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This article explores how the COVID-19 pandemic
reshaped global online consumer behavior, asking what
enduring changes emerged in digital adoption, purchasing
patterns, and consumer expectations. The role of the study
is to synthesize fragmented scholarship through a
systematic literature review, integrating findings from
marketing, information systems, and consumer behavior
research. The results reveal that necessity-driven adoption
during lockdowns expanded into normalized use of e-
commerce for essentials and discretionary goods, with
consumers valuing convenience, flexibility, and trust in
digital ~platforms. The discussion highlights how
generational and cultural differences shaped adoption, how
psychological factors such as uncertainty influenced risk
perceptions, and how firms adapted through omnichannel
integration, native advertising, and sustainability-oriented
strategies. The main finding is that post-pandemic
consumer behavior represents not only an acceleration of
existing digital trends but also a structural realignment in
values, emphasizing resilience, transparency, and ethical
consumption as key drivers of the digital marketplace.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a profound catalyst for changes in global
online consumer behavior, accelerating digital adoption at a pace rarely observed in
modern commerce. Lockdowns, mobility restrictions, and heightened health
concerns forced consumers worldwide to rely heavily on e-commerce platforms,
digital payment systems, and online services for essential and discretionary
consumption (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020). This sudden digital acceleration not
only reshaped short-term purchasing behaviors but also introduced new patterns in
consumer expectations, brand engagement, and technology reliance. Scholars argue
that while some shifts may be temporary, others signify enduring changes in the
structure of online consumption (Sheth, 2020).

Prior to the pandemic, online consumer behavior had already been influenced
by advances in digital infrastructure, the rise of mobile commerce, and the increasing
integration of social media into shopping experiences (Lim & Ting, 2014; Lissitsa &
Kol, 2016). However, the pandemic disrupted traditional consumer decision-making
models by heightening the importance of convenience, trust, and safety in digital
transactions (Pantano et al., 2020). Research shows that consumers became more
willing to experiment with unfamiliar online retailers, try new digital payment
methods, and expand the scope of goods and services purchased online, including
categories such as groceries and healthcare (Beckers et al., 2021).

These behavioral changes are further complicated by psychological and
cultural dynamics. Studies suggest that uncertainty and stress during the pandemic

altered risk perceptions, leading to greater emphasis on brand trust, secure platforms,

75 | Global Journal of Online Marketing



Hasna Maheswari

and peer recommendations (Islam et al,, 2021). At the same time, generational
differences became more pronounced: younger consumers exhibited rapid adoption
of emerging formats such as live-stream shopping, while older consumers
increasingly embraced digital channels for necessity-driven purchases (Li et al,
2021). This demonstrates how the pandemic served as both a digital equalizer and a
differentiator in consumer adaptation.

The long-term implications of these shifts remain central to ongoing scholarly
debate. Some research indicates that the pandemic merely accelerated existing digital
trends, while others suggest it introduced fundamentally new habits in online
consumption, particularly regarding sustainability, digital trust, and omnichannel
integration (Guthrie et al.,, 2021). Against this backdrop, a systematic literature
review provides an essential opportunity to synthesize fragmented findings across
disciplines. By examining how online consumer behavior has evolved post-
pandemic, this review seeks to clarify the mechanisms behind these changes, identify
enduring patterns, and highlight implications for marketers, policymakers, and

researchers seeking to understand the digital marketplace in a post-pandemic era.

2. Literature Review

The literature on online consumer behavior during and after the pandemic
highlights three central themes: digital adoption, psychological shifts, and the
reconfiguration of consumption patterns. A growing body of evidence emphasizes
that COVID-19 accelerated existing digital trends, making e-commerce an

indispensable channel across sectors. Studies show that consumers increasingly
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relied on online platforms for categories that were previously underrepresented in
digital retail, such as groceries and healthcare services (Priporas et al., 2017; Beckers
et al., 2021). This expansion underscores how necessity-driven adoption has
broadened digital retail’s role in everyday consumption.

Psychological dimensions also play a critical role. Research indicates that
uncertainty and anxiety amplified risk perceptions, thereby increasing consumer
reliance on trusted brands, secure payment systems, and peer recommendations
(Laato et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2021). Generational and cultural differences
moderated these shifts: while younger consumers adopted new formats such as live-
stream shopping, older consumers displayed pragmatic engagement with e-
commerce out of necessity (Lissitsa & Kol, 2016; Li et al., 2021). This suggests that
adoption patterns were both adaptive and context-dependent, reflecting diverse
consumer needs.

The literature further highlights lasting structural transformations in digital
consumption. Consumers not only adopted online channels but also adjusted their
expectations around convenience, transparency, and sustainability (Sheth, 2020;
Guthrie et al., 2021). Scholars argue that hybrid models, such as buy-online-pickup-
in-store (BOPIS) and omnichannel integration, gained traction as consumers valued
flexibility in post-pandemic shopping (Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). Moreover,
the pandemic catalyzed debates around ethical and sustainable consumption, with
evidence suggesting a stronger orientation toward brands that communicate

responsibility and resilience (Guthrie et al., 2021).
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Taken together, the literature suggests that while some behaviors reflect
temporary adjustments, others signal long-term restructuring of global online
consumption. A systematic review provides an avenue to synthesize these diverse

insights and identify enduring post-pandemic trends.

3. Methods

This study employed a systematic literature review approach to synthesize
research on post-pandemic changes in global online consumer behavior. Searches
were conducted in leading academic databases including Google Scholar, Scopus,
Web of Science, and ScienceDirect, using keyword combinations such as “online
consumer behavior”, “COVID-197, “digital adoption”, “e-commerce”, and “post-
pandemic consumption”. To ensure academic rigor, the review focused on peer-
reviewed journal articles and scholarly conference papers. Industry reports were
referenced only when frequently cited in academic sources, while non-scholarly
material such as blogs or news commentary was excluded.

The review process followed a structured protocol. Studies were first screened
by title and abstract to establish relevance, then full texts were reviewed to confirm
alignment with the research objectives. Data extraction emphasized study objectives,
theoretical frameworks, methodologies, and key findings relating to online consumer
behavior, digital adoption patterns, and long-term structural changes in
consumption. The selected literature was thematically coded into categories such as
drivers of digital adoption, psychological and cultural factors, and enduring post-

pandemic shifts. This structured synthesis provided a foundation for identifying
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convergent evidence, conflicting results, and research gaps that inform the

subsequent results and discussion.

4. Results and Discussion

The systematic review reveals that the pandemic accelerated digital adoption,
but also reconfigured global online consumer behavior in ways that extend beyond
short-term necessity. Across multiple contexts, consumers adopted online channels
not only for discretionary purchases but also for essential categories such as
groceries, health services, and education. This shift indicates that online shopping
moved from being supplementary to becoming embedded in everyday life (Priporas
etal,, 2017; Beckers et al., 2021). Studies further suggest that this expansion has had
lasting effects, as consumers continue to rely on digital channels even after
restrictions were lifted, signaling the normalization of e-commerce as a primary
consumption mode (Sheth, 2020).

A major theme in the literature is the psychological impact of the pandemic
on consumption. Research highlights that heightened uncertainty and stress
influenced risk perceptions, driving consumers toward trusted brands, secure
payment platforms, and familiar retailers (Laato et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2021).
However, consumer resilience also emerged, with many adapting quickly to new
shopping modalities such as live-stream commerce, contactless delivery, and social
media-driven purchasing (Guthrie et al., 2021). Generational studies indicate that
younger consumers embraced new formats more rapidly, while older consumers

engaged in digital retail out of necessity, reducing generational gaps in online
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adoption (Lissitsa & Kol, 2016; Li et al., 2021). This suggests a convergence in digital
participation, even if motivations differed across groups.

The findings also emphasize structural shifts in consumption preferences.
Convenience and flexibility became critical determinants of online engagement, with
hybrid models such as buy-online-pick-up-in-store (BOPIS) and omnichannel
strategies gaining traction (Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). Studies also note that
consumers increasingly expect seamless integration between online and offline
touchpoints, pressuring retailers to refine digital infrastructure and data-driven
personalization (Verhoef et al., 2021). Furthermore, sustainability concerns gained
prominence, with evidence that consumers placed greater value on brands
communicating responsibility and resilience during the crisis (Guthrie et al., 2021).
This trend reflects a deeper realignment of consumer priorities, where ethical
considerations now intersect with digital convenience.

Another significant theme is the role of technology-enabled trust. While
privacy concerns remain a barrier to some forms of personalization, research
indicates that transparency, security, and clear communication enhance consumer
acceptance of digital marketing practices (Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; Mariani &
Borghi, 2020). The increased reliance on digital platforms has elevated the
importance of platform credibility, particularly in developing regions where digital
literacy and infrastructure are uneven. Cross-cultural studies highlight that trust is
context-dependent, with cultural attitudes toward privacy, authority, and technology

shaping adoption and ongoing engagement (Jung, 2017).
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Overall, the literature suggests that the pandemic has accelerated both
consumer adaptation and firm-level innovation. Adopting digital channels is no
longer optional but central to competitiveness in retail. Yet, these transformations
are not without challenges: maintaining consumer trust, ensuring inclusivity across
age and cultural groups, and addressing sustainability expectations remain critical.
Thus, post-pandemic online consumer behavior reflects a complex balance of
continuity and change, where the acceleration of digital trends is intertwined with

evolving psychological, ethical, and structural considerations.

5. Conclusion

This review highlights that the pandemic not only accelerated the adoption of
digital channels but also reshaped global online consumer behavior in profound and
lasting ways. What began as necessity-driven adoption during lockdowns has, in
many contexts, evolved into a normalized reliance on e-commerce for both essential
and discretionary purchases. Consumers increasingly expect convenience, flexibility,
and seamless integration between online and offline channels, reflecting a structural
transformation in retail ecosystems. These shifts confirm that the pandemic
functioned as a digital catalyst, propelling consumers toward behaviors that were
previously unfolding at a slower pace.

At the same time, the review underscores the psychological and cultural
dimensions of this transformation. Heightened uncertainty and risk perceptions
drove consumers toward trusted brands, secure platforms, and familiar digital

environments, while generational differences influenced the speed and form of
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adoption. Younger consumers experimented with innovative formats such as live-
stream shopping, while older cohorts engaged in digital consumption out of
necessity, reducing generational divides. Cross-cultural research further shows that
attitudes toward privacy, sustainability, and fairness influenced how different
societies adapted to digital consumption in the post-pandemic era.

Finally, the findings reveal that the pandemic has compelled firms to adapt
their strategies, focusing more on consumer trust, data transparency, and
sustainability. Hybrid models such as BOPIS and subscription services illustrate how
businesses are restructuring to meet evolving consumer expectations. The broader
implication is clear: post-pandemic online consumer behavior reflects a balance
between continuity and change, where accelerated digital adoption is intertwined
with deeper concerns about trust, ethics, and resilience. Marketers, policymakers,
and researchers must recognize that sustainable growth in digital commerce depends
not only on technological innovation but also on aligning strategies with the shifting

values and long-term expectations of consumers worldwide.

References

Beckers, J., Weekx, S., Beutels, P., & Verhetsel, A. (2021). COVID-19 and retail: The
catalyst for e-commerce in Belgium?. Journal of Retailing and Consumer
Services, 62, 102645.

Donthu, N.; & Gustafsson, A. (2020). Effects of COVID-19 on business and

research. Journal of business research, 117, 284-289.

182



Goldfarb, A., & Tucker, C. E. (2011). Privacy regulation and online advertising.
Management science, 57(1), 57-71.

Guthrie, C., Fosso-Wamba, S., & Arnaud, J. B. (2021). Online consumer resilience
during a pandemic: An exploratory study of e-commerce behavior before,
during and after a COVID-19 lockdown. Journal of retailing and consumer
services, 61, 102570.

Islam, T., Pitafi, A. H., Arya, V., Wang, Y., Akhtar, N., Mubarik, S., & Xiaobei, L.
(2021). Panic buying in the COVID-19 pandemic: A multi-country
examination. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 59, 102357.

Jung, A. R. (2017). The influence of perceived ad relevance on social media
advertising: An empirical examination of a mediating role of privacy concern.
Computers in human behavior, 70, 303-3009.

Laato, S., Islam, A. N., Farooq, A., & Dhir, A. (2020). Unusual purchasing behavior
during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic: The stimulus-organism-
response approach. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 57, 102224,

Li, F., Larimo, J., & Leonidou, L. C. (2021). Social media marketing strategy:
definition, conceptualization, taxonomy, validation, and future agenda.
Journal of the Academy of Marketing science, 49(1), 51-70.

Lim, W. M., & Ting, D. H. (2014). Consumer acceptance and continuance of online
group buying. Journal of Computer Information Systems, 54(3), 87-96.

Lissitsa, S., & Kol, O. (2016). Generation X vs. Generation Y—A decade of online

shopping. Journal of retailing and consumer services, 31, 304-312.

83 | Global Journal of Online Marketing



Hasna Maheswari

Mariani, M. M., & Borghi, M. (2020). Online review helpfulness and firms’ financial
performance: An empirical study in a service industry. International Journal
of Electronic Commerce, 24(4), 421-449.

Pantano, E., Pizzi, G., Scarpi, D., & Dennis, C. (2020). Competing during a
pandemic? Retailers’ ups and downs during the COVID-19 outbreak. Journal
of Business research, 116, 209-213.

Priporas, C. V., Stylos, N., & Fotiadis, A. K. (2017). Generation Z consumers'
expectations of interactions in smart retailing: A future agenda. Computers in
human behavior, 77, 374-381.

Roggeveen, A. L., & Sethuraman, R. (2020). Customer-interfacing retail technologies
in 2020 & beyond: An integrative framework and research directions. Journal
of retailing, 96(3), 299-309.

Sheth, J. (2020). Impact of Covid-19 on consumer behavior: Will the old habits
return or die?. Journal of business research, 117, 280-283.

Verhoef, P. C., Broekhuizen, T., Bart, Y., Bhattacharya, A., Dong, J. Q., Fabian, N.,
& Haenlein, M. (2021). Digital transformation: A multidisciplinary reflection

and research agenda. Journal of business research, 122, 889-901.

|84



