
A study on Customers’ Behavior towards Online Shopping amid the COVID-19 Pandemic Environment in Hong Kong
Abstract
The outbreak of COVID-19 is both a health and an economic crisis. It has affected every aspect of our lives. Due to different restrictions, consumers and their shopping patterns have undergone significant changes in Hong Kong. The pandemic has accelerated a positive shift in the online shopping trend. But it is still uncertain whether or not this new normal will reside when the coronavirus is brought under control. Hence, it is necessary to determine the factors influencing new buying habits to ensure sustainable businesses for online shops. 

Introduction
The first case of coronavirus was detected in Wuhan City, China, in December 2019 and subsequently spread to Hong Kong before expanding to the rest of the world. Having experienced a severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003,  Hong Kong government was cautious about the novel epidemic. Various public health measures were introduced in response to the crisis, including social distancing, lockdown, and quarantine for inbound travelers. Under these circumstances, new ways of work, teaching, and shopping habits have emerged. Due to the lockdown, many retail stores were closed, and services were suspended, people have shifted to source for groceries and other necessities through online platforms. 

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, Hong Kong has experienced drastically downturn in the retail industry. The market has shifted into an online operating mode to cope with the lockdown and social distancing measures. Although the pandemic is an economic crisis, it also brings opportunities to retail businesses. It promoted many retail stores to establish online platforms amid the pandemic. According to the report released by United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), online sales transactions have grown rapidly since the outbreak of COVID-19 (UNCTAD, 2021). In fact, the online shopping penetration rate in Hong Kong was increasing even before the outbreak of the pandemic (Abbas, 2021). It is worth noting that the health crisis has triggered the shift in consumers’ behavior.
It is undeniable that consumer behavior has a direct impact on every business, especially in the pandemic environment. The aim of this research is to identify the influencing factors of customers’ online shopping behavior in Hong Kong under the pandemic environment. There are many research papers that analyzed the change of global consumer behavior amid COVID-19 (Arora et al., 2020). Because consumer behavior can be different significantly from one location to another due to cultural and geographical diversity, it is worth focusing on one region.

The research objectives are to capture the change in consumers’ behavior towards online shopping under the COVID-19 environment and the influencing factors that affect the consumers’ behavior. Due to the change in all aspects of consumer behavior, it is necessary to identify the appropriate strategies to maintain a competitive edge in the market. 

No one knows how long the online shopping boom may last in the post-pandemic. However, past experiences often provide clues to how consumers behave after the health crisis. For example, the spread of SARS has left a lasting impact on people who lived through the event. Most people still maintain the habits of hand washing, wearing masks, and other preventive behaviors. There is no doubt that the pandemic has dramatically increased the frequency of online purchases. Today, online shopping has become an essential part of our lives.

Literature Review
The impact of COVID 19 is widespread and has affected the behavior of businesses management and consumers. According to Nielsen’s study in March 2020, social distancing, isolation, and working from home will significantly impact media consumption (The Nielsen Company (US), LLC., 2020). Since the first detected coronavirus case was confirmed on 23 January 2020 in Hong Kong, behavior in the local community began to change. Consumers tend to spend more time at home, which leads to increased entertainment activities, exercises, and shopping online. As more consumers opted to stay home, the online shopping penetration rate increased by 8%, according to the Nielsen Media Index Study between January and February 2020 (Laungani et al., 2020).

Amid the outbreak of the pandemic, consumers are responding in a variety of ways and have differing attitudes, behaviors, and purchasing habits. Consumers are also likely to become accustomed to new ways of shopping. For example, online grocery shopping with home delivery is likely to become more popular (Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 2020).

The survey conducted by UNCTAD and Netcomm Suisse eCommerce Association, in collaboration with the Brazilian Network Information Center (NIC.br) and Inveon, shows that online purchases have increased by 6 to 10 percentage points across most product categories (UNCTAD, 2020). The survey found that women and people with tertiary education increased their online purchases more than others. The age group between 25 and 44 reported a more substantial increase than younger ones during the pandemic (UNCTAD, 2020). The survey concluded that changes in online activities are likely to outlast the COVID-19, particularly in China and Turkey (UNCTAD, 2020).

The study of the relationship between consumer characteristics and attitude toward online shopping found that the most significant factor that motivates consumers to shop online is convenience (Wu, 2003). The result of the study had proven the benefits factors such as purchase convenience, service quality, delivery speed, and homepage design had a significant relationship with the attitude toward online shopping. Additionally, the consumer group with higher monthly income, ages between 36 to 40, and with junior high school educational background, appeared to be the most frequent online shoppers (Wu, 2003).  

The pandemic has compelled consumers to adopt a new normal concerned with their health and safety (Mehta, Saxena and Purohit, 2020). As a result, many businesses have undergone significant changes to rethink their business operations in the context of digitalization. Such technological channels are expected to play a powerful role in transactions, reaching consumers, and retaining them in the post-pandemic environment (Al-Hattami, 2021). In order to understand the most suitable goods and services for the consumers, it is important to investigate the behavior of consumers under the pandemic while shopping online and properly target their needs and desire (Kotler and Keller, 2016). 

Methodology
To adequately address the research questions, the study will adopt a mixed methodology of qualitative and quantitative approaches. To attain this, several independent variables relevant to the research objectives are defined after reviewing the works of literature. Then a questionnaire of 20 questions will be distributed to 300 respondents of Hong Kong through a convenient quota sampling procedure during  15 December 2021 and 15 January 2022. The researcher aims to capture different age groups ranging from 18 to 24, 25 to 39, 40 to 54, 55 to 64, and 65 and above. To broadly understand the different characteristics of the population, this study will select a representative sample of the target population based on the age group population ratio of the Census and Statistics Department. 

The questionnaires are employed with closed-end questions and the 5-point Likert-type scale for easy analysis. Moreover, the choice of answers can clarify the question's meaning for the respondents and eliminate the respondents’ inability or unwillingness to respond. The survey will be conducted using Google Form in English and distributed via social networks such as WhatsApp, WeChat, and emails. Snowball sampling will also be used among the respondents’ acquaintances, which helps the researcher to obtain the numbers of participants in the target age group. Prior to the questionnaire distribution, 10 to 15 responses will be conducted as a pilot run to test the reliability and validity of the study design. Then 300 questionnaires will be distributed to the respondents, and the data collected will be analyzed by the analytical tool SPSS. 

Throughout this study, hypotheses are suggested to test whether there is any relationship between the independent and dependent variables. The researcher will adopt several techniques to analyze the collected data, including descriptive statistics, reliability tests, cross-tabulation, correlation regression, and hypotheses testing. 

Descriptive statistics will summarize the data set of online purchase frequency, the most purchased products from online platforms, and the expenditures based on the demographics such as age group, gender, and income level. The analysis will illustrate the factors that impact consumers’ behavior to purchase online amid the pandemic. For example, the highest scores of a specific age group will purchase groceries through an online platform represents this product category significantly affects consumers’ behavior towards online shopping during the pandemic. On the other hand, the highest scores of the high-income class are expected to have higher purchasing power compared to other classes, especially the elderly who are in retirement. 

The reliability of the questionnaires will measure by Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient to check the internal consistency of the constructs. The result of the reliability test is expected to fall between 0.7 to 0.95 (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011), indicating the questionnaires constructed are reliable for measurement and free from error. If the result of the reliability test falls below 0.7, the questions in the category will be deleted in order to increase Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient. Similarly, the Likert scale questionnaires are subject to increase from a 5-point scale to a 7-point scale depending on the result of the reliability test.

The researcher will also use regression analyses to inspect each suggested hypothesis. The process of performing the regression analysis is to determine the relationships between the defined dependent variable and the independent variables. For example, the change of consumer behavior’s factors in relation to the change of online shopping. If the result is found to be positive, it represents there is an existence of the relationship between the variables. Conversely, if there is no correlation between the variables, the hypothesis is unacceptable. For example, the payment method is insignificant to affect the consumer behavior to purchase online. The coefficient result is expected to be greater than the usual significance level of 0.05.

Apart from the primary source of data collection through the self-conducted survey, secondary data will also be collected from various sources such as reviews of literature, academic journals, statistical reports, and reference books. The researcher will leverage these data sources to justify and support the research work throughout the study.

Results 
As a consequence of health measures such as self-isolation, social distancing, and quarantine, Hong Kong consumers gradually change their buying habits from shopping in traditional stores to online stores. This new normal creates opportunities for online retailers while traditional stores are being devastated by the pandemic. Given that the sustainability of online businesses and the retention of consumers are critical to the success of online stores, it is important to examine the factors that influence consumers’ behavior amid the pandemic. After the research, the results should show that there has been an increase in online shoppers in the pandemic environment as compared to before the pandemic. The age group of 25 to 44 is expected to shop online more frequently than others regardless of product categories. Regarding the gender differences, women are expected to purchase necessities items whereas men will purchase more on non-necessities.

Limitations
This research is focusing on consumer behavior amid the pandemic crisis in Hong Kong. Thus, this study may have some limitations that need to be addressed in future research. Since the first confirmed case was found in January 2020, Hong Kong had experienced serious phases of the coronavirus. The data collection is taken from the existing situation where only a few confirmed cases from inbound travelers. Thus, the study is limited in Hong Kong only during the pandemic and the outcome does not apply to other countries. The sample size selection is 300 and may not be significant compared to the entire population of Hong Kong. Therefore, the respondents’ views cannot be used to represent the actual online shoppers of Hong Kong. Moreover, the public health measures vary depending on the development of coronavirus. Due to the release of the local movement measures and the vaccination program, consumers might choose to shop from traditional stores instead. These situational variables will eventually impact the actual result of the survey. Hence, it is worth conducting future research over time to assess the online shopping behavior in Hong Kong or investigate whether consumers will permanently change their consumption habits in the post-pandemic environment.

Time Scale
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Analysis of Data							01 Feb to 13 Feb 2022
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