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Abstract

:

Monitoring consumer buying behaviors in terms of their preferences and attitudes has been known as an important driver for the success and development of various industries, including a wood furniture manufacturing. The aim of this study was to identify and compare the purchasing behaviors of furniture consumers in the period before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Two surveys were conducted in Croatia, the first in April and May 2020 with the assumption that consumer purchasing behaviors will change during the COVID-19 pandemic in the following year and the second one during March 2021. Differences regarding consumer purchasing behaviors and preferences for wood furniture between respondents regarding demographic and economic factors before and during the pandemic were found. The coronavirus pandemic is teaching us all hard lessons about resilience and adaptability, and new opportunities and solutions are essential. Nowadays, it is becoming increasingly important to produce information. Research offers insights into future design and building communication to better meet the information needs of different types of consumers and to more broadly increase the acceptance and appeal of wood furniture in society in the spirit of sustainable and bio-based circular economy.
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1. Introduction


In a market environment that is constantly changing, understanding customer buying behavior is crucial for companies to operate successfully and efficiently. Understanding consumer behavior is considered the cornerstone for successful marketing, reliable production management, and the success of research and development activities [1]. It is about understanding how individuals, groups, and organizations select, purchase, use and dispose of products, services, ideas, and experiences to satisfy their wants and needs. The most important goal of marketing is to satisfy the desires and needs of the target group of consumers [2]. To be successful, marketing experts need to know consumers’ desires, thoughts, and attitudes and how to satisfy those needs, which is not an easy task, because consumers tend to make reckless purchasing decisions [3,4,5,6].



Every person experiences the world differently, and reality for the individual is only what he perceives as existing. However, this experience is also based on personal needs, desires, values, and experiences. Many consumers see their homes and furniture as an extension of themselves. In this respect, the purchasing of furniture can be seen as an emotional purchase [7,8,9]. On the other hand, Høibø et al. [10] showed that there are other factors that have a stronger influence on the material preferences of respondents in urban buildings than if they come from a country where wood is an uncommon building material or from a country where wood is widely used.



In addition, even if furniture is not functionally necessary, it is now a status symbol and is usually considered a durable investment. Preferences are typical in the consumer market, and according to Dhar [11], consumers are often faced with situations where they have to choose between several alternatives.



A commonly used model to explain the consumer decision-making process was developed by Engel, Kollatt and Blackwell (EKB model) in 1968. The model consists of a five-step path (problem/need identification, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, and post-purchase behavior) that consumers must go through when deciding which product they will buy [3,12]. In this process, they examine and evaluate the functional benefits of the product, using a range of criteria to evaluate alternatives and often spending a great deal of time before making a final decision. This is particularly true for higher-value products such as furniture, where customers choose very carefully between different alternatives [3].



However, the world has changed and so has the way consumers search for information today. Nowadays, consumers have almost unlimited access to various information, are exposed to numerous product advertising activities [13], and new retail concepts have created more options for consumers to choose from [14]. In addition, consumers today often know the price range, style, and features of the product in question before even entering the retail store [15]; share their personal experiences with the brand through reviews, recommendations, and product descriptions; and find ideas through search engines and social media services [16]. Consumers can be classified into similar groups with homogenous needs market segmentation [17], which may differ in terms of age, gender, education, profession, geographic location, purchasing power, buying behavior and practice, interest, wants, and needs of consumers [2,18]. Nicholls and Stiefel [19] found that sociodemographic factors such as age, gender, and income were associated with preferences for a variety of wood products. Compared to paid advertising and/or company representatives, informal communications with consumers are considered credible sources in the decision-making process for specific products [18], and in addition, social media can be used to integrate consistent views from consumers in the decision-making process [20]. According to Ponder [8], manufacturers and retailers should keep in mind that they are not only making or selling a product but also providing a way for consumers to conveniently spend time with family and friends. A number of studies on the impact of purchasing decision related to furniture [17,21,22,23] show the importance for furniture companies to gain a better understanding of such decisions, as this can help them to create a combination of products and services that satisfy consumers’ needs and desires. A better understanding of purchasing decisions in the consumer market would enable furniture companies to influence consumers at each stage of the decision-making process. In addition, the knowledge of customer needs and requirements could help improve the production and business results of companies in the wood industry [24].



Customer buying habits and demands are constantly changing. Thus, consumers pay more attention to the money they spend, the products they buy, and the risks they take when choosing products [1]. When making a purchase decision, consumers have various channels through which they can research and learn about the range of desired products in the market. According to Alok [25], the factors that influence the choice of channels for product information research are: the risk that the channel provides information, the intention to search and compare prices, the effort to search and evaluate, and the delivery time of the product. Smart purchasing is a term that refers to the combination of these channels when making a purchase decision, and the ability to make a purchase decision in this way makes the consumer more satisfied and provides a strong bond between the seller and the consumer [26]. When the consumer decides to research the information about the product on the seller’s website and finally makes a purchase in the store, it is webrooming. In contrast, showrooming is when the consumer physically examines the product in the store and makes the purchase online [27]. How the consumer researches the product before making the purchase decision depends on how much effort and time they are willing to invest in this process. Due to saving effort and time, consumers are more likely to opt for webrooming [26]. Voramontri and Klieb [28] found that, in addition to the websites of sellers and manufacturers, customers also get information about products through social networks. This is especially true for younger customers who spend more time online [27]. On the other hand, consumers are more confident that they have made the right decision when they use showrooming channel combinations [26]. In addition, online shopping often offers benefits such as free shipping or a discount (e.g., if the consumer subscribes to the newsletter). On site channels, combinations are also possible, meaning that consumers browse for products in stores while exploring alternative options and prices online from other sellers [29]. Further, manufacturers and retailers should keep in mind that they are not only making or selling a product but also providing consumers with a way to conveniently spend time with family and friends [8].



According to Waswo [30], furniture is an important part of an apartment, and it takes about 35–45% of the floor space. The study conducted by Husein [31] investigating the impacts of multifunctional furniture on the space efficiency of small apartments to improve human well-being in Erbil City showed that, with the help of multipurpose furniture, it is possible to meet the various needs of residents in a limited space. Additionally, the study noted that a bed, a wardrobe, and table were the most preferable pieces of furniture to have in an apartment. Aras and Özdemir [32] noted that rural vs. urban life affected furniture preferences. More precisely, respondents coming from rural areas preferred traditional furniture, while respondents from big city centers preferred modern and innovative furniture styles.



Wooden furniture has a significant market share in the global furniture market due to its natural appearance, durability, ease of use, resilience, and ecofriendly properties [33,34]. The COVID-19 outbreak has directly impacted the forest product market and indirectly through the market for finished wood products [35]. For example, in April 2020, United States (US) imports of furniture and home furnishings were down $1.2 billion in comparison to the same period in 2019 [36], and according to Jackson et al. [37], this phenomenon was not limited to the U.S. According to the United Nations and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [38] Annual Market Review—2019 to 2020, office furniture accounts for about 10% of the total furniture consumption in Europe. Additionally, the value of the market grew for several years to reach $10 billion in 2019, noting that Germany, the United Kingdom (UK), and the Netherlands were the largest single consumers. The market for Chinese-made office furniture is increasing and accounts for 9% of European consumptions.



Nevertheless, the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on office furniture consumption vary among countries. Overall, furniture trade is dependent on the global supply chain. In 2020, the EU wooden bedroom furniture market decreased for the first time since 2017 [39]. However, Hayes et al. [40] stated that, with COVID-related shutdowns and stay-at-home times, many people found the time for home improvement projects, which created additional demand for wood products.



According to Shoji et al. [41], the furniture industry is one of the markets that are most influenced by consumer behavior. Therefore, it is necessary to study the needs and desires of potential consumers and, at the same time, to study the prepurchase factors that influence consumers in the process of purchase decisions. In Southeastern Europe, problems occurred during the transition period from a planned economy to a market economy, mainly related to the privatization of enterprises and entry into highly competitive global markets [42,43]. In the last 10 years, Croatia has made many economic and social changes that either directly or indirectly affected the furniture industry. There have been many important changes in the field of furniture products and sales in Croatia related to the development and application of marketing functions. These changes, along with factors such as geographic location, infrastructure development, skilled labor, input prices, and government efforts to attract foreign investments, have made these markets more interesting both to domestic and foreign investors. For Croatia, membership in the European Union (EU) is important. Croatia joined the EU in 2013. In terms of size and population, Croatia has an area of approximately 57,000 km2 and a population of approximately 4.2 million [44]. In 2019, in terms of standard of living, for example, the average monthly net salary in Croatia was approximately 860 euros (EUR), and the gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate was 2.9% [45].



The share of furniture consumption in Croatia in the total EU furniture consumption was 0.4% [46]. Additionally, the furniture consumption per capita in Croatia reached about 81 EUR in 2012. In 2017, the share of the sales value of furniture in the total sales value was 2.5% [47].



If we consider the construction activity of legal entities employing five or more persons, the value of executed works on residential buildings amounted to approximately 300 million, and in 2016, 7800 apartments for permanent residence were completed in Croatia [47]. The demand for wood products is a derived demand in terms of how it is created, e.g., the furniture demand is mainly derived from the demand for residential and civil buildings.



In order to develop and implement a successful marketing strategy, a comprehensive understanding of consumer furniture preferences in the buying process is necessary. A common assumption is that a consumer identifies a problem, searches for information, and evaluates alternatives before making a purchase decision [48,49]. Together, these events can also be referred to as the prepurchase stage of the customer journey [50]. In addition, understanding the purchasing behavior of furniture consumers would provide information that is useful to the furniture industry. Studying certain demographic categories of customers in terms of their preferences provides a better understanding of consumer behavior. The pandemic affected virtually every aspect of our lives. The way we used to live has been completely changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and has had a profound impact on consumer buying patterns. Furniture purchases are taking place online. To get an insight into the changes in consumer behaviors and their buying habits, the observation of their buying activities is very important.



Primarily, this research aimed to identify the buying behavior of furniture consumers in the period before the COVID-19 pandemic by analyzing: (1) activities that drive their decision to purchase furniture, (2) where consumers seek for information about the product, and (3) where they primarily purchase furniture.



However, recent research has shown that the buying behavior during a pandemic is, therefore, sensitive to consumer attitudes [50,51]; people’s reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic vary according to personal factors, such as age [50,52], while, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, young people are more likely to purchase online than elderly people [53].



Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we gave additional emphasis on comparing selected consumer’s activities before and during the coronavirus pandemic regarding age, especially (1) activities that drive their decision to purchase furniture, (2) where consumers seek information about the product, and (3) where they primarily purchase furniture.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Questionnaire Design


Based on the research objective to collect information from potential furniture consumers, a questionnaire was developed using the existing literature and based on the authors’ previous research findings [3,54,55,56,57,58]. The questionnaire was distributed in the Croatian language and consisted of two parts. The first part contained questions about the demographic and economic characteristics of consumers, such as gender; level of education (elementary school, high school, and university); age (according to four predefined categories); and monthly household income. These variables were used as predictors of the prepurchase behavior of furniture consumers.



The second part of the questionnaire consisted of questions related to the furniture purchase decision-making process, including the frequency of purchase planning, frequency of furniture purchase, information gathering about furniture, and characteristics.



Responses to the decision process questions were measured using multiple-item Likert scales based on Churchill’s [59] observation that no single item is likely to provide a perfect representation of the general idea. Item scales were given on a scale of agreement: 1 (not important), 2 (somewhat important), 3 (neither yes nor no/indifferent), 4 (important), and 5 (very important). To avoid difficult or confusing questions, the questionnaire was pretested and revised.




2.2. Sampling and Data Collection


Snowball sampling as a nonprobability sampling technique was used to distribute the questionnaires. An electronic form of the questionnaire was distributed to respondents through emails and social networks. University students were the “first movers” who started the dissemination of the questionnaire. This approach was chosen because it was considered the most cost-effective for the survey, ensured data collection over a large geographical area, and allowed for a low-cost data conversion [59,60,61].



Based on the research objectives, two survey processes were conducted. The first survey process started in Croatia in April 2020 and ended in May 2020 and was related to respondents’ purchasing behavior before and at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. At that time, most people believed that the COVID-19 pandemic was a matter of a few months, that it would end in the summer of 2020, and that nothing would really change. However, in the spring of 2021, after a year of the COVID-19 pandemic, we know that things will never be the same as they were before.



To obtain information about the change in consumer purchasing behavior before and during the COVID-19 pandemic period, the second process of the survey was conducted. In the second process of the survey, we selected three questions from the first survey that we determined might have the most important differences.



	
What activities preceded your decision to purchase furniture?



	
Where do you search for information about the product you want to buy?



	
Where do you most often buy furniture?






A second survey process was conducted in March 2021 with a different sample of respondents with a similar age distribution.



In the first survey process (before the COVID-19 pandemic), 400 questionnaires were completed, while, in the second survey process, 244 questionnaires were completed.




2.3. Data Analysis


Data were analyzed using SPSS Statistics 25.0 software (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) and Microsoft Excel (Microsoft EMEA, Issy-les-Moulinex, France).



Parametric methods were chosen to analyze the Likert-type data. Descriptive statistics were reported as M = mean and SD = standard deviation. The level of statistical significance was set at α = 0.05. To compare the results of two independent samples, the t-test was applied. If Levene’s test of equality of the variances was significant, the more robust Welch’s t-test with corrected degrees of freedom was performed instead of the regular independent samples t-test. In the case of more than two independent samples, a one-way ANOVA was performed. Hochberg’s GT2 post hoc test was used to detect differences between the pairs of samples, which is appropriate for different sample sizes.



Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, a nonparametric measure of dependence, was used to measure the correlation between responses regarding purchase activities and furniture attributes.



A comparison of the qualitative data between two studies (between and during the COVID-19 pandemic) was processed using Pearson’s chi-square test of independence to assess the significance of the frequency differences. If the assumptions underlying the chi-square test were not met, Fisher’s Exact Test was performed.





3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Respondents’ Profiles


The first part of the questionnaire consisted of questions that reflected the profile of the respondents who participated in the survey. Four hundred respondents participated in the survey and answered the questionnaire. Of the 400 respondents, 68.25% were female and 31.75% were male. Both age and education were classified into four categories (Table 1).



Most of the respondents (39%) were between 35 and 64 years of age, followed by the 25–34 age group (38%), while 20.5% of the respondents were aged between 18 and 24 years. Only 2.5% of the respondents were people older than 65. Furthermore, the educational structure was determined based on the 400 respondents. More than half (52.5%) were individuals who had a graduate degree, followed by respondents who had a high school education (39%). Of the total number of respondents, 6.8% were individuals with a completed master’s or doctoral degree, while only 1.8% were individuals with elementary school education. Moreover, the average monthly net income per respondents’ household was 1100 EUR (SD = 340 EUR).




3.2. Consumer Behavior and Preferences for Furniture Atributtes


In the second part of the questionnaire, respondents were asked about their behaviors and preferences for furniture attributes regarding the activities that preceded their decisions about furniture purchasing.



3.2.1. Consumer Purchasing Behavior for Furniture


Respondents were asked to indicate the degree of importance of selected consumer behavior activities. As can be seen in Figure 1, of the 400 respondents, 62% indicated that information was very important to them before making a final decision to purchase furniture. On the other hand, only 6% of the respondents indicated that they are very well-informed about the furniture available in the market, so research activities were not necessary for them before buying furniture. From the consumer behavior factors analyzed, 47% of respondents indicated that is important not to spend much time on furniture shopping, which shows that most of the respondents will spend more time on making a decision about furniture. Moreover, 54% of the respondents will go out of their way to buy furniture at a lower price, while 32% of the respondents will wait until the product is discounted. These results show that buying furniture at a lower price or discounted products are not that important to them.



Table 2 shows how consumer differences in the demographic (age, gender, and education) and economic (monthly net income per household) categories affect consumer behaviors. Significant differences were found between some of the consumers’ personal factors at an α of 0.05.



The ANOVA results indicated that, for individuals with a higher level of education, gathering information before making a purchase decision was more important (F (3396) = 9.68, p < 0.001). Compared to male respondents (M = 2.6; SD = 1.2), female respondents (M = 3.0, SD = 1.3) indicated higher importance regarding information gathering. Waiting for the product to be discounted indicated significant differences between genders (t (398) = 2.73, p = 0.007), age groups (F (3396) = 3.34, p = 0.019), and household income groups (F (3394) = 4.24, p = 0.006). The respondents with monthly household net incomes less than 400 EUR recorded the highest values (M = 3.4, SD = 0.9), which means that the respondents with the lowest monthly household net incomes were more willing to wait for a product discount. The conducted results are in line with some findings of Nicholls and Bumgardner [62], who noted some sociodemographic statistical differences in preferences among wood furniture consumers. Additionally, both age and income were found to be statistically significant, with age having a stronger effect. In the same research, Nicholls and Bumgardner [62] also found that gender was not statistically significant, which was not the case in our study.




3.2.2. Consumer Preferences for Furniture Attributes


An analysis of the differences in preferences for specific furniture attributes provided further insight into end-user attitudes. Figure 2 shows the respondents’ attitudes towards the furniture attributes of functionality, design, price, massive wood as a material, quality, price, delivery time, assembly, cleaning and maintenance, and brand. Of the furniture attributes studied, functionality had the greatest importance (67% very important and 29% important) in the purchase decision. More than 50% of the respondents considered quality and design to be very important. Quality was very important to 58% and important to 32% of the respondents. Strong preferences for furniture design (55% very important and 38% important) were also expressed by respondents. In general, the high proportions of positive preferences for functionality, quality, and design (with the lowest proportions of indifferent responses) indicated that these purchasing factors were of great importance to respondents. Similar results have been published in previous studies, with Kaputa and Šupín [63] (2010) and Kaputa et al. [7] finding that two of the most relevant purchase decision factors were quality and design. Moreover, Bumgardner and Nicholls [64] stated that design decisions will play an increasingly important role in green supply chains in the future as, in conjunction with eco-labeling, consumers can be presented with sustainability choices when making purchasing decisions.



Nevertheless, it was found that a low price and brand are not so important furniture attributes of end-users. Of the analyzed furniture attributes, brand had the least importance, with only 7% of respondents considering brand as a very important attribute. In addition, a low price was very important only to 14% of the respondents. This is in line with the findings of Khojasteh-Khosro et al. [4], who noted that product quality was more important than price in consumers’ buying decision process regarding lightweight furniture.



An analysis of the differences in preferences for specific furniture attributes as a function of consumer demographic and economic characteristics provided further insight into respondents’ attitudes (Table 3).



Of the furniture attributes analyzed, functionality (Welch’s t (225) = 2.03, p = 0.044), design (Welch’s t (204) = 3.68, p < 0.001), delivery time (t (398) = 2.00, p = 0.046), and cleaning and maintenance (t (398) = 5.19, p < 0.001) were significantly more important to female than to male respondents. Additionally, female respondents rated functionality as the most important attribute. This is consistent with the findings of Lihra and Graf [65] and Oblak et al. [56], who discussed that the decision-making process also depends on gender, as females discover the need for new furniture earlier and more frequently than males. Regarding respondents’ age categories, significant differences were found for design (F (3396) = 3.62, p = 0.013) and brand (F (3396) = 3.12, p = 0.026). Post-hoc comparisons using Hochberg’s GT2 test indicated that older respondents (65 years or more) (M = 3.8, SD = 1.3) rated design as significantly less important than the other age groups. Significant differences were also found in relation to the brand between respondents in the 25–34 age category (M = 2.3, SD = 1.1) and respondents in the 35–64 age category (M = 2.7, SD = 1.2). However, for less-educated individuals (with low-paying jobs), low price was very important, but its importance decreased with higher education (F (3396) = 2.95, p = 0.033). Interestingly, for those with a M.S. or Ph.D., low price was also important. Regarding design, the less-educated respondents (elementary school) (M = 3.7, SD = 1.5) found design significantly less important than the other educational groups (F (3396) = 2.92, p = 0.034). Additionally, high school respondents rated massive wood as a more important (M = 3.7, SD = 1.1) furniture attribute than graduate degree respondents (M = 3.4, SD = 1.2) (F (3396) = 3.30, p = 0.020).





3.3. Additional Purchasing Activities Influencing Furniture Purchasing Decisions


To enrich this study, additional activities that consumers engage in during the purchase period, such as how they gather information about the furniture they are interested in, the place where they buy furniture, and additional services, were studied (Figure 3).



Respondents of different age groups and education differed in the way they obtained information about the product before making a final decision about a furniture purchase. There was less difference between the genders and average monthly household incomes. Young respondents, from 18 to 24 years, were more likely to obtain detailed information about the products they wanted to buy (45% of the respondents) than older respondents (20% of the respondents). However, respondents who were older than 65 were more likely to consult with experts such as furniture designers, wood technologists, and furniture manufacturers about the furniture they planned to buy (40% of the respondents) compared to young respondents (23% of the respondents). An interesting finding was that 48% of young respondents (18–24) would consult with a friend about the furniture they wanted to buy, while this was only the case for 10% of respondents older than 65 years old.



Overall, regardless of the age category, respondents tried to gather as much information as possible by using different sources of information (experts, friends/acquaintances, and Internet-based technologies) before making a furniture purchase decision. Within different sources of information, information gathering through the media (including the Internet) was found to be the most common. This is partly in line with Perry’s [7] conclusion that consumers start their purchase process through an online search engine.



As can be seen in Figure 4, the more-educated respondents (>50% of the respondents) stated that they collected detailed information about the product they wanted to buy. The media was noted as the most common way of collecting information by the respondents having graduate degree diplomas and a M.s./Ph.D.



Regarding the level of comparison between the products of different manufacturers before making a purchase decision, the same percentage of the respondents (46% out of 400 respondents) indicated that they try to compare products of several furniture manufacturers before making a purchase decision, or they compare products between the furniture manufacturers they trust the most. However, only 8% of respondents do not compare products from different manufacturers during the purchasing decision, because they are always loyal to one manufacturer. Furthermore, Figure 5 shows that 46% of the respondent stated that they will make a purchase decision for furniture regardless of discount promotions, while 24% of the respondent make purchase decisions based on discount information about specific furniture.




3.4. Relationship between Thinking about Purchasing Furniture and Purchasing Furniture


We wanted to find out how the frequency of thinking about buying furniture influences consumer behaviors and preferences for furniture attributes. The ANOVA showed a significant difference in terms of information gathering prior to a furniture purchase (F (4395) = 4.92, p = 0.001) between respondents who thought about buying furniture less (one to two times per year) (M = 3.4, SD = 1.1) and those who thought about it more (3–5 times, 6–10, and more than 10 times per year). The frequency of thinking about buying furniture implied a significant difference in the importance of furniture attributes among the respondents. A significant difference was found in functionality (F (4395) = 1.88, p = 0.014) between respondents who think about buying furniture less (one to two times a year, M = 4.5, SD = 0.6) and more (3–5 times a year, M = 4.7, SD = 0.5). The more often consumers thought about purchasing furniture in the past year, the more important functionality of the furniture was to them. There was a significant difference (F (4395) = 4.23, p = 0.004) between respondents who thought about buying furniture more often (3–5 times a year, M = 2.9, SD = 0.9), less often (one to two times a year, M = 2.7, SD = 1.1) or never (M = 2.4, SD = 1.1). The more often consumers bought furniture in the past years, the more important information about furniture was to them.



Moreover, Spearman’s rank-order coefficient confirmed a significant positive correlation (rS (7) = 0.482, p < 0.001) between thinking about purchasing furniture and buying furniture in the past year (Figure 6).



Spearman’s rank-order coefficient confirmed a significant low, positive correlation (rS (400) = 0.128, p = 0.010) between the importance of gathering information and the frequency of buying furniture (Figure 7). The conducted results can be supported by the findings of Liang [66] that the higher the level of consumers’ product knowledge, the higher the tendency of impulse purchasing behavior.



In addition, we considered the correlation between consumer behavior activities and consumer preferences for furniture attributes. Only at least moderately strong positive correlations (rS > 0.4) were reported. Spearman’s rank-order coefficient confirmed a significant positive correlation (rS (400) = 0.589, p < 0.001) between the effort spent to purchase the product at a lower price and waiting for a discount on the product. Spearman’s rank-order coefficient confirmed a significant positive correlation (rS (400) = 0.469, p < 0.001) between massive wood material and quality of material and surface finishing.




3.5. Comparison of Consumer Activity before and during the COVID-19 Pandemic


The coronavirus pandemic is teaching us all a hard lesson in resilience and adaptability, forcing individuals and organizations of all sizes to confront a deep, ongoing crisis that threatens our lives and livelihoods. We all face new challenges in the new normal, so we were interested in comparing selected three questions about consumer activities before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents in the first survey phase of analyses (before COVID-19 pandemic) and in the second phase of the analyses (during COVID-19 pandemic) gave similar responses regarding (1) activities that preceded their decision for buying furniture, as differences in the frequencies were not statistically significant. More specifically, more than 60% of the respondents indicated that they study all the options in detail before making a final decision about buying furniture before and during COVID-19 time. In contrast, less than 20% of respondents stated that they do not plan to buy furniture in advance, but do so as soon as the need for new furniture arises (Figure 8).




3.6. Correlation between Information Gathering and Buying Furniture (N = 400)


When asked where respondents look for information about the products they plan to buy, the main difference between before and during the COVID-19 pandemic was in the response “Asking my friends/acquaintances who have experience with the furniture manufacturer”, with 26% before the COVID-19 pandemic and only 2% during COVID-19.



In addition, no significant difference was found between the other ways of finding out about products, such as on the furniture manufacturer’s website, on the furniture seller’s website, by watching commercials on TV, in furniture catalogs or flyers, and in person with the furniture manufacturer or seller (Figure 9).



As shown in Figure 10, the responses to the question “Where do you most often buy furniture?” differed significantly between before and during the COVID-19 pandemic (χ2 (3, n = 644) = 43.213, p < 0.001). The main difference was in the answer “I buy online” (before the COVID-19 pandemic was 6.5% and during the COVID-19 pandemic was 14.3%). This can be supported by the United Nation Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) study, which found that the COVID-19 pandemic has forever changed the way consumers shop online. The study showed that more than half of respondents (out of nearly 3700 consumers in nine countries) reported that they were shopping more online. Additionally, product purchases were found to be up nearly 10% for information and communications technology products, education, furniture, and personal care.



It is interesting to note that, as shown in Figure 11, 60% of the older respondents (older than 65) indicated that, in the time before the COVID-19 pandemic, the most common place to buy furniture was in person at a large department store, while during the COVID-19 pandemic, none of the respondents noted this. In contrast, 50% of the respondents older than 65 stated that they purchased furniture online during the COVID-19 pandemic, while before the COVID-19 pandemic, none of the respondents noted this.



Additionally, the results differed significantly between age groups before COVID-19 (Fisher’s Exact Test = 16.981, p = 0.029) and, also, during COVID-19 (χ2 (9, n = 400) = 28.182, p = 0.001).





4. Conclusions


Studying consumer behaviors is important, because it helps stakeholders to understand the needs and expectations of the consumers. Primarily, this study provided information about the buying behaviors of furniture consumers in the period before the COVID-19 pandemic.



The results of consumer buying behaviors for furniture showed that buying furniture at a lower price or discounted products are not that important. Compared to male respondents, female respondents indicated a higher importance regarding information gathering. Waiting for a discounted product showed significant differences between genders, age groups, and household income groups. The respondents with lower monthly household net incomes were more willing to wait for a product discount. In terms of furniture attributes, the high proportions of positive preferences for functionality, quality, and design showed that these purchase factors are very important for consumers in the purchase decision process, especially to female end-users.



In terms of respondents’ age categories, older respondents (65 years or older) rated design as less important than the other age groups. However, for less-educated people (with low-paying jobs), a low price was very important. Interestingly, a low price was also important to people with M.S. or Ph.D. degrees. Respondents of different age groups and education levels differed in the way they learned about a product before making a final decision about furniture purchases. Young respondents were more likely to get detailed information about the products they wanted to buy, while older respondents were more likely to consult experts, such as furniture designers, wood technologists, and furniture manufacturers. Overall, respondents, regardless of age category, tried to obtain as much information as possible by using different sources of information (experts, friends/acquaintances, and the media) before making a purchase decision for furniture. However, the more-educated respondents gathered detailed information about the products they were willing to buy. This study showed that there was a positive relationship between consumers thinking about the intention to buy furniture and buying furniture. In addition, a positive correlation between thinking about buying furniture and buying furniture in the past year was noted, while there was a low positive correlation between the importance of obtaining information and the frequency of buying furniture. The results also emphasized a positive correlation between making an effort to buy a product at a lower price and waiting for a discount on the product.



The COVID-19 pandemic has made consumer behaviors more complex, and consumer experiences based on personal needs, desires, and experiences are becoming more directly linked to being in new environments. This is one of the reasons why this research additionally provides information about furniture consumer buying behaviors in the periods before and during the coronavirus pandemic.



The study showed that there was no difference in consumers’ activities regarding conducting information before making a final decision about buying furniture before and during the COVID-19 time. The main difference between before and during the COVID-19 pandemic time was about comparison of locations used to search for information about furniture. Comparisons of locations for purchasing furniture differed before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially online purchasing (before the COVID-19 pandemic was 6.5% and during the COVID-19 pandemic was 14.3%). In the time before the COVID-19 pandemic, the older respondents were buying furniture mostly in person at a large department store, while during the COVID-19 pandemic time, they more often purchased furniture online.



Furniture manufactures could use these results to create specific offers for different consumer segments according to their preferences, which could lead to a higher appreciation of wood-based materials and wood-engineered products. Company agility allows to take bold, decisive action. It gives the freedom and flexibility to pursue solutions outside the box and, also, to create an offering that is distinctly different from the competition. When companies know when and what to communicate and how to use the information gathered from marketing research, it can help them to improve their actions at the market and build inimitable competitive advantages. In addition, these findings offer insights into future design and building communication to better meet the information needs of different types of consumers and to more broadly increase the acceptance and appeal of wood furniture in society in the spirit of sustainable and bio-based circular economy. In addition, this era offers many opportunities for organizations to adept marketing strategies and policies.



Our future work will be continuously monitoring consumers purchasing behaviors for wooden furniture while also giving emphasis to their wellbeing. We also want to follow if companies collect feedback, since it keeps them in tune with customers. Curious companies and organizations take action on the feedback they gather at twice the rate as companies that stick to tried-and-true methods.
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Figure 1. Consumer behavior activities for purchasing (N = 400). 
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Figure 2. Consumer preferences for furniture attributes (N = 400). 
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Figure 3. Consumer ways of collecting information regarding age (N = 400). 
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Figure 4. Consumer way for collecting information regarding education (N = 400). 






Figure 4. Consumer way for collecting information regarding education (N = 400).



[image: Forests 12 00873 g004]







[image: Forests 12 00873 g005 550] 





Figure 5. Consumer decisions about furniture based on discount information (N = 400). 
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Figure 6. Correlation between the frequencies of thinking about and buying furniture (N = 400). 
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Figure 7. Correlation between gathering information and buying furniture (N = 400). 
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Figure 8. Comparison of consumer activities preceding the decision for buying furniture before (N = 400) and during the COVID-19 pandemic (N = 244). 
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Figure 9. Comparison of the locations used to search for information about furniture before (N = 400) and during the COVID-19 pandemic (N = 244). 
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Figure 10. Comparison of the locations for purchasing furniture before (N = 400) and during the COVID-19 time (N = 244). 
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Figure 11. Comparison of the places for furniture purchasing regarding the age category before (N = 400) and during the COVID-19 time (N = 244). 
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Table 1. The consumer demographic characteristics.
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	Gender 1 (%)
	Education Level 1 (%)
	Age Level 1 (%)





	Female (68.3)
	elementary school (1.8)
	18 to 24 years old (20.5)



	male (31.7)
	high school graduate (39.0)
	25 to 34 years old (38.0)



	
	college graduate (52.5)
	35 to 64 years old (39.0)



	
	graduate degree (6.8)
	Older than 65 (2.5)



	
	(M.S./Ph.D.)
	







1 Percent of respondents (%) (N = 400).
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Table 2. Consumers’ personal factors and consumer behavior activities.
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	CPF
	Q 16
	Q 17
	Q 18
	Q 19
	Q 20





	Gender
	0.350
	0.219
	0.656
	0.942
	0.007 *



	Age
	0.577
	0.091
	0.486
	0.225
	0.019 *



	Education
	<0.001 *
	0.045 *
	0.112
	0.261
	0.325



	Household Income
	0.1
	0.536
	0.972
	0.462
	0.006 *







p-values; statistically significant values are denoted by *; N = 400 respondents. Consumer behaviors: Q 16—collecting information; Q 17—additional effort to buy at lower price; Q 18—not to spend lot of time when shopping; Q 19—good informed about furniture offer on the market; Q 20—wait for the product to be discounted; and CPF—consumer personal factors (gender, age, education, and household income).
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Table 3. Consumer’s personal factors and consumer preferences.
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	CPF
	Q 21
	Q 22
	Q 23
	Q 24
	Q 25
	Q 26
	Q 27
	Q 28
	Q 29





	Gender
	0.322
	0.044 *
	<0.001 *
	0.302
	0.122
	0.046 *
	0.069
	0.505
	<0.001 *



	Age
	0.747
	0.388
	0.013 *
	0.082
	0.201
	0.108
	0.125
	0.026 *
	0.155



	Education
	0.033 *
	0.634
	0.034 *
	0.020 *
	0.459
	0.100
	0.084
	0.229
	0.664



	Household Income
	0.009 *
	0.894
	0.243
	0.141
	0.953
	0.283
	0.748
	0.079
	0.107







p-values; statistically significant values are denoted by *; N = 400 respondents. Furniture attributes: Q 21—low price; Q 22—functionality; Q 23—design; Q 24—massive wood (as a material); Q 25—quality of material and surface finishing; Q 26—delivery time; Q 27—assembly service; Q 28—brand; Q 29—cleaning and maintains; and CPF—consumer personal factors (gender, age, education, and household income).
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