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a b s t r a c t 

The lockdown imposed to limit the diffusion of COVID-19 in Italy affected the economic 

situation negatively. The income of many households decreased, and people were forced to 

stay home. Both these factors influenced food consumption: on the one hand less income 

means less money for purchases, on the other, the negative psychological impact of lesser 

income and the pandemic shifted the consumption towards alcohol and tobacco. Using 

survey data, this paper shows how the negative economic shock due to lockdown, together 

with the restrictions imposed by it, affected the consumption of food items in a region of 

Norther Italy. 

© 2022 University of Venice. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic represents a challenge for all countries worldwide and can bring long-lasting alterations. Several 

changes had to be faced, ranging from the healthcare domain, until transportation and delivery, farming, food processing, 

food purchasing, as well as public services ( Campbell et al., 2020 ). Until a vaccine can guarantee extended coverage of the

population, the only measures to mitigate the Covid-19 dramatic effects and reduce contagion relates to the physical dis- 

tancing that breaks social and economic contacts. The measures enacted to limit contagions negatively affect both economy 

and society, with short, medium and long-term consequences. In this context, policy makers have the delicate task of bal- 

ancing the positive health effects of the measures with the economic costs of the burdens imposed to households and firms

( Arndt et al., 2020 ). 

In Italy the Covid-19 epidemic spread rapidly. During the first wave, Italy was the first Western Country to imple-

ment total lockdown from March 9th until May 4th 2020. Non-essential economic activities and services stopped work- 

ing and schools were closed. Outdoor activities were allowed only for food purchasing, working (limited to specific activi- 

ties) or health reasons. Furthermore, many households experienced severe financial downturn, due to reduction in income 

and employment. Together with mobility restrictions, these issues influenced the consumer’s access to food ( Béné, 2020 ; 

Cattivelli and Rusciano, 2020 ; Dou et al., 2020 ). Consequently, the lockdown restrictions imposed by the Government sig- 
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nificantly affected food supply chain management and consumption habits ( Principato et al., 2020 ), fostering the emergence 

of new solutions for food provision. These have affected quantities and types of food purchased by the households (Cappeli 

and Cini, 2020; Principato et al., 2020 ). In Italy, for the quarter February-April 2020, food sales increased by 6.1% in value,

compared to the 2019 quarter, while non-food sales plunged by 52.2% ( Istat, 2020 ). For the months of March and April

2020, ISMEA (2020) reports a rise in purchases of several food categories: + 145% flour, + 14% and + 25% pasta and rice

respectively, + 57% mozzarella and eggs, + 31% cured meats, + 22 long-life milk (while fresh milk −5%), + 78% oranges, + 60%

apples. A change in consumption patterns is therefore evident. 

During extreme scenarios such as this, household consumers often try to mitigate the risk of food insecurity and the 

difficulties in food shopping ( Slonim and Garbarino, 2009 ; Sterman & Dogan, 2015 ; Cappelli and Cini, 2020 and Power et al.,

2020 ). Indeed, since the beginning of the first wave of Covid-19 pandemic there was evidence of stockpiling, hoarding, and

panic buying. 

In spite of a growing literature addressed to different facets and consequences of COVID-19 pandemic, little is still known 

about how households have responded in terms of their spending (Baker et al., 2020), comparing behaviour before and 

during lockdown. 

This research investigates how the dramatic changes in the daily lives of consumers caused by the Covid-19 pandemic 

and lockdown influenced food preferences at household level. The primary aim of the paper is to understand if any changes

in household food dynamics occurred in terms of food purchasing and eating behaviour. Specifically, this paper examines 

food purchasing behaviors, focusing on a segment of Italian population: university students and their families. A question- 

naire was sent to understand the food purchasing habits during the period of total lockdown that characterized the first 

wave of Covid-19 pandemic. 

The paper is structured as follows: section two provides a brief literature review on food purchasing habits during Covid- 

19 pandemic. Section three describes the methodology employed, the hypotheses formulated and key data. Section four 

presents the results of the research. Section five provides the discussion and concludes, highlighting the main practical and 

theoretical implications. 

2. Literature review 

Food choices have been shown to be generally stable in adulthood ( Borland, Robinson, Crozier, & Inskip, 2008 ;

Weismayer, Anderson, & Wolk, 2006 ), however, when people undergo changes in their environment, their habits enter in 

a non-automatic decision-making process ( Verplanken & Wood, 2006 ). In this context, Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown 

have caused discontinuities in food choice habits ( Marty et al., 2020 ), with significant pressures and modifications on the

whole food system: panic buying, the closure of restaurants, cafés and bars and the fall in consumer incomes impacted the

overall demand as well as induced shifts between product categories. Moreover, restrictive mobility measures influenced 

consumers’ demand for particular food items and the limitations in accessing specific supply outlets (e.g. open-air markets) 

inevitably forced households to supply in different places than they were used to ( Béné, 2020 ; Ihle et al., 2020 3). 

Consequently, household’s food purchasing habits significantly changed in response to the Covid-19 pandemic 

( Kolodinsky et al., 2020 ; Worstell, 2020 ), also because of the perception of high uncertainty about the future, besides, work-

ing class families were usually less exposed ( Alonso et al., 2015 ). 

Household income reductions generated economisation in food purchasing, a phenomenon observed also during other 

kinds of shocks/crises ( Cranfield, 2020 ). Price and convenience are key determinants of consumer purchasing behaviour 

also for food, and large food retail shops have a clear competitive advantage. However, during the lockdown consumers 

have shown a growing interest in local food supply chains, with the desire to support local businesses (Cappelli, 2020; 

Hobbs, 2020 ). The restrictions pushed purchases in the neighbourhoods, focussing on a lower number of retailers and on 

those that guarantee physical delivery at home ( Bounie et al., 2020 ). However, many consumers still preferred to purchase

in physical stores, instead of on-line, even when the number of daily contagions was high ( Grashuis et al., 2020 ). 

Cranfield (2020) observes that changes in opening hours or limits to the number of people allowed in retail stores, 

together with the reduction in the number of shopping trips (in compliance to governmental requirements and to avoid 

risk of exposure to the virus), pushed households to increase food inventories, with a rise in demand for easily stored food

items, and a fall in demand for foods that either are not easy to store or deteriorate fast (e.g. substituting fresh fruit with

canned fruit). Specifically, shortages of food products such as long-life milk, pasta, rice and tinned vegetables have been 

observed ( Nicola et al., 2020 ). Other researchers reported a decrease in fresh fruit and vegetable purchases from pre- to

during-Covid-19 lockdown, while intake of red/processed meat and starchy vegetables increased ( Mitchell et al., 2020 ). 

The research of Celik et al. (2020) reports that, following the Covid-19 lockdown, families’ expenditure of food and bever- 

age increased by 25.79% on average, with significant differences in food preferences before and after the pandemic outbreak. 

Before it, the first and second preferences were meat and bakery foods, while after the it, the first and second preferences

have become fruits and vegetables, due to the belief that fruits and vegetables contains vitamins to fight virus. Moreover, 

before the outbreak, food choices were cost and health-driven, while after were quality and health-driven. However, no sig- 

nificant difference in the food preferences was recorded, according to household’s income levels. Another research registered 

increases in the demand for both healthy products (e.g. soup), and comforting products (e.g. cookies or beer), due to the

fact that comfort foods help customers to “restore a sense of control” ( Galoni et al., 2020 ). 
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However, the literature has underlined a disparity in food access, linked to household economic condition. Specifically, 

consumptions of healthy food are generally accentuated amongst households with better economic condition ( Medina et al., 

2019 ; Suresh and Shauder, 2020). Low-income households usually consume less healthy foods for different reasons: i) lower 

awareness of the health benefits ( Hart et al., 2002 ); ii) different preferences in favour of unhealthier food ( Parmenter et al.,

20 0 0 ); iii) lower access to healthy food because it is generally more expensive ( Buzby et al., 2015 ).Economic slump has also

resulted in an increase in alcohol consumptions ( ̌Cihák, 2020 ). 

In the U.S. and China households purchased extra amounts of various foods, changing food-use behaviours and percep- 

tions with lower wastes, cooking home-meals more often and reducing ready-to-use food ( Dou et al., 2020 ). However, no

significant change was registered with respect to types of food purchased and consumed during the pandemic. In the UK, 

a significant increase of relatively unusual ingredients for food and home-made cocktails was observed ( Huang and Sen- 

gupta, 2020 ). 

An Italian research ( Di Renzo et al., 2020 ) shows that the consumption of home-made baked food increased, while that

of snacks, processed meat, carbonated and sugary drinks decreased. Instead, no substantial changes were registered for fresh 

foods. During the lockdown Italian households spent more on groceries as they were forced to stay at home, where they

cooked their meals and enjoyed them with their families ( Principato et al., 2020 ). On the contrary, a Canadian study reports

changes in the eating behaviours: women ate more during lockdown and, specifically, more snack foods ( Carroll et al., 2020 )

Interestingly, a research conducted in the U.S. on the basis of Google food-related searches during the Covid-19 pandemic 

underlined different consumer approaches ( Schmidt et al., 2020 ). Specifically, in the initial phase of the pandemic (since

mid-February), consumers were concerned about storable food items and hoarding, while in the subsequent period, from 

the beginning of March, consumers started to search local options for sourcing foods (local farms and food producers). 

However, with an increase in the fear about virus and shutdowns, a growing interest in take-out food and home delivery

emerged. Another similar research focussed on Spanish Google-searches and underlined a significant increase in searches for 

foods like bread, chicken, milk, flour, fruit starting from the middle of March 2020 ( Laguna et al., 2020 ). The same research

also highlighted that consumption of the most perishable food products like seafood decreased, even if fresh vegetables 

were increasingly purchased. Also purchases of non-perishable ready meals decreased, because of unhealthy opinions about 

them and increased time for cooking. In France, the consumers’ mood guided food choices during the lockdown, pulled 

by the importance of health, natural content and ethic motives, while economic convenience and price were less relevant. 

A decrease in nutritional quality of diets also emerged ( Marty et al., 2020 ). This evidence is also confirmed by a research

highlighting that, comparing to the pre-Covid-19 period, diets have shown larger energy intake and lower nutritional quality, 

with a higher environmental impacts ( Batlle-Bayer et al., 2020 ). The increase in caloric intake, with a weight gain during

the lockdown, was observed in many countries around the world, such as Kuwait, the U.S., Italy and France ( Bhutani and

Cooper, 2020 ; Deschasaux-Tanguy et al., 2020 ; Husain and Ashkanani, 2020 ). 

Vall Castelló and Lopez Casasnovas (2021) document the effects of lockdown on supermarket sales in Spain. They show 

that they decreased for all the types of food. However, their results highlight that only people aged less than 66 purchased

less food, while those aged more did not change the quantities bought in supermarkets during the lockdown. Our paper 

differs from it, as it considers purchases of food not only in supermarkets, but also in the other types of stores, including

those selling online. 

In conclusion, the Covid-19 has strongly affected the type of food purchased, highlighting, in some cases, not homogenous 

consumption patterns, also due to different lockdown strategies implemented in different countries ( Poelman et al., 2020 ) 

Furthermore, the changes in the way and where households shopped impacted the channels and venues used to purchase 

food ( Cranfield, 2020 ; Devereux et al., 2020 ). However, some changes in the habits, which occurred during the lockdown,

may keep some long run effect ( Đogaš et al., 2020 ). 

3. Data and methodology 

Data were collected through an online survey between June 4 and 15 2020 using an online survey. The students of

the University of ∗∗∗ and their families were invited to fill in a questionnaire aimed at understanding how food habits 

changed during the lockdown. The questionnaire was structured into four parts: 1) socio-demographic characteristics of the 

respondent’s household; 2) alimentary habits before and after the lockdown; 3) food purchase habits before and after the 

lockdown and 4) risk preferences and opinions about environmental concerns. Alimentary habits include questions about 

outdoor places (bars, restaurants, etc.) where the interviewees were used to eat before the lockdown. In facts, changes in 

these habits due to the lockdown may affect the quantity and the types of foods purchased. Environmental concerns are a

potential driver of food purchasing choices. 

The sample is concentrated in northern Italian regions, which were the most affected by the pandemic: studying the 

responses to the restrictions in this area, therefore, allows focussing on the reactions of the most affected populations to 

such an unprecedented event. 

Students received the invitation at their institutional addresses; participation in the survey was voluntary, and full 

anonymity ensured. The choice of using institutional email addresses responds to the two main aims. On the one hand, 

official invitations are likely to elicit participation more than informal messages; on the other hand, as the questionnaire 

needed approving by the Students’ Office of the University, the use of institutional addresses allowed for easily controlling 

the procedure. The total population reached amounts to about 80,0 0 0 students, 80% of which are resident in Piedmont, most
109 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics – Individual characteristics. 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Female (as a share) 3993 .739 .439 0 1 

Age 3993 24.273 6.934 0 82 

Number of brothers 3535 .704 .839 0 18 

Number of sisters 3611 .626 .696 0 5 

Single (as a share) 3993 .445 .497 0 1 

Number of children 1 192 1.688 .77 1 5 

Secondary education fathers 2 3993 .293 .455 0 1 

Tertiary education fathers 2 3993 .459 .498 0 1 

Secondary education mothers 2 3993 .231 .421 0 1 

Tertiary Education mothers 2 3993 .513 .5 0 1 

Very concerned about environment 3993 .304 .45 0 1 

Family very concerned about environment 3993 .168 .374 0 1 

1. Referred only to the respondents with children. 

2. As shares of the sample. 

Table 2 

Descriptive statistics - Lockdown Situations. 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Household size ld 3993 2.63 1.197 0 9 

usualhouse 3939 .942 .235 0 1 

PiemonteLd 3993 .854 .353 0 1 

PiemonteUsual 3993 .901 .298 0 1 

North 3993 .936 .244 0 1 

centre 3993 .019 .137 0 1 

South 3993 .02 .14 0 1 

Islands 1 3993 .021 .144 0 1 

1. It includes the major islands: Sardinia, Sicily and the smaller is- 

lands that administratively depend on them. Such a partition is com- 

mon for statistical purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

of the others are Italians living in other regions. The response rate was about 6%, with slightly more than 4700 responses

collected. While the sample represents the population of students of the University and their families and is, therefore, not 

generalizable to the whole population, the city is representative of other towns, characterised by a strong presence of stu- 

dents and an economy that relies importantly on their consumption. For this reason, while only a part of the population is

covered by the survey, such a portion of consumers is relevant for the economy of both 

∗∗∗ and other similar towns. 

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics about the respondents. Mirroring the larger percentage of women in the students’ 

population, 74% of the sample is composed by female students. Such a figure suggests that they are over-represented in 

the sample, as their share of the total population of the university is 60.8%. Mean age is 24 with some outliers, mainly

adult working students. The respondents’ parents mostly have secondary or tertiary education diplomas, and many intervie- 

wees have at least one brother or sister. Considering environmental issues, about 30% of respondents reported to be very 

concerned about environmental sustainability and 17% responded that also their family are highly attentive to the issue. 

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics on the situations in which the interviewees spent the lockdown. The most of them 

had been living with two other persons, 86% with familiars. Only 2% lived alone. 51% of those living with respondents

worked outdoor during the lockdown, while only 6% of respondents themselves did. 94% of the interviewees spent the 

lockdown in the same household they used to live. Few (56) were abroad during the lockdown abroad. These last are not

included in the following analyses since the pandemic severity and the measures enacted in other countries may have been 

different. The questionnaire recorded also the number of inhabitants of the towns, where the interviewees lived during the 

lockdown: 34% of them were in towns with 10,0 0 0–25,0 0 0 inhabitants, 39% in cities with more than 10 0,0 0 0 habitants,

16% in settlements with 25,0 0 0–50,0 0 0 people and 11% in towns with 50,0 0 0–10 0,0 0 0 inhabitants. 85% of the respondents

were in Piedmont during the lockdown. However, few people that used to reside in Piedmont, spent the lockdown in other

regions (mainly northern regions, but also others located elsewhere in the country). 

Food consumption habits changed during the lockdown, as many people, who were used to eat outdoor, had to consume 

meals at home. In addition other two factors might influence food consumption. On the one hand, the decrease of physical

exercise, as gyms and swimming pools were closed and outdoor activities strictly limited to essential doings and running 

and walking was allowed, though discouraged, but only in a radius of 200 m around home. On the other hand, the negative

impact of the measures enacted and of the pandemic itself increased people’s life dissatisfaction ( Maugeri et al., 2020 ).

Indeed, within the sample used in the following analyses, 62% of the respondents declared to be used to eat at least daily

outside home before the lockdown. These phenomena may have affected the quantity and the types of foods eaten by the

interviewees and their families. The data show that 21% of the interviewees increased the quantity of eaten food during the
110 
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lockdown; moreover, 20% of them declared that other household members also did. Consequently, 42% of the households 

purchased more food during that period. The lockdown affected also the economic situation of many households negatively; 

consistently, 41% of the respondents responded that the economic condition of their household worsened, while it improved 

it only in the 9% of cases. 

The aim of the paper is to understand how the lockdown and its economic consequences affected food consumption. In 

addition, the paper studies mediator factors for this effect like the educational level, the respondents’ parents. As suggested 

by the extant literature, some consequences of the pandemic and the lockdown in particular may have enhanced unhealthy 

choices, for example consuming more sweets, alcohol and tobacco, as usually happens during economic crises ( de Goeij 

et al., 2015 ). In facts, the negative impact of the pandemic on people’s health may take the form also of unhealthy habits.

Nevertheless, (parents’) education generally is protective against the consumption of unhealthy food ( Lwin et al., 2017 and 

Lee and Allen, 2020 ). 

The analyses presented in the following section consider whether the consumption of some types of foods changed 

during the lockdown, when compared to before it. Foods are first categorised in fresh, long-life and alcohols and tobacco, 

then within each category, more precise types are identified: bread, meat, fish, milk, fruits and vegetables in the first group,

canned food, frozen food, pasta, salty sauces and sweets in the second and, finally, wine, beer, spirits and tobacco in the

third. The questionnaire asked the respondents to state whether the quantity of each type of food purchased at household 

level varied during the lockdown with respect to before. The possible answers were three: increased, unchanged, decreased. 

Each of them was transformed in a dummy variable, used as dependant variable in the econometric analysis presented in 

the next section. 

The impact of the lockdown on the economic situation of the household is assessed on a five-option scale: 1) worsened

situation with at least one job loss, 2) worsened situation without job losses, 3) unchanged situation, 4) improved situation 

without new jobs and 5) improved situation with at least one new job. For each of the previously listed category a dummy

variable was created and used as independent variables in the regressions. Parents’ education is categorised using the three 

canonical levels of primary, secondary and tertiary education; a dummy for this last level is constructed and used as control

in the regressions. Environmental concerns of respondents and their families are measured on a three-option scale: 1) low, 

2) medium and 3) high. Dummies for this last case were constructed and used as controls. The coefficients for all these

variables are included in the tables presented in the next section, as they are deemed to be the most relevant variables.

Parental education and environmental concerns may indeed represent factors that influence eating habits. Therefore, they 
Table 3 

Effects of the economic consequences of COVID-19 pandemic on the consumption of fresh foods 

( continued on next page ) 
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can moderate the effect of income and psychological shocks engendered by the lockdown. In addition, parental education 

might have had some protective effect against the risk of losing jobs or income (although some liberal professions may have

suffered more than some low-skilled workers such as riders). 

Other controls include the size of the settlement where the interviewee spent the lockdown, whether they and/or their 

familiars were used to eat outdoor before the lockdown and regional fixed effects to capture the possible effects that the

different diffusion of the illness had during the first months of the pandemic in Italy. In particular, northern regions were

much more hit than central and southern regions and the islands 1 did. 

Given the nature of the dependant variable, which presents three possible outcomes that are mutually exclusive, the 

econometric analyses are based on multinomial logit regressions, where the baseline outcome is the absence of any change 

in the consumed quantity of the considered type of food. The full specification to be estimated is therefore: 

ln 

(
Prob( v ariation = decrease ) 

Prob ( v ariation = unchanged ) 

)
= β10 + β11 �EC hi + β12 ME i + β13 F E i + β14 EC i + + β15 ECH i + γ1 X i + ε 1 i 

ln 

(
Prob( v ariation = increase ) 

Prob ( v ariation = unchanged ) 

)
= β20 + β21 �EC hi + β22 ME i + β23 F E i + β24 EC i + + β25 ECH i + γ2 X i + ε 2 i where �EC hi is

the matrix of the changes in the economic situation of i’s household; ME i is the dummy for mothers’ tertiary education,

F E i is the dummy for father’s tertiary education; EC i is the dummy for the interviewee’s high level of environmental concern,

ECH i is the dummy capturing high levels of environmental concern at the respondent’s household level. Eventually X i is the

matrix of the other controls included in the full specification of the model. 
1 paragraph dummy footnote. 
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4. Results 

The following tables present four specifications of the model presented in the previous section. The first specification 

includes only the variation of the economic conditions of the households. The second includes also parental education, the 

information about whether some members of the household were used to eat outdoor before the lockdown, household’s size 

and the variation in the total quantities of purchased foods. The third adds the size of the settlement where the interviewee

spent the lockdown. Finally, the fourth specification includes both the environmental concern at individual and household 

level. All the specifications include regional fixed effects. The different types of food are divided between fresh, long-life and 

alcohols and tobacco. Results (marginal effects) are reported separately for each type of food in each category. 

Table 3 presents the estimates for fresh foods. The figures show that the effect of the best outcome (improved economic

conditions, with at least one new job) is a general increase in the probability of consuming more healthy foods (fish, fruits

and vegetables) and a decrease in the probability of consuming less fruits and vegetables. The second positive outcome (im- 

proved economic conditions without new jobs) generally increases the probability of consuming more of the same healthy 

foods as before; in addition it has an analogous effect on the consumption of meat. Some marginal effects are positive and

statistically significant also for the opposite outcome, a decrease in the probability of consuming some of the listed foods, 

in particular bread, meat and vegetables. However, in the case of the first two types the change in the probability of de-

creasing the consumption are smaller than the changes in the probability of increasing it, suggesting that the net effect is an

increase in the probability of consuming those foods. The opposite happens for vegetables: an improvement in the economic 

conditions of the household has a stronger impact on the probability of decreasing the consumption rather than on that of

increasing it. 

Considering the adverse changes in the household economic conditions, more complex effects emerge. Worse economic 

conditions without job losses are associated to higher probabilities of either increasing or decreasing the consumption of the 
Table 4 

Effects of the economic consequences of COVID-19 pandemic on the consumption of long-life foods 

( continued on next page ) 
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listed foods. However, the stronger effects are in the sense of a decrease, consistently with what one can expect when the

economic situation of a household worsens. However, the reason why the consumption of fresh foods may have increased 

as a consequence of poorer conditions may be that people have lower incomes as they worked less (for example workers 

in bars and restaurants) and spent more time and ate more meals cooked at home. Also those reporting worse economic

conditions and the loss of at least a job are associated with higher probabilities of decreasing consumption of different types

of food and lower probabilities of increasing it. This piece of evidence is consistent with the previous interpretation. 

High levels of mothers’ education seem to be – at least partially – associated to healthy behaviours: interviewees’ house- 

holds with graduated mothers are less likely to decrease the consumption of fish, milk and fruits, and more likely than the

others to increase consumption of fish, milk and vegetables. Fathers’ tertiary education, instead, displays the opposite effect, 

with higher probabilities of decreasing the consumption of healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables. High environmental 

concern of households increases both the probability of buying vegetables and meat, while it reduces it that for milk. High

environmental concern of the respondent diminishes the probability decrease of consuming bread and fish. 

The results for long-life foods are presented in Table 4 . The different specifications reported in the table show partially

different results. As the full specification of the model (i.e. the fourth) includes variables (such as parental education, infor- 
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mation on eating outdoor before the pandemic, etc.), they are considered more robust and less biased by omitted variable 

problems than those in the first specification. Improved economic conditions with at least one new job appear associated 

with a lower probability of increasing consumption of salty sauces and of decreasing that of frozen foods. Those households 

that experienced an improvement in their economic situation, but no new job, declared higher probabilities of increasing the 

consumption of canned and frozen foods and pasta and lower probabilities of decreasing the eating of sweets. The marginal 

effects reported in the table show also higher probabilities of decreasing the consumption of frozen foods, pasta and salty 

sauces. In particular, the net effect on pasta is in the sense of an overall decrease in its eating (as the gain the probability

of a decrease is significantly larger than the gain the probability of an increase). 

Worse economic conditions are linked to overall increases in the consumption of canned and frozen foods, consistently 

with literature ( Webber et al., 2010 and Sen et al., in press ) showing that poor households are generally likely to eat larger

quantities of these types of foods. Worse economic conditions are also associated to an overall higher probability of de- 

creasing the consumption of both salty sauces and sweets; while job losses have a larger impact on increasing rather than

decreasing the consumption of pasta, deteriorated economic conditions without job losses display the opposite effect. 

Mother’s tertiary education is associated with lower probabilities of decreasing the consumption of all the listed foods; 

this result occurs perhaps because households with graduated mothers have better economic conditions than the others 

and, therefore, food consumption decreased less. Such an interpretation is compatible also with the results presented in 
Table 5 

Effects of the economic consequences of COVID-19 pandemic on the consumption of alcohols and tobacco 

( continued on next page ) 
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Table 3 , where mothers’ tertiary education appears associated with healthier food consumption. The figures in Table 4 por-

tray an analogous effect for fathers’ education. Households with high environmental concern are less likely to decrease pasta 

consumption and to increase that of salty sauces. Instead, the respondent’s environmental concern has the opposite effect 

on the consumption of salty sauces, is likely to have a negative effect on that of canned foods (as the marginal effect for

a decrease is larger than that for an increase) and is associated with a lower probability of increasing the consumption of

sweets. 

Finally, Table 5 shows the estimates for the multinomial logit regressions on alcohols and tobacco. The first category 

is divided into beverages with low alcohol content (beer and wine) and spirits, which include all the other products with

higher percentages of alcohol. According to the estimates of the reduced model (first specification), improved economic 

conditions with at least one more job are associated with a higher probability of consuming wine, beer and spirits. However,

this situation is also positively correlated with a higher probability of consuming less beer, and this is larger than the gain

in the probability of consuming more of this type of beverage. Improved economic conditions without any new job are 

linked with higher probabilities of consuming more of all the listed goods. However, these results are not robust to the

introduction of other regressors. The fourth specification of the table, indeed, shows that better economic conditions are 

associated with higher probabilities of consuming more wine and beer (for those households that did not experience new 

jobs) and with a lower probability of consuming spirits. No effect on tobacco is detected. Worse economic conditions are 

instead associated with overall (i.e. the net effect of higher probabilities of increasing and decreasing the consumption 

of these goods) higher probabilities of increasing the consumption of both tobacco and spirits. In particular, this effect is 

stronger for those households that experienced also job losses in addition to worse economic situation. Such a result is 

consistent with the extant literature. For the same group of households, a higher overall probability of consuming more 

beer is also detected. Instead, if the deterioration of the economic conditions was not accompanied by job losses, the gain

in the probability of decreasing beer and wine consumption are larger than the gains in the probabilities of increasing such

consumptions, suggesting an (slight) overall decrease in it. 

Parents’ education is almost never significantly associated to the variations in the probabilities of consuming more or 

less alcoholics and tobacco, suggesting that the use of these products to contrast the negative feelings induced by worse 

economic conditions and job losses is transversal to different levels of education. Only the environmental concern of the re- 

spondent is negatively associated with lower probabilities of both increasing and decreasing the consumption of the goods 

analysed in the table. However, the differences between the magnitudes of the coefficients are small and non-statistically 

significant, highlighting that high environmental concern is generally linked to no change in the consumption of the consid- 

ered products. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

The empirical evidence provided in the paper shows that the economic impact of the pandemic had some effects on 

the consumption of foods, as also observed in literature ( Kolodinsky et al., 2020 ; Worstell, 2020 ). Different reasons may be

behind the changes detected in the analysis: on the one hand, variations in the economic conditions of households have 

a budget effect, i.e. deteriorated situations correspond to tighter budget constraints, while the opposite happens when the 

economic conditions improved. On the other hand, the lockdown and the restrictions imposed during the first phase of the 

pandemic may have compelled people used to eat outdoor meals to substitute them with indoor lunches and dinners, so 

affecting the domestic consumption of foods. In addition, also the more sedentary life imposed by the restrictions may have 

affected the alimentary habits. Nevertheless, the analysis proposed in this paper tries to identify the effect of the change 

in the economic conditions, by controlling for personal variations in economic conditions and eating habits outside home 

before the lockdown. 

The results show that worse economic conditions are correlated with more unhealthy alimentary habits, such as a re- 

duction in the probability of consuming fruits and vegetables and an increase in the probability of consuming spirits and 

tobacco, as also partially observed in literature ( ̌Cihák, 2020 ; Medina et al., 2019 ; Suresh and Schauder, 2020 ). Changes in

food consumption may however be due to the restrictions themselves, as people staying home may 

In other words, the economic consequences of the pandemic do not seem to differ much from those of an economic crisis

engendered by endogenous mechanisms. In facts, the recent estimates 2 on the Italian GDP show a downturn of 8.1% in 2020,

larger than that caused in 2009 ( −6.6%) by the international financial crisis. Eating less fruits and vegetables and consuming

more alcoholics and tobacco will have negative impacts on the Italians’ health in the years to come, highlighting that the

negative effects of COVID-19 on people’s health are not limited to those immediately observable, but will include others, 

indirectly caused, which will be fully visible only in the future. In other words, the costs of the pandemic will accompany

the present generations for years. 

From a policy point of view, the results presented in the paper suggest that the Italian government (and perhaps any

government facing a severe economic downturn following the pandemic) should include economic helps not only for the 

categories of workers most affected by the restrictive measures, but also to sustain the consumption of healthy foods by 

impoverished households. 
2 www.istat.it . 
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