external stimuli
(need to purchase meat in the context of high inflation) is the same as the outcome of those
that value other aspects highly (environmental factors, fair treatment of animals etc), but his
motivation for the purchasing decision stems from other internal factors. In contrast to the
many behaviors and answers that can be understood through the application of the
Veblenian social-psychological model (Veblen, 1899/1997), Adam’s statement does not
display an urge to act according to his immediate surroundings, at least not if the cultural
norm is that one should choose Swedish meat because it is “responsible”. On the other hand,
if he exists in a subcultural group in which altruistic values are not considered “norm”, he
might be acting according to Veblens (1899/1999) assumptions anyway. Furthermore, his
response could also be a result of a Pavlovian learned behavior (Clark, 2004, p. 282 — 284;
Dollard & Miller, 1950; Kotler, 1965, p. 40), or a deep, unconscious need to be healthy and
stay vital, in accordance with the Freudian psychoanalytical model (Daniela, 2011, p. 838;
Kotler, 1965, p. 42). Because he does not display the underlying reasons for why “healthier”
meat is his preference, the motives that drive his consumption can be analyzed through
various models and perspectives.

Karin also emphasizes her preference of locally farmed produce:

“I like to support local farmers, their produce might not be as visually pleasing as
ingredients in the regular grocery stores, however they are more flavorful. And since
1 grew up on a farm it reminds me of my childhood.” -Karin

Karin’s perception of local farmers' production derived from external stimulus, in her case
the smell and taste, and additionally motivational factors such as sense of belonging and
recognition together combined generate into a sensory information that Karin interprets as
her childhood (Solomon 2019, pp. 85-86). This could be interpreted as though she acts from
emotional influences.

Erik also thinks it is especially important to support his local grocery store:
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“I want to support the small local store [...] I would say that 99% of my grocery
shopping is at the small store close to home. Even the larger weekly grocery
shopping run. It is a good store. Liked by many. The staff are friendly as well. The
prices are a little higher, but I think it is worth to spend a few extra bucks for the
local store to survive” -Erik

Most respondents, like Erik, argue that they want to stay loyal to their usual grocery shop
either because of convenience i.e., living a few minutes away from a store, or due to habitual
reasons despite of having more affordable budget stores available further afield. Mia further
adds onto this phenomenon:

“I still shop at Ica because of how it always has been in my family, it never even
occurred to me to shop at Lidl.” -Mia

Some respondents had already, before the prices started to increase, been doing their grocery
shopping in the more affordable stores available in Sweden such as Lidl and Willy’s. It
appears that most people still, even during the high inflation times, try to stay in their
“comfort zone” and shop where it is the most convenient and keep on with their habitual
ways. This can be explained with the Veblenian social-psychological model (Daniela, 2011,
p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42), since Mia for instance is strongly influenced by her family and
the habitual tendencies that she inherited from them. She still practices the patterns and
behaviors even though she lives in a single person household now. The model assumes that
consumers are affected by the culture they are surrounded by, and this is further
strengthened by De Fano (et al. 2022, p. 1) who specified that family has a significant impact
on one’s consumer behavior. Thus, this model can be applied to Mia'’s case, where she has
developed habitual decision-making properties through her family and culture.
Additionally, Mia’s statement could also suggest that she acts from a learned behavior, in
accordance with the Pavlovian learning model, if it has proved rewarding in the past to shop
at Ica and thus, she has not considered changing her habits (Clark, 2004, p. 282 — 284,
Dollard & Miller, 1950; Kotler, 1965, p. 40).

For Erik, the motivation behind his practice could perhaps be explained by the need to fulfill
a deep sense of belonging and a that it could have a positive impact on his esteem, in line
with the Freudian psychoanalytic model when he experiences friendly service from the staff
of the local grocery shop (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42). This can be modelled
into the consumption-specific value, where Erik bases his values on conveniency as well
(Solomon, 2019, p. 191). Furthermore, he also has a strong will to support the small local
store, which could be emotionally charged rather than based on logical reasoning (Kotler et
al., 2011, p.149). For Mia on the other hand, it is a norm in her social surroundings to shop
at the specific chain of grocery stores. Her habitual decision-making properties could be
explained by the sense of belonging and learned behavior (Kotler et al., 2020, p. 210). He
Freudian psychoanalytic model (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42) could be applied
in Mia’s case as well, since as she explains that she does not understand why she has not
even thought of shopping at more affordable stores, even though she has practiced numerous
other ways of saving money. Thus, this could be explained by an unconscious process of
behaving as in Freudian psychoanalytical model, where the individual is not able to
motivate or reason their consumption behavior (Daniela, 2011, p. 838).
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5.2.2 Change in Planning, Spontaneous Purchases and Frequency of Grocery
Shopping

Although everyone has acknowledged significant spikes in price, the effect it has had on
peoples’ grocery consumption habits and their current purchasing decisions vary greatly.
Some of the respondents have changed their consumer behaviors and purchasing decision
processes largely, while others have not changed them at all. 1da for example, says that she
is less concerned about choosing cheaper alternatives now than before, and that she rarely
plans her grocery shopping:

“I'would rather say that I was more focused on choosing the cheaper option before.
This is because now, | am more concerned with being healthy. If | have any taste
preference, | choose the one | like better [...] (my grocery shopping) is very
spontaneous. I write down some things, but I don’t plan very long term. I should
but... And since I live right next to the store, | feel like it doesn't really matter” -l1da

Ida has not been affected by the high inflation when it comes to grocery shopping. She
allows herself to purchase the foods she likes, and she does not plan her purchases
extensively. In this case, the motive for purchasing food - eating more nutritious meals that
are good for her body and that she enjoys- is the driver of her changed consumer behavior.
The inflation, however, has not affected which groceries she purchases. Therefore, Idas's
behavior contradicts the otherwise common responses from the interviews, that she should
be more restrictive with her spendings when prices are higher. Wood and Neal (2009, p.
579 —581) explain that habitual behavior is created from consumer satisfaction with specific
products. Thus, we could perhaps say that /da’s preference towards nutritious foods has
formed a habitual consumer behavior that she maintains even during high inflation (Kotler
et al., 2020, p. 210). Ebba describes her changes in consumer behavior as rather differently
from ldas's response:

“There are some “impulse” purchases when we are already at the store. But we are
rather price-aware and try to grocery shop once a week|...]Before everything was
this expensive, | would never think about what | grocery-shopped, I just purchased
what | wanted. Now | keep track of comparison prices and all that. I buy the cheaper
tomatoes, for example, even though | would rather have the other ones with more
expensive comparison price.” -Ebba

In other words, while Ida finds a certain nutritious food worth the money, Ebba would not
consider the same product worth buying, and vice versa. From a rational choice perspective
(Lundmark, 2017, p. 199), it seems as though Ida maximizes her utility, while Ebba does
not, because she chooses a product which is not to her greatest benefit or satisfaction. On
the other hand, since we do not know the other factors that contribute to the respective utility
functions of the individuals, we cannot conclude that one of them acts rationally and the
other does not. From the same perspective, Ebba is more rational than Ida, because she has
changed the criteria for the foods she chooses because the prices of them have increased.
Moreover, Ebba’s response indicates that she has started to consider the benefits in relation
to the costs of specific products. Erik announces that he has not changed his consumer
behavior or product choices at all as a result of the inflation or the increased food prices.
When asked about the reason, he claims that:

“The factor that influences (my purchasing behavior) the most is the closeness to

the store where I buy my groceries. I don’t drive several kilometers to shop at
another store. | take what is accessible at the store [...] We grocery shop less
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frequently, but we buy the same things. Before, we could go three times per week to
the grocery store, and I wouldn’t buy as much every time. Now, it is one weekly
grocery run and maybe one extra time.” -Erik

However, this suggests that he has indeed changed his consumer behavior in the sense that
he shops less frequently. He says that the change in frequency is partly because he does not
really enjoy the act of grocery shopping, but mainly because he has discovered that it results
in less money being spent on groceries every month. When asked about the reason for why
he has not replaced any of the products that he generally purchases, he claims that the values
he holds regarding that one should buy Swedish produce to support local actors, are so
strong that they outweigh any increase in price thus far. This description correlates to the
definition of values as guiding principles as provided by Schiffman & Kanuk (2004, p. 408).
Therefore, it becomes clear why the only thing that has changed in terms of Erik’s grocery
consumption habits is the frequency of it, and not the products themselves.

Ida says that she goes grocery shopping several times per week. This is because she, in
contrast to Erik, enjoys the task. She additionally argues that, even though she probably
should plan her grocery shopping more, she enjoys her trips to the store:

“I just get a little walk, fresh air and it is social. So, if it costs a little bit more, 1 think
that | can afford it. I mean, | can afford to be a little spontaneous” -l1da

Nils is much more restrictive with his spontaneous purchases, and he says that:

“Now, it is like, [ wouldn’t take a tomato extra if I don’t need it. I have calculated
how many tomatoes I need, and then I take that amount, I don’t take one or two extra
just because. Before, I might have thought that it didn’t matter if I took one or two
extra tomatoes” -Nils

Moreover, Nils, as well as Ebba, both plan all their grocery shopping in detail before they
arrive at the store. Especially Ebba who looks at offers and campaigns in leaflets every
week. She says that:

“I know what offers there are every week. So, | would not buy butter this week if |
knew that it was going to be cheaper the next week” and that “if for example there
is a campaign on coffee, then we buy extra of it. And, both my husband and I have
membership cards, so if there is an offer on coffee, like two per customer, then we
buy separately so we get four instead!” -Ebba

Anna states that:

“Grocery shopping feels more and more expensive each time, so | try to do less
grocery shopping” -Anna

Lisa says that:

“We have started to be stricter now when it is more expensive to keep better track
of the expenses” -Lisa

This indicates that the respondents have started to be more planning in regard to their

grocery consumption habits. Their expressions indicate that they have started to become
more complex when it comes to making purchasing decisions, because they evaluate their
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consumption more, both before and after they have made their purchases. They do not
grocery shop habitually to the same extent anymore (Kotler, 2020, p. 209 - 210). Arguably,
these statements also point to a more rational consumer behavior (Fishburn, 1970, p. 1;
Kotler, 1965, p. 39; Lundmark, 2017, p. 199), because the respondents are more calculating
and thoughtful regarding their food choices.

Fredrik answers the question how much did you spend on groceries previously and how
much do you spend on them now? With:

“Oh, I have no idea! Maybe around 3 500 SEK before and now as | said, it is about
4 000 SEK to 5 000 SEK... " -Fredrik

Obviously, Fredrik has in fact increased the amount of money that he spends on food every
month, and the nature of his response points to the fact that the spike in food prices has not
had a significant impact on the process of grocery shopping for him. Similar to Fredrik,
Kalle has also stuck to his regular consumer behavior, unlike many of the other participants
who, despite valuing locally produced and organic food highly, have still been pressured to
change consumption to less responsible products. However, this is not the case for these
two respondents. Fredrik values food of good quality and is not willing to compromise on
this factor. Both have ranked taste as the most important factor when it comes to purchasing
decisions, and Fredrik further explains:

“Food is one of my biggest passions and joys in life and I prefer to buy food of high
quality that tastes good [...] I would never buy something just because it’s cheap. [
believe that food is a long-term investment. Cheap food is often of bad quality and
does not give us the nutrients that we need so | think it is not one of the things we
should save our money on.” -Fredrik

5.2.3 Compromises, Trade-offs and Restrictions

In order to maintain a certain living standard, participants of the study have changed their
behavior through compromises, trade-offs and restrictions. The respondents claim they need
to have a stricter budget, since they believe that they easily cross it otherwise. Anna tries to
stay within her budget by switching to more affordable products, she explains that she likes
to evaluate products based on the value they deliver for their price. Adam has similar views
to Anna, getting the maximum amount of utility in terms of amount of food for the money,
is what these individuals seek when making their buying decisions. This can be directly
linked to the Marshallian Economic Model, where respondents try to achieve the highest
possible utility with the lowest cost possible (Daniela, 2011, p. 838).

Ingrid explains that previously she always used to buy organic food that was locally
produced. In addition to Swedish meat, respondents generally explain that they tend to stick
to Norrmejerier when it comes to dairy products. However, in Ingrid's case she had let go
of this preference as well. Karin, like many other participants, has similar values. She also
used to buy locally produced food, but unfortunately has now been pressured to limit this
preference in order to stay within the ideal budget:

“l have switched over to more budget friendly options. If I had lived by myself, |
could only eat potatoes, carrots and cabbage but my family is a bit pickier. No, but
on a serious note | have almost completely stopped buying local and organic food.
I do not buy my vegetables or meat straight from the farmers as I used to, and | shop
more at Lidl now. I also make simpler meals. [...] My family has higher standards
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and due to this | must buy food that they would also consume. Buying food that is
cheap but is not going to be consumed and only rot in the fridge would only be
worse, so I have to keep that in mind.” -Karin

Karin’s consumer behavior has changed rather fitting into the Marshallian Economic
Model. She has changed her behavior due to discomfort, seeking for the maximum utility
she can derive that is still relative to her current income and price situation (Lundmark,
2017, p. 199). According to (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2004, p. 93) Karin’s behavior is
influenced by negative motivation, because she chooses the cheaper alternatives, not from
a belief that they are better, but to avoid exceeding her budget.

Another respondent who highlights a trade-off between products, as a direct effect of the
increased food prices, is Nils:

“Earlier we often bought many oranges and bananas, but they have become so
expensive so now we buy other types of fruits instead.” -Nils

Nils is not prepared to stop buying fruits and vegetables entirely, and therefore he chooses
options that he might not enjoy as much, but enough to find them worth buying.

The only respondents who have changed the choice of grocery store completely are Karin
and Ingrid. Karin has an Ica Maxi store right next to where she lives, but despite this
convenience she travels to shop at a more affordable store, Lidl. Furthermore, she has
changed her diet and consumption significantly. Similarly, Ingrid also makes an extra effort
to shop at a budget store, Willy’s, to save money. Even though she also has numerous stores
closer to her home, if she was seeking convenience she could just stick to shopping at nearby
stores. Despite the characteristics that Ingrid and Karin hold as consumers they have
adapted to the Marshallian economic model of buyer behavior (Lundmark, 2017, p. 199).
Which concludes that if the drivers which in this case is the low purchasing power can
noverpower the perceptions, beliefs and attitudes and instead consumers seek for behavioral
changes that can give them the best utility from the updated income/price situation.

Adam and Felicia are more restrictive when it comes to food consumption now, than they
used to be:

“I only buy necessities now; I don’t treat myself the same way I used to [...] 1
definitely have lowered my consumption of veggies and fruits. | just make sure my
diet is sufficient to reach my training goal.”’- Adam

“I feel like the quality of veggies and fruits has declined significantly, I try to
minimize my food waste, so | pay a lot of attention to the quality of the foods I
purchase nowadays [...] I don’t throw food away as often as I used to and always
eat up what I've bought. I can’t afford to waste food anymore.”- Felicia

When addressing financial matters and adjusting in an economic crisis, it can be rather
difficult for participants to admit to certain behavioral changes. Students generally were not
embarrassed to talk about saving techniques, since it is generally known that they are living
off on a CSN loan and they naturally would seek an affordable range of products. According
to Solomon (2019, p. 178 — 179) a person’s social class can influence one’s lifestyle and
social identity. In the case of students, it can be seen that the respondents from this group
tend to significantly seek after offers, minimize consumption and make price driven
purchase decisions. As Solomon (2019, p. 178 — 179) presents, individuals from the same
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socioeconomic class engage in very similar consumer habits. This could explain the
similarities that are displayed among the students.

Kalle has changed his consumer behavior, due to inflation, in other aspects than in the
context of grocery shopping. Since his income has increased significantly, the only measure
he has taken in order to tackle higher cost of living is decreasing restaurant consumption.

“We just eat out less, since we have realized how expensive it can be. This action
alone has been enough for us to keep the desired standard of living without having
to compromise on grocery habits.” - Kalle

Fredrik mentions that he has had to compromise on his savings goals in order to maintain
the same level and quality of consumption.

“Inflation has not changed my shopping habits; I still can shop the products that I
did previously, but I do have noticed a change in that | tend to spend more.
Thankfully my income lets me do that, but I have kind of sacrificed my savings goals
to maintain this.”’ - Fredrik

Anna explained how she has switched from lettuce and cucumber to broccoli and zucchini,
since these ingredients are more nutritious, and she is getting more value for a cheaper price.

“I would say that preference and price are pretty much equal to each other when |
make choices in the grocery stores. Cucumbers for instance are so expensive
nowadays that I would rather just purchase zucchini instead, and | am getting more
value for the price since it’s more nutrient dense.” -Anna

Participants highlight how they tend to ignore their cravings and habitual food
consumptions, and instead purchase what is the most budget friendly for them. Meanwhile
Ingrid and Mia tend to stay within their budgets by significantly preferring discounted
offers. Ingrid explains how she does not like to compromise with a balanced diet, so she
tries to keep on with the same diet and a standard of living by purchasing most products
from the discounted items, in big batches and freezing them for a later use. This
phenomenon can be attributed to the economic factor in the environmental stimuli model,
during times of economic crisis people tend to purchase necessary ingredients and buy food
in larger bulks in order to adapt in the situation (Sharma & Sonwalkar, 2013, p. 35-36).

The respondents feel the need to have a stricter budget, since they believe that they easily
cross it otherwise. Strict budgeting, planning and preparation prior to grocery shopping has
increased among respondents. Before the inflation spike especially students would go to the
grocery stores and on the location look at the discounted products, make purchases based
on a whim and consume without putting much thought into the process. Now however,
decision making is heavily based on the discounted products, planning and preparing phase
before the act is practiced more religiously. Respondents also pay more attention to only
purchasing products that are necessary and going to be consumed. Lisa highlighted in her
interview that she puts more thought into why she should consume/purchase a certain
product and also emphasizes how the variety they have of food at home is much more
limited:

“We don’t have as many varieties for breakfast anymore, nowadays it usually

consists just of an egg and an apple while before we used to have sandwiches, yogurt
and quark as additional alternatives.” -Lisa

36



5.2.4 Quality of Diet and Perceived Standard of Living

None of the respondents in the pensioner group claimed that their perceived standard of
living because of changed consumer behavior has been suffering due to inflation and higher
food prices. For example, Ebba and lda states that:

“I will not start eating only oatmeal because food is more expensive now[...Jwe want
to eat good food. It should be good”. -Ebba

“I of course appreciate good food, but most of the things I eat, I like, because |
decide what I make. I don’t think about a certain way of living, I just purchase what
I need.” -lda

“We have never been restrictive with food. As long as we can afford it, we will
continue as usual, like people mostly do I would guess. But we also don’t buy filets
of beef on a regular basis or anything like that. Nothing extreme in any direction,
one could say” -Erik

Ebba additionally says that although her habits have changed in terms of budgeting and
planning, her diet is more or less the same as before. Ida says that she buys what she wants
because she feels like she can afford it despite the higher prices. Erik and Nils argue
similarly, and they both highlight how they continue to purchase quality produce such as
Swedish meat and venison even if the prices have gone up significantly. Erik also says that
because of his values and opinions regarding fair animal husbandry and the will to support
local farmers and stores, his standard of living has not changed when it comes to food. This
could possibly entail that the respondents have been able to consume groceries in such a
way that their foundational values are met (Schiffman & Kanuk 2004, p. 408). Otherwise,
they would likely not have expressed the above satisfaction.

Karin who has significantly changed her consumer behavior and habitual manners in order
to adapt in the current economic situation, complains that her standard of living has
drastically decreased. However, she admits that this change does not bother her too much
due to being a very open-minded consumer who can adjust when the situation requires:

“I am not picky so | can eat whatever and | believe that you can eat healthy for
cheap.” -Karin

Meanwhile Mia explained that her habits have become less healthy, and her diet has suffered
because of the food inflation. She has started to consume more processed meat, seeking fast
and convenient alternatives and letting prices define her buying decision, when she in fact
would rather purchase healthier foods:

“If there is pizza on sale, I will just eat pizza.” - Mia

This indicates that Mia does not act according to her preferences when it comes to
purchasing groceries. The change in environmental factors has had significant impact on
Mia’s buyer behavior response, if one considers her expression in light of the stimulus-
response model of buyer behavior (Kotler, 2011, p. 136). Therefore, it could be suggested
that Mia’s preferences are not strong enough to be considered values, according to the
definition by Schiffman & Kanuk (2004, p. 408).
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6.0 Conclusions

In this chapter we present a summary of our research findings. Answers to our research
questions are addressed as well. Eight conclusions have been derived from our study, three
for the first question and five for the second research question.

6.1 General conclusions

Evidently, the reasons for the changes of habits when it comes to food consumption, and
the nature of the changes differ between the respondents, even though there are also many
similarities. Ebba, Nils, Adam, Anna and Lisa have all become more rigorous with their
grocery shopping in terms of planning and following up monthly food expenses, and they
have become less spontaneous with their grocery shopping. Clearly, the increased food
prices have had a big impact on some people, while others do not care to the same extent.
This is an additional pointer in the direction of the difficulty of finding an explanation for
the general behavior of consumers in times of high inflation. However, it could possibly be
said that for those who have become more restrictive in the way that they consume groceries,
the motive of feeding their hunger has become stronger in comparison to other internal
factors, such as the will to consume tasty and nutritious foods. For example, Adam'’s
suggestion about not treating himself the same way now as he used to, is in line with the
assumption that his preferences are not as important anymore. Thus, the internal factors
which determine the response of the external factors in the purchasing decision process have
been re-evaluated. He is no longer motivated enough to buy as much nutritious food when
faced with changed external stimuli (higher food price).

Mia has complained how her diet is not as healthy anymore, the consumption of processed
meat has increased, and she is not able to consume as much salad, fruits and vegetables as
she would like to. Ingrid and Karin on the other hand complained how they are not able to
practice a responsible way of consuming, even though they values locally produced
products that are not induced with additives she is not able to do so due to financial reasons.
Generally, for these participants it can be concluded that their view on food has
differentiated, and they tend to look at food as more of a fuel, more than they used to before,
their primary motive now is getting the basic nutrition and nothing “extra”. While some of
the participants complain of decreased life satisfaction, others explain how they have been
able to maintain the same level of satisfaction by being flexible in their consumer behavior
and practicing precautionary measures. Anna emphasizes that the effects of inflation would
most likely have had a bigger impact on her life if she lived alone. According to her, the
fact that she lives in a two-person household mitigates the negative effects of higher grocery
prices and overall worry over sticking to a strict budget is not as crucial as it would be for a
single household.

In terms of monthly income, the amount does not differ significantly between the pensioners
and the students. Nonetheless, it is crucial to remember that the majority of the CSN grant
is a loan, which is not the case with the pension. Other than income, there are many
additional factors that separate these two occupational groups, at least between the
respondents in this study. Primarily, a demographic factor in the age difference likely acts
as strong external stimuli. While young people might come from a place of feeling vital,
strong and healthy, pensioners may be more aware of the need for a nutritious diet to
maintain a certain level of health. Moreover, the difference in life experience is another
factor that sets the two occupational groups apart. While the pensioners have experienced
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previous fluctuations in the economy and may previously have been more restrictive with
their diets, this might be the first time that the students are faced with such high food
expenses. These differences cannot be ignored when trying to understand the complex
reality that shapes the values, attitudes, beliefs and motivations which form the responses
of external stimuli, and consumer behavior.

6.2 How do the residents of northern Sweden change their
consumer habits when shopping for groceries during a time of high
inflation?

The answer to our first research question of How do the residents of northern Sweden
change their consumer habits when shopping for groceries during a time of high inflation
is presented below. The results and analysis show that people have changed their consumer
habits in several different ways when it comes to grocery shopping during high inflation
periods.

1. Participants from all occupational groups have started to prefer budget-friendly options.
For these respondents, the importance of high-quality brands has decreased among most
individuals. They have generally acquired a more rational approach when making
purchase decisions. They carefully evaluate products based on how they will optimally
fulfill their needs when their purchasing power has decreased.

2. Respondents from all groups have become much more restrictive with their purchases,
as well as with the frequency of how often they grocery shop. Participants have
collectively become less spontaneous with their grocery shopping meaning that their
variety-seeking behavior has decreased. They plan more, as well as keep track of their
food expenses and look for offers and campaigns to a much greater extent than they did
before the current inflation.

3. Additionally, the empirical findings also point to that there are respondents who have in
fact did not change their consumer behavior at all. Even more, some people act in total
opposition to the above stated conclusions. These respondents claimed to value other
factors than price, such as health and taste preference. Some of the respondents also
continue to consume premium brands despite the higher food prices, in contrast to the
first conclusion.

6.3 What external and internal factors influence consumers’
purchasing decisions regarding groceries during a time of high
inflation?

In this section we will introduce our conclusions for our second research question, what
external and internal factors influence consumers’ purchasing decision regarding groceries
during a time of high inflation. Various external and internal factors were identified as
potential influences on purchasing decisions. The following were the most common:
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1. Price is evidently a very important external factor in the decision-making process, for
many of the respondents. This is significant for the student respondents especially, who
most considerably make their purchase decisions based on offers. This factor is heavily
linked to the consumer behavior change more into variety-seeking. While most of the
students have been able to maintain a complete and varied diet regardless of the price
increase, Mia has complained about a decreased quality of diet. Inevitably, income plays a
strong role in regard to purchasing decisions that the respondents make.

2. Respondents that live in a single person household appear to have made more adaptive
approaches in relation to decreased purchasing power. For example, they have based
purchasing decisions more on offers, increased planning and storing, compared to
respondents that live with their partners. Adaptive approaches are implemented more
commonly among single households as well as for participants with larger families.

3. Attitudes towards specific foods and brands influence many of the respondents'
purchasing decisions. These attitudes are for example based on a “feeling” that a certain
brand is of worse quality, or that it is “bad” because it is cheaper. Moreover, some of them
have started to ignore their attitudes and assumptions of budget brands on account of the
higher food prices. Others, however, still hold attitudes about specific brands and products
of higher importance than price.

4. Most respondents show signs that they have a strong sense of responsibility when it comes
to making purchasing decisions. This is primarily evident in the fact that all respondents
choose Swedish meat, even in a time of high inflation. This indicates that they hold a belief
that Swedish meat is “better”. Therefore, it also implies that they follow altruistic values
such as wanting to protect the environment, support local farmers and fair animal welfare.
However, it could also be so that they make the decision to purchase Swedish meat because
this is integrated with the culture in northern Sweden. Thus, the altruistic reasons for
choosing Swedish meat could, although valid, be secondary to a learned behavior shaped
by the societies in which the respondents exist, according to the Veblenian socio-
psychological model or buyer behavior (Daniela, 2011, p. 838; Kotler, 1965, p. 42)).

5. Furthermore, a participant’s age seems to be an influential factor in the purchasing
decisions they make. From our research we have significantly noticed a difference in
consumer habits between pensioners and young respondents, from both of the groups: the
student and full-time worker’s occupations. Younger participants practice restrictive
consumption, have switched to budget friendly brands as well as more frequently shop at
budget friendly shops. There is a significant contrast in consumer behavior between
pensioners and individuals of age under 30. While pensioners have not commonly admitted
to having changed their consumption habits, younger individuals report a significant change
in their habits.

6.4 Final considerations

The results are to a large part coherent with the findings of previous research on the topic
of consumer behavior during financially strained times. For example, our empirical finds
show that respondents have become more calculating and planning, as similarly described
by Shama (1981, p. 123-125). Moreover, the participants in our study have become more
aware about campaigns and offers, a phenomenon that is also presented by Information
Resources Incorporated (2022). Additionally, we can also conclude that price is not always
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the most important factor in the purchasing-decision process, which Morén and Dahlbéck
(2009) concluded as well.

Evidently, the changes in consumer behavior when it comes to grocery shopping during
times of high inflation vary between individuals. Thereon, different values, attitudes,
beliefs, as well as external factors that influence consumer behavior during a time of high
inflation. The changes in consumer behavior that were found can, to some extent, be
understood in the light of different behavioral models and theories. However, it is also clear
that there is no “one size fits all” model that can be applicable to all the respondents’
consumer behaviors and changes of these. It is furthermore possible to apply several
different models of consumer behavior to the same citations, and thus, we cannot conclude
that one model is more “correct” than another. However, it is easier to assume that some of
them act rationally from a microeconomic perspective in some cases, while other responses
can be fit into a more psychoanalytic frame of understanding consumer behavior. What can
be said is, however, that Kotler's (1965) metaphor of the consumer's mind as a black box is
suitable in this study. The why in the buyer behavior process is not determined easily, even
though we have retrieved subjective, nuanced responses to our questions.

7.0 Implications and Recommendations

In this chapter we aim to provide contributions to the existing research in the field of
business administration, and additionally aid business managers with useful information.
Furthermore, recommendations for future research as well as the quality of the research
criteria are addressed.

7.1 Societal and Managerial Implications

Our aim was to collect data from a small but diverse set of people, to contribute more
empirical information on the topic of consumer behavior in terms of grocery shopping
during a time of high inflation. Although the results of the study are not aimed to be
generalized to a larger population than the sample of respondents, the conclusions can be
used as a basis for conducting further studies on how food inflation has affected people’s
consumer habits. The empirical findings indicate that respondents with lower income have
been affected by inflation the most. As a result, some of the respondents even argue that the
effects of inflation and increased food prices have decreased their perceived quality of life,
and decreased food security. Despite the limited sample size, this issue may be present on a
larger scale as well. Therefore, we would like to acknowledge the existence of these issues
and propose that they are considered as a trend that may exist among more Swedish citizens.
Moreover, we have focused on internal and external factors that influence the consumer
behavior, which gives insight into what the respondents value and how they think during
their purchase decision-making process. Therefore, our thesis could provide additional
information when developing strategies to deal with food insecurity and ensure a society's
quality of life during difficult economic times, in other contexts as well.

Our findings can be utilized by marketing managers and business developers for example,
that are looking to develop strategies in the times of financial and economic crisis. Although
our aim was to get an insight on subjective underlaying factors of change in consumer
behavior, we have come across multiple similarities as well within our respondents.
Especially marketing managers could get an aid from our findings in order to set ideal
strategies for their target groups. Findings such as the significancy of domestic meat is
prevalent in all age and occupation groups, however there are occupation specific factors
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that influence consumer behavior as well as purchasing decisions, which can be beneficial
for marketers when conducting strategies either with a specific target group or generally in
the times of crises.

7.2 Environmental Implications

A phenomenon that has been observed in this study is that during this time of high inflation,
a lot of respondents prioritize the price above other aspects of a food product. Participants
who previously valued ecological and locally produced food, have discarded those attitudes
on account of higher food prices. This kind of change in consumer behavior can have serious
consequences for the environment, if they exist on a larger scale. In our findings, people
simply switch over to budget brands that are not as environmentally conscious as the local
and ecological ones. Respondents also started to consume less at restaurants before
changing their grocery habits, however this is often replaced by increased consumption of
readymade convenient food from the stores. Another potential consequence of this is that
small, local producers are neglected as we get more dependent on imports. Additionally, if
people start to prefer more affordable imported foreign goods, this can further worsen the
economic situation when imports get more expensive in relation to a weakened domestic
exchange rate.

7.3 Theoretical Contributions

The existing research on the topic of consumer behavior in the context of increased food
prices and economic crisis, are mainly based on measurable, quantitative data (Capehart &
Richardson, 2008; Garcia & Caba, 2022, Information Resources Incorporated, 2022; Origo
Group, 2022). The results from the studies are primarily objective conclusions with the
purpose of generalizing the findings to the larger populations. They do not further elaborate
on the subjective factors that influence the individuals’ behaviors and decisions. This study
therefore contributes with an increased understanding of the internal factors that lead up to
the changes in consumer behavior when it comes to grocery shopping, that previous studies
show with quantitative measures (Capehart & Richardson, 2008; Garcia & Caba, 2022,
Information Resources Incorporated, 2022; Origo Group, 2022). Much in line with Simons
(1959, p. 256) arguments, the findings of this study demonstrate that consumer behavior
can be analyzed through various theoretical behavioral models in times of inflation, and that
there are many underlying values, attitudes and beliefs that play a role in the decision-
making process. Thus, this study contributes with an increased insight into the complexity
of changed consumer behavior during inflation.

7.4 Future Research and Limitations

There are several suggestions that can be made for future research. Our study focuses on a
small sample of citizens in the north of Sweden. Moreover, the factors that were taken into
consideration regarding the respondents' financial situations were limited to their monthly
income. Furthermore, living situations of the respondents were limited to how many people
there were in their respective households. Additional research is needed to further explore
the underlying factors of consumer behavior in high inflation, when considering additional
contextual factors regarding financial- and living situation. Because our findings indicate
that people’s adaptive approaches vary in the light of economically strained times, despite
similar income and occupation, we would recommend future research to further investigate
how household-situation affects a person’s consumption and decision-making behavior.
The complexity of the external reality that can affect consumer behavior in addition to
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income and occupation, deserves to be researched separately. For instance, research could
investigate how bigger families adapt their consumer behavior in comparison to two-person
households, and how even a single-person household differs compared to two-person
households. Additionally, future studies of this nature could perhaps consider factors such
as savings, rent and other living expenses in combination with monthly income. This, to get
a deeper understanding of how environmental context influences attitudes, beliefs and
values — and in the prolonging, changes in consumer behavior during high inflation periods.

Moreover, future research could look deeper into the changes in consumer behavior of
specific occupational groups to get a deeper understanding of the patterns and themes that
were displayed in this study, within a specific occupational group. Furthermore, because of
the limited sample size, it is relevant to investigate other samples of the population to be
able to investigate if the findings of this study can be seen in other people’s consumer
behaviors as well. Future research could include homogeneous sampling and use a
guantitative research method of investigating changes in consumer behavior. This can be
done by sending out surveys on specific beliefs, attitudes and values, so that the results can
be measured objectively. This kind of study would be valuable because it could display
overall patterns in internal factors that influence changes in consumer behavior during high
inflation. This kind of study is relevant because the findings can be generalized to represent
the general population.

7.5 Quality of Research

This chapter illustrates how our study has been evaluated through the truth criteria. To
achieve excellent quality, we have taken on various approaches on how to meet the criteria
of credibility, dependability and transferability.

7.5.1 Transferability

Because of the design of qualitative studies, it is not reasonable to aim for replicability in
such a study. However, it is still possible to ensure that specific patterns and descriptions of
a qualitative study, can be applied in other contexts (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 27).
Transferability is created when the research provides rich descriptions of the circumstances.
Practically, this can be done by thoroughly addressing the methods of which the data is
collected (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 27). Furthermore, to ensure that the study is transferable
to other situations, the participants have to be representative (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 450).
This study can be considered transferable, at least to some extent, because the data collection
method as well as the choice of participants have been thoroughly explained and argued for.
Therefore, it is possible to use a similar approach, to study other situations, than that of this
study. Further, our findings have been analyzed through different theoretical models of
buying behavior which according to Saunders et al., (2019, p. 451) is a method for
increasing transferability. To ensure that our research reaches yet another requirement, we
inserted a table of context and a short content description at the beginning of each chapter
which provides readers with a structure that they can apply to their research (Saunders et
al., 2019, p. 451). Moreover, all assumptions that have been made have been developed
through the theoretical framework with an aim to obtain as much structure as possible.

7.5.2 Credibility

Credibility indicates how precisely a study measures what is intended to be measured. It a
measure of how the findings are accurately mirror the reality. (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 26).
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Patton (1999, p. 1190-1191) identifies that the main concern about a qualitative research’s
creditability is based on the belief that the study is vastly dependent on the perceptions of
the researchers. Nonetheless, researchers of qualitative studies can obtain creditability by
presenting detailed information on how the data has been collected and analyzed. (Patton,
1999, p. 1190-1191). This research explains how the data has been collected in 4.1 Data
Collection Method. Moreover, the reader has access to unprocessed data through the various
citations that are granted in 5.0 Results and Analysis. Stahl & King (2020, p. 26 -27) argue
that creditability can be supported by using different sources and methods when gathering
and processing the findings. Patton (1999, p. 1192) explains that one method is not able to
solve a research problem a therefore researcher's should aim for triangulation; usage of
multiple methods, theories and investigators to investigate a phenomenon. This study has
acquired investigator triangulation; the findings have been analyzed by multiple researchers
and their diverse pre-understandings (see 2.4). The theoretical triangulation has been
attained through usage of different theories illustrated in 3.4 Theoretical Framework which
demonstrate various external and internal stimulus that influence consumer behavior and
purchase decisions. Lastly, the research has been done by interviewing people of different
backgrounds which granted the study an environmental triangulation meaning the
phenomena has been studied in multiple contexts. (Stahl & King, 2020, p. 26 - 27). To
ensure that the collected information was sufficient enough to answer the research question
and explain the studied reality the findings were obtained though semi-structured in-depth
interviews. As presented in point 4.4 (Interview Technique), the follow-up questions made
it possible to collect detailed information (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 451). Kvale and
Brinkmann (2014, p. 297) declare that answers of high creditability are sustainable, well-
argumented, and well-grounded, which set a standard for what we wanted to achieve.
Furthermore, we have presented and reflected on cases in which respondents have kept their
consumer behavior the same due to inflation which does not follow the general theme of
this study. We have therefore decided to present all the different perspectives that were
collected from the interviews, to ensure high credibility (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 451).

7.5.3 Dependability

This criterion enhances the trustworthiness of a study. The trust is built through providing
a detailed information regarding all the steps of a research, in other words creating an “audit
trail”. So that another researcher is able to follow the decision trail and interpret the study
thoroughly as well. Trust is created through peer debriefing and peer reviewing, which
enhances the carefulness when separating the fact from researcher’s interpretation (Stahl &
King, 2020, p.27). In context to our research actions have been taken to ensure as high
dependability as possible. Primarily, a thorough presentation and explanation of our
research design, data collection and analysis were provided to prove that our data is
dependable. (Saunders et al., 2019, 449). Additionally, this thesis has been written by three
authors which has allowed us to continually evaluate each other's work and interpretations,
which decreases the level of biasness of this study (Stahl & King, 2020, p.28). In qualitative
studies the respondents' answers mirror their reality during that exact time and context in
which they were collected, and thus, the realities are highly subjective to change (Saunders
et al., 2019, p. 449). Moreover, Patel and Davidson (2019, p. 133 - 134) state that in
qualitative studies, dependability can be achieved through a variation of responses that
thoroughly explain the studied situation. To attain a complex set of data we used semi-
structured interviews. As previously described, the flexibility of our chosen interview
technique allowed us to get nuanced perception of the studies topic (Saunders et al., 2019,
449).
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9.0 Appendix

Interview Guide

Basic information

1. What is your name?

2. How old are you?

3. What is your current occupation?

4. What is your income and has it changed?

5. What is your household situation (single, live with your parents, partner etc)?
Grocery habits and financing

6. How often do you grocery shop? Has this changed?

7. How much of your disposable income do you spend on groceries monthly?

8. Do you budget your expenses? Has it changed?

9. Has your grocery shopping behavior changed within the last year (since the
inflation started to increase at the end of 2021)?

10. If so, how has it changed and to what extent?

11. Where do you grocery shop? Why?

12. Has this changed within the last year? Why/why not?
13. Do you look at product offers?

14. If so, do you look before or during (or both) your grocery shopping? Why/why
not?

15. Has this changed within the last year? Why/why not?

Purchase decisions

16. What is the most important to you when you make your purchasing decisions?
Rank please from most to least important! Please also explain why!

origin
organic
price

o1



taste/ food preference
health benefits
loyalty/convenience
bonus offers

17. Is there anything else that you consider, or that you value when buying groceries?
Why/why not?

18. Has this changed? Why, why not?

19. Please further evaluate the rankings made previously, what exact factors influence
your purchase decisions, for example price, promotions and product features?

Attitudes and values

20. Can you give detailed information regarding your most recent grocery shopping
experience, how you made your purchase decisions and why.

21. Do you have any specific attitudes or beliefs about some specific product, or
generally about grocery shopping?

22. How do you typically evaluate the quality of grocery products?

23. Have you ever changed your grocery shopping behavior or made different
decisions regarding it due to changes in the prices?

Compromises and standard of living

24. How important is it to you to maintain a certain standard of living when it comes
to purchasing groceries?

25. Are there certain types of food that you would pay more for, even in times of high
food prices? If yes, why?

26. In times of high inflation, do you typically look for cheaper food options, or do
you value quality over price?

27. How significantly do your personal values and beliefs about responsible
consumption influence your grocery shopping behavior during times of high

inflation?

28. Have you ever changed your diet or food preferences due to changes in food prices
related to inflation?
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