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Abstract: The presence of coronavirus illustrate one of the most significant changes in the modern environment,
that might cause serious consequences in economic, social and other civic implication. Some of them are already
visible in the trade sector. The economic consequences, which are reflected in the closure of a large number of
stores, layoffs, reduction of wages, shortening of working hours, declining demand for goods, at some point, place
the initiative of business companies to act in line with the concept of sustainable development out of the spotlight.
On the other hand, the crisis caused by the corona virus pandemic has a significant impact on consumers, their
habits, expectations and shopping opportunities. In view of the fact that consumers are significantly interested in
socially responsible companies, the aim of this research is to determine consumers attitudes towards social
responsibility of trade companies during the coronary virus pandemic. For the realization of the research and in order
to collect necessary data, the unique questionnaire was constructed.
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Sazetak: Prisustvo korona virusa predstavlja jednu od najznacajnijih promena savremenog okruzZenja za koju se
predvida niz ekonomskih, socijalnih ali i drugih opstedrustvenih posledica. Neke od njih su vec¢ o€igledne i u sektoru
trgovine. Ekonomske posledice koje se ogledaju u zatvaranju velikog broja trgovinskih objekata, otpustanju radnika,
smanjenju plata, skracivanju radnog vremena, smanjenoj potraznji za robom, donekle u drugi plan stavljaju inicijative
za poslovanje trgovinskih preduzeca u skladu sa konceptom odrzivog razvoja. Sa druge strane, kriza izazvana
pandemijom korona virusa ima znacajan uticaj i na potroSace, njihove navike, o¢ekivanja i moguénosti kupovine. S
obzirom da je poznato da su potroSaci u znaCajnoj meri zainteresovani za druStveno odgovorno ponasanje
preduzeca, cilj istrazivanja je utvrdivanje stavova potroSaca o socijalnoj odgovornosti trgovinskih preduzeca tokom
pandemije korona virusa. Zarad realizacije istrazivanja konstruisan je originalan upitnik pomocu kojeg su prikupljeni
neophodni podaci.

Kljuéne reci: korona virus, promene, socijalna odgovornost, potrosac, trgovinska preduzeca.
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INTRODUCTION

Knowing that the success of a company is
measured not only by good business results but also
by the attitude towards the society and the sur-
roundings in which it operates, a question arises
whether the trading companies operate in accord-
ance with the rules of sustainable development
concept during the coronavirus pandemic situation.
The new situation with the coronavirus has sign-
ificantly altered the former way of functioning of many
trading companies. Namely, due to the application of
preventive measures aiming to prevent the spread of
coronavirus during last, but also this year, as well,
numerous trade facilities were closed for a certain
period, except for those selling food products and
hygienic supplies.

Additionally, all trading companies are obliged to
create safe working conditions as well as safe cond-
itions for consumers in the facilities. On the other
hand, driven by the fear and uncertainty for their
safety, consumers have significantly changed their
spending habits, but the question also arises whether
they have changed their attitude towards the need for
a socially responsible operation of companies. For
that reason, the subject of this research is to examine
the attitudes of consumers when it comes to the
social responsibility of trading companies during the
coronavirus pandemic situation.

1. PURCHASE ,UNDER SPECIAL SAFETY
MEASURES*

The coronavirus pandemic is an entirely new
form of crisis that no country has faced so far, so it is
not possible to expect the solvation of the problems
and overcoming the negative consequences that
affected the economy and society as a whole on short
notice (Marjanovic, Djukic, 2020). Regardless of the
appearance of the coronavirus vaccine, it is still
uncertain when will the economic recovery begin and
how long it will last. You could say that, apart from the
year 2020, the year 2021 will also be extremely
difficult and uncertain in all aspects. The quarantine
which most people on this planet experienced has
diminished economic activity as expected, and the
demand and supply ratio has decreased across the
world (Ceha, Ceha, 2020). Without a doubt, the
coronavirus pandemic has changed many aspects of
our lives (Pan, Zhang, 2020). Similarly, after the spre-
ad of this virus, our trading habits have significantly
changed, so we can often encounter the term
purchase “under special safety measures”. Namely,
on March 11th, 2020, all employers and employees
in the Republic of Serbia had access to the Directions
with recommendations and pieces of advice about
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taking preventive measures that are in the function of
preventing the spread of coronavirus (Instruction,
2020). The measures for minimizing the effects of the
coronavirus taken by the countries and their health
systems were to reduce the mortality rates and the
frequency of virus transmission among the population
(Radic et al, 2020). In the trading area, the key meas-
ures were wearing protective masks, more frequent
hand disinfection, limitation of working hours, limitat-
ion of the number of people in trade facilities depend-
ing on the size of the facility, mandatory 2-meter
social distance, intensified disinfection of trading facil-
ities. The coronavirus pandemic has directly conditi-
oned the change in the behavior of the consumers in
the purchasing process with the necessary safety
measures. According to the research that was cond-
ucted by the Marketplace and public opinion agency
(MASMI) in late April 2020, half of the working-age
population was affected by the pandemic in some
way, while every one out of five citizens was under
impression that they were in a difficult financial
situation (MASMI, 2020). Perhaps that is one of the
reasons why certain consumers are very indignant at
the whole situation and are, therefore often confr-
onting the introduced measures, especially when it
comes to wearing protective masks, which often
leads to unpleasant situations for workers when they
need to warn such consumers.

On the other hand, most of the consumers have
accepted life with coronavirus as a new norm, and are
therefore doing their best to adapt to it. It should also
be noted that due to the whole coronavirus situation,
many consumers avoided shopping last vyear.
According to the data of the Republic Institute of
Statistics in the middle of 2020, 36,1% of Internet
users have purchased, i.e., ordered goods or serv-
ices via the internet, compared to 34,2% of Internet
users in 2019. (RIS, 2020). It can be said that many
introduced restrictions and appeals for the appl-
ications of all the social distancing measures have
instigated the growth of online purchases to some
extent. In his work, Vasic talks about many authors
around the world dealing with the effect of corona-
virus on the rapid digitalization of our society and that
the sector of online purchase and delivery is one of
the sectors that have reacted the fastest and reached
high profitability (Vasic, 2020). Online purchase has
now become the rule for many customers that have
avoided that way of purchase in the past (Vasic,
2020). However, regardless of the new coronavirus
situation, we should not neglect the need for and
significance of the operation of the trading companies
following the concept of sustainable development and
social responsibility. Having in mind that certain
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authors consider the trading sector to have reacted
well to the need for rapid digitalization of our society
on one hand, but on the other hand, there are econ-
omic consequences seen in closing a large number
of trading facilities, layoffs, reduced salaries, and
similar, a question arises whether and to what extent
are the trading companies responsible towards cons-
umers and society as a whole during the existence of
coronavirus.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The potentials for the socially responsible operation
of trading companies are different even in the cond-
itions of coronavirus pandemic. We will now provide
several examples from practice: providing the opp-
ortunity of free delivery (market Oaza in Krusevac);
installations of transparent plexiglass partitions with
the purpose to reduce direct contact between empl-
oyees and consumers, aiming to protect employees
and consumers from coronavirus (trade companies:
Dis, Roda, Idea, etc.); providing support to the empl-
oyees as a form of gratitude for additional comm-
itment (trading company dm drogerie); support for
the community and healthcare system through sec-
uring medical equipment (trading companies such
as Lidl, PS fashion, Delez Serbia); education of
consumers about the needs of undertaking protect-
ive coronavirus measures (trading company Roda);
raising funds to help children who were infected (3-
M market plus), and similar.

Motivated by the fact that consumers highly respect
and support socially responsible companies we
have conducted research to determine the attitudes
of consumers about the social responsibility of
trading companies during coronavirus pandemic.
The research was conducted in March 2021, on a
sample of 70 respondents, by surveying consumers
in a trading company 3-M market plus, in Krusevac.
For research realization, we have constructed a
specialized questionnaire, which besides the gener-
al questions also contains questions about the
attitudes of consumers about the coronavirus and
social responsibility of trading companies. The ques-
tionnaire consists of 12 questions. To provide a mo-
re precise presentation of this topic we have used
the following methods: observation, analysis, synth-
esis, descriptive method, and method of compar-
ison. The obtained results will be presented numer-
ically and graphically and qualitatively described in
this work.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this research, the respondents were divided
into categories according to age and gender
structures (table 1). In the given sample, there were
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29% of employed and 34% of unemployed persons,
whereas the rest of the sample consisted of students
(21%) and retirees (16%).

Table 1 - Distribution of respondents by age
structure and gender

Age Gender
structure Male Females
From 18 to 30 10 10
From 31 to 40 13 11
From 41 to 50 6 9
Over 50 4 7
In total 33 37
Percentage 47% 53%

Source: authors based on research

With its appearance, the coronavirus pandemic
has significantly altered people’s lives and contrib-
uted to the development of fear of being infected
with the virus, job loss, rising cost of living, and
similar. Thus, it came as no surprise that 54% of
respondents gave a confirmative response to the
question of whether they were afraid of coronavirus

(graph 1).

MYes

M No

Graph 1 - The respondents’ attitudes towards the
fear of coronavirus
Source: authors

A sense of fear has caused significant changes
in the behavior of consumers while shopping. As a
measure of protection against the coronavirus, the
following was recommended: wearing a mask,
social distancing, and hand disinfection, wearing
disposable gloves, using the service of cashless
payment. Our research has shown that, in the given
example, 76% of consumers always adhere to the
prescribed measures while visiting trading objects
(graph 2).

Lockdown and social distancing to fight against
coronavirus have created significant behavior
disorders of the consumers (Sheth, 2020). Soon
after the appearance of the virus, there was frantic
shopping of protective masks, disinfectants, wet
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wipes, toilet paper, soaps, but also basic life groc-
eries such as flour, oil, and sugar. This way of beha-
vior has made certain trading objects limit the
number of groceries and other supplies that one
consumer could buy at once. However, when asked
whether they were buying stocks of flour, oil, sugar,
and other groceries, only 13% of the respondents
confirmed, but 70% of the respondents believe that
there is no need for such purchase (graph 3).

M Yes, always

60
40 B Sometimes
20 @1 do not adhere
to any measures
0

Graph 2 - Respondents” attitudes towards adhering
to the prescribed measures (wearing a mask,
social distancing, hand disinfection) while visiting a
trading object (Source: authors)

B Yes, I buy

B only buy during
a state of
emergency

ENo. I don't think
there's a need for
that

Graph 3 - Respondents™ attitudes towards
shopping stocks of flour, oil, sugar, and other
groceries during the coronavirus pandemic.
Source: Authors

Customer care today is not reflected in classic
marketing campaigns or attempts to overtake the
competition and take the best position on the
market. Instead, it is reflected in true and honest
providing support, that is visible, authentic, honest,
and has a direct impact on the consumer (Consumer
expectations, 2020). For this reason, it is expected
from every trading company to take care of the
consumers’ health, making safe conditions for their
stay in trading facilities. According to our research,
70% of the respondents believe that trading objects
are undertaking all the prescribed measures to
protect consumers from the coronavirus (graph 4).

The education of consumers about the need to
undertake preventive measures to prevent the inf-
ection and spread of coronavirus today represents
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an extremely important activity of trading comp-
anies. In the given sample, 59% of the respondents
believe that trading companies are undertaking
certain actions to educate a consumer about the
need for undertaking protective measures against
coronavirus. (graph 5).

B Yes, they do

50

40 B They do, but not
enough

30

20 @ They undertake,
but only certain
trade facilities

10
B They do not
undertake

0

Graph 4 - Respondents” attitudes about whether

trading objects are undertaking all the prescribed

measures to protect consumers from coronavirus.
Source: Authors.

HYes
M In general yes

ENo

0

Graph 5 - Respondents™ attitudes about whether
trading companies are educating consumers about
the need for underrating coronavirus protective
measures (Source: Authors)

Just some of the ways in which it is possible to
raise people's awareness of the coronavirus are
visible rules of behavior when entering the trading
facility, installation of disinfection barriers at the
entrance, wearing protective masks and gloves by
the employees (thus setting an example of how
consumers should behave), a call for responsible
behavior through sites, advertisements, and so on.
In this way, trading companies show one way of
social responsibility, when the most needed thing is
to be active in this field. The research suggests that
43% of respondents believe that trading companies
provide greater support to the social community
during the coronavirus pandemic (graph 6), and this
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is done, in their opinion, through different discounts,
friendly attitude to the consumers, care for their
employees, providing help to medical staff and
similar.

With the introduction of protective measures
against coronavirus, the economic activity has
slowed down, and in some sectors completely stop-
ped, which had a direct impact on the unempl-
oyment rate, higher allocations for social help, and
the reduced purchasing power (Martin, 2020).
Trading facilities who are selling groceries, but also
those with developed opportunity for Internet sale,
did not feel the crisis to a great extent, and even
noticed a certain increase in sales. However, even
though online sale marks quantum leaps in the
whole world (Consumer expectations, 2020), our
research has shown that among the respondents,
the awareness of the Internet sale advantages is not
highly developed yet. Only 21% of the respondents
shop via Internet, while most of them (52%) still do
not trust this type of sales (graph 7).

30

25

W Yes
20

B In general yes
15 g Y
10

5

E No

0

Graph 6 - Respondents” attitudes about whether
trading companies offer greater support to the
social community during the coronavirus pandemic.
Source: Authors

40 BYes

30

Ml In general buy
20

10 @ | don't buy online -

| don't trust that
kind of sale

0

Graph 7 - Respondents” attitudes towards online
shopping during the coronavirus pandemic.
Source: Authors.
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The companies selling their products in this way
must behave responsibly towards their customers.
They can achieve this by offering their products at a
lower price (as is the case with trading company
Shoes Metro), or by respecting the deadlines for
product delivery, product quality, and similar.

However, our research shows that currently the
consumers are not concerned by the social resp-
onsibility of trading consumers to a great extent.
What concerns them the most is the health of their
loved ones (45% of the respondents), rising living
costs (35% of the respondents), while reduced
salaries are the biggest concern for the 9% of the
respondents.

CONCLUSION

It can be concluded that during coronavirus pan-
demic situation the opportunities for socially respon-
sible behavior of trading companies are different and
that in most cases are following the current situation.
A certain number of trading companies, operating in
the city of Krusevac offer support to health institutions
and the social community in the fight against the
coronavirus through different donations. It can be
said that today, one of the markers of socially resp-
onsible behavior of trading companies, among other
things, is adhering to all the prescribed measures of
protection against the coronavirus. Namely, if trading
companies create safe working conditions as well as
safe conditions for their consumers in trading fac-
ilities, they behave responsibly towards their employ-
ees and consumers as well.

The occasional closure of stores had a major
impact on the increase of Internet sales, and large
and successful trading companies that already own
their sites on the Internet did best. Thus, it can be
concluded that these trading companies (especially
in the field of food sales) have greater potential for
socially responsible activities during the coronavirus
pandemic.
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