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Introduction

The global pandemic of COVID-19, the disease caused by a novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, has caused many drastic changes in every aspect of people’s life all over the world.  In many countries over the world, they had “locked down” in order to prevent the spread of the virus, first Wuhan in China, then it was followed by USA, UK, Europe (Germany, Austria, France, Bulgaria, Romania, Poland), India and New Zeeland.  
Even though at first these lockdowns were implemented for a matter of several weeks, in order to manage the burden on the health services, the lockdowns were implemented regularly over the year 2021.
This paper is an individual report that evaluates the emerging consequences of these lockdowns on the consumer grocery purchasing habits and their implications for food retail. The chosen organization that I am basing this report on is Lidl, a grocery chain supermarket that is present not just in UK but also in all over Europe and US.

About Lidl
Lidl opened its first store in Germany, Ludwigshafen in 1973 and they only had three employees and bout 500 products. During the 1990s they began opening stores outside of Germany and they now have stores all across Europe. In 1994 they opened their first store in UK where they now have over 800 stores and in June 2017 they opened their first store in US, continuing to expand and reaching over 100 stores in 4 years across the East Coast. (Lidl, 2022)
As an international company, they are aware of their size and public visibility and they are respecting the different cultures and recognize the diversity of their values and traditions. They characterize their work by some of the following company principles:
· The highest priority is customer satisfaction
· The low prices determine their position on the market
· The continued growth is determined by expansion on the contact improvement on their stores
· In order to be an efficient company, they work according to well defined processes and procedures.
· They believe success is never final and they can only grow through continuous improvement in their stores.
· Agreements are upheld in an atmosphere of trust. (Lidl, 2022)



Marketing Mix of Lidl
Lidl is conquering the market using a mix of marketing strategies. Their focus is on the:
1. Products-high quality goods produced by local suppliers. In UK 70% of Lidl’s vendors are British farmers but they also drive a weekly world food campaign (Italian; Greek; German, Turkish, etc.).  In this way they are offering their consumers a chance to enjoy a range of foods from all over the world and to enjoy a different experience within the comfort of their own home.
2.Price- which is a vital factor when it comes to the market penetration strategy. Its main purpose is to reduce the cost by reducing the excess. The supermarket does have an plus when it comes to cost decrease because most of its contractors are local sellers.
3. Place-Lidl gives a special attention to position as this is a key aspect that also decides the cost. When choosing a new location for their stores they consider several factors like the population and the demographic of the area; the visibility and the position of the new store; the accessibility through means of public transport or even the number of slots available for parking.
4. Promotion- they are trying the perfect balance between Above the line marketing and Below the line marketing. The scope of promotions is to raise awareness and brand loyalty but also to provide information and to obtain more profit by increasing the demand on the goods and services they offer.
With a store layout that is extremely simple, the Lidl brand aims to offer its customers a hassle-free shopping experience with very low prices. Their mission is to deliver an outstanding level of customer satisfaction and to ensure that they are leading the market with quality and value which is why they are constantly innovating and optimizing their processes.

The marketing strategy adopted by LIDL is segmentation, targeting and positioning. They focus on customers who usually have a restricted budget while shopping and choose to buy average quality products. In doing so, they segmented the market by using the psychographic segmentation strategy.” Psychographic segmentation is defined as a market segmentation technique where groups are formed according to psychological traits that influence consumption habits drawn from people’s lifestyle and preferences. It is mainly conducted on the basis of “how” people think and “what” do they aspire their life to be”. (Koto, 2022) 


According to (Bhasin, 2022) Lidl understands the fact that their consumers have little loyalty toward their brands, and they are only attracted because of sales promotions and new product offerings. But their target strategy used here is the undifferentiated target strategy where low pricing is used globally in order to attract customers.
Their Positioning strategy is that Lidl needs to be a go-to shop for any grocery needs. “Every Day Low Pricing (EDLP) strategy has proved to be a successful innovation resulting in higher profits to supermarkets adopting it in competition with Promotional Pricing (PROMO). the EDLP store's offering of constant everyday low prices is an equilibrium outcome, endogenously determined.” (Lal & Rao, 1997). Besides the EDLP Lidl comes with other taglines such as #LidlSurprises which also have a very important role in the marketing strategy campaign because for the customer it simplifies the decision-making process.
Another one of Lidl strategies is the use of private labels and the fact that they ensure their consumers that they are only selling products of high quality.  The result is seen in the fact that the products that sell the most are the private labeled ones, such as eggs, meat, milk, fruits and vegetables and also the baked goods. Considering these products are over 80% of their sales, it is a huge advantage point. (Bhasin, 2022)



According to the Loyalty Study, conducted by TCC Global, Lidl and Aldi have the most loyal customer base of the supermarkets across the world. The study conducted over a 1000 in depth interviews with the consumers and found that Lidl has achieved a loyalty score of +63. (Stevens , 2018). Lidl’s main focus until recently was to cater to the needs of the low-income consumers.  They are now concentrating their attention to the high-income shoppers as well by focusing on the quality of the products that are being sold under the private labels.
Also, the company has adopted multiple strategies in order to maintain and improve the brand visibility. Lidl’s strategies aim not only to offer products at low prices but also aim to bring a higher influx of customers in the store.  The adopted marketing strategies are both below-the-line (promotions via SMS, email newsletters, tweets) and also above-the-live (TV commercials that show emotional connection together with humor). (Bhasin, 2022)
Their promotions can now be heard or seen on radio, magazines, leaflets, billboards or TV. They have also released an app for their clients, where consumers can get to know all about the latest offers or LidlSurprises.


Consumer attitude during COVID-19 pandemic
Because of COVID-19 many consumers attitudes, behaviors and buying habits are changing. It is possible that some of these habits are going to remain even after the COVID-19 pandemic.  Purchasing is nowadays centered on most of the basic needs because people are shopping in a more conscious way, shopping locally and relying on e-commerce more and more.
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Consumers are deeply concerned, and fear is running highly so there is a lack of consumer confidence that mostly comes from not knowing the impact that COVID-19 is going to have on the economy.
In an era dominated by Digital advancement, people are starting to rely on the digital to establish connections, to manage isolation to learn or even to work and it is highly likely that they will continue to do so.
Moving forward the report Accenture presented on How COVID-19 will permanently change consumer behavior says that there will be an increase on virtual workforce as more people are working from home and enjoy doing so. (Wright & Blackburn, 2021)
The virus is reshaping our world as we know it, accelerating long-term underlying trends in the space of mere weeks. Research shows that new habits formed now “will endure beyond this crisis, permanently changing what we value, how and where we shop; and how we live and work” (Wright & Blackburn, 2021)

According to the study and research Accenture presented in 2020, we can now identify five new types of consumers: the worrier; the individualist; the rationalist; the activist and the indifferent. Knowing these consumer types is going to help us understand what changes are to come when we refer to the purchasing behavior.
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One of the biggest changes since COVID-19 is the change of trend when it comes to shopping.  The trend towards the digital ecommerce is expected to continue even post pandemic. (Wright & Blackburn, 2021)

Lidl marketing strategy during COVID-19

Lidl’s strategy when it comes to the response in terms of marketing regarding the COVID-19 pandemic is influenced mainly by the external environment. We can examine the external environment with the use of the PESTLE analysis9Political; economic; social, technological, legal and environmental factors).
Political factors- The Brexit meant that Lidl had to follow a lot of different regulations that the government has established, and Lidl is being subjected to paying standard tariffs imposed by the UK global traffic and the EU. Covid Pandemic can be considered a political factor as well because it forced lots of businesses to close its doors.  Supermarkets like Lidl that are still opened had to operate under strict Health rules and regulations issued by the government. But even with all the negative effect that followed 
this pandemic, there were also positive effect such as increase in customers and revenue. In the chart below you can see how well Lidl is doing during the pandemic compared to its rivals. (Kantar, 2021)
[image: ]
Economic Factors-Lidl have lots of government policies that they follow are publicly disclosed on their website. Each policy can be downloaded directly from their website- corporate page: https://corporate.lidl.co.uk/sustainability/policies.
Social Attitudes: Because of the Covid-19 pandemic Lidl has to adhere to a set of social responsibility requirements and they need to follow the law, they are legally obliged to do so. They need to follow the government regulations in order to stay opened and they need to stay opened in order to be profitable and maintain a strong value for their shareholders.
Technological factors- Lidl launched a series of technological products and they are trying to launch a series of products that will be oriented to home automation.
Legal Factors- in regard to the COVID-19 pandemic they are required to protect both their employees as well as their customers and in doing so they need to follow, and the regulations issued by the Health Department and not only. 
Environmental factors- When it comes to environmental factors, Lidl has taken in several Corporate Social responsibilities such as lower Carbon emissions, reducing waste and recycling. They understand the responsibility of building a sustainable future for the communities they work closely with and they show efforts with their program of Renewable Energy developed to reduce the climate impact, sustainable packaging and food redistribution.
The new consumer behaviors are transforming the industry’s future. During this pandemic, people have learned to live differently, their shopping experiences and tendencies are different and because of this fact supply chains have been tested. 
Because of the COVID-19 crisis that has had an impact on the health and the economy the attitude of all organizations is to respond, reset and renew so that that position on the market is even stronger than before. The first thing they needed to do was to focus on their customers and learn their new habits. 
According to Accenture’s COVID-19 consumer research, “limiting food waste and shopping more health consciously are the top two priorities for consumers”. (Wright & Blackburn, 2021)
In the image below you can see the percent of consumers that significantly agree with the statement, and they are likely to sustain this post-outbreak.
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Lidl needed to respond by reshaping their marketing around the new demands and brand purposes. They had to reset in order to be able to redefine their relationships with consumers and their partners. And last they had to renew, to scan the market for new opportunities and accelerate things so they are up to date in the online-date operating model.
According to the data presented by Lidl in the Lidl Good Food Report for 2019-2020 their Covid-19 response was a swift one and they did so by implementing specific actions like:
Safety first- they made sure to restrict the number of customers that enter the store, provided sanitizer stations at all entries and adopted a new cleaning regime. (Lidl, 2020)
Maintaining supply- they worked closely with their suppliers in order to overcome the public health measures that were imposed in order to mitigate the spread of Covid. In doing so they managed to maintain supply and they only had to restrict a limited number of lines with their product range. (Lidl, 2020)
They supported not only their colleagues but also their communities by responding with:
-thank-you bonuses for all Lidl employees and also increased wages
-food donation points-across all stores collection points were set up that encourage consumers to donate products to local charities during their shopping trip.
-free fresh products for NHS- they donated boxes with fresh fruit and vegetables to frontline health workers in partnership with The Royal Voluntary service.
-they made Emergency donations in order to support community groups and charities facing urgent needs
-they implemented Healthy Start- they were the first supermarket that increased the healthy start vouchers in England and Wales. (Lidl, 2020)
They maintained a constant communication regarding the new COVID-19 updates with their consumers via their website and their periodical leaflets and magazines.
 In order to gain their consumers, trust they updated their stores with the needed equipment and adopted protective measures that are to stay in place until CDC and Public Health authorities deem it is safe to take them away. According to Lidl, they are the only national grocer to have installed a superior, hospital-grade MERV13 air filtration system to help filter out COVID-19. They introduced an enhanced, daily cleaning and sanitization regimen in all stores using EPA-recommended cleaning agents approved for use against COVID-19. They Closed 100+ stores for enhanced professional cleaning as soon as we learned of a confirmed positive case. (Lidl, 2022)
In September 2020 Lidl launched its Plus loyalty rewards app and is a step forward in technology along with home deliveries. They are offering their consumers saving coupons on different products each week. But even so, some argues that it is not enough, and that Lidl still holds on to the notion that shopping will come back to how it used to be before the pandemic. (Sahar, 2021).

According to the article published in Retail Gazette, even though Lidl started 2021 being topped as Supermarket of the Year at the Retail Industry Awards Lidl’s British operations had dropped to a £25.2 million loss. These loses come after Lidl invested over £654 million and adding another 51 stores during the year and also hired nearly 1800 employees. (Sahar, 2021)
We can argue that Lidl somehow lost the fight with the online boom that came with COVID-19’s lockdowns because its focus was more on stores and expanding its workforce and not enough on the online area. This is considered to be a great loss if we take into consideration that the size of the online grocery market has doubled since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and that even though Lidl tried to make a step in the trend direction they are still  encouraging consumers to physically go to the stores.. (Sahar, 2021)

Even so the opinions on this matter are divergent. Andrew Howell, global marketing director at software for retail manufacturer K3 Business Technologies, argues that Lidl’s expansion plans are a bold move because time will come when people get back to enjoying the experience of handpicking their products. (Sahar, 2021) 
In response, Christian Hartnagel, Lidl’s boss in UK has ruled out wading into the expanding of the online grocery market, claiming that the pandemic has falsely inflated the demand and the costs are too high. However, Hartnagel accepts that Lidl supermarkets will be playing in a diminished grocery market once the pandemic is overcome and he does not believe that the benefits of moving online will compensate the considerable costs this move will generate. (Radojev, 2021)
Lidl’s response to the COVID-19 crisis is to put their customers first by easing the customers concerns in regard to the demand of many customers who have been stockpiling goods. The supply chains methods of operation have been adjusted in order to be able to cover the huge demand.  There has been an uplift in the Click and Collect method as well and home deliveries have increased. Considering the fact that they had to supervise the number of consumers allowed in the store at one time, they had adapted their working hours. (Lidl, 2022) 
They also put the needs of their customers first by limiting purchases.  To prevent some people from having access to essential items they restricted people on stockpiling specific items. In doing so they have guaranteed a better distribution. (O'Gorman, 2021)








Conclusion

Lidl has a strong business structure that allows them to penetrate the market and attract the customers by offering them exclusiveness and security. 
Even so their strategy during the COVID-19 pandemic, was not one in line with the response given by their competitors. While most of their competitors chose to strengthen their presence online, Lidl continued with its strategy of expanding all over the world and not just in UK. While their competitors are investing in moving to e-commerce, they do not follow the trend and prefer to convince the consumers to physically come to their stores. They are basing this decision on the belief that once the health crisis is over the customer behavior will return to one, they had before Covid-19.
While some specialists argue that this decision is a good one and that others should follow their lead, Lidl is losing some of its brand strength by not having switched to online as swift as its competitors. 
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