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OVERVIEW

Pusateri’'s Fine Foods is a Toronto-based high-end grocery store chain,
founded by Italy-native Cosimo Pusateri in 1986. The company’s first
location was a small store in Toronto's Little Italy and has since
expanded to five locations in the Greater Toronto Area. The grocery
store chain features gourmet and speciality products from local and
international vendors.

In response to government legislation deeming grocery stores an
essential service, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, Pusateri’s
remained open, with the exception of its Eaton Centre location.

Pusateri’'s drew criticism during the pandemic when a photo of a sign
advertising Lysol Wipes for $29.99 at its Avenue Road location went
viral The following day, Ontario Premier Doug Ford publicly called
out the grocery store chain during a press conference for price

gouging.

The following case study outlines Pusateri’s Fine Foods’ decisions and
the government and public’s response.

Website and Social Media Accounts

é% Rusateris.com I@l @pusaterisfoods

g @pusaterisfoods ﬂ @pusateris
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COVID-19
,' Timeline
Dec 31, 2019

A pneumonia of unknown
cause detected in Wuhan,
China was first reported to the
World Health Organization
Country Office in China

Jan 25, 2020

First reported case
of coronavirus in
Toronto, Ontario

March 11

World Health Organization
categorizes COVID-19 as a
pandemic

March 14

Canada recommends
against international
travel and advises
those returning from
outside of the country to
self-isolate for 14 days

March 17

Ontario Premier Doug
Ford declares a state of
emergency in response
to the pandemic

March 23

Premier Doug Ford orders
closure of all non-essential
businesses in Ontario for 14
days and Toronto Mayor
John Tory declares a state
of emergency in the city

March 25

Photo of Pusateri’s
locations selling Lysol
Wipes for $29.99 each
goes viral

March 26

Premier Doug Ford calls out
Pusateri’s for price gouging
and company releases a
statement saying the price
error was an oversight.
Pusateri’s restricts comments
on all social media accounts.

April 3

Pusateri’s begins to be

active on social media,
unlocking comments on
posts while keeping its

Twitter private

March 28

Premier Doug Ford

announces increased
fines (up to $500,000) for
price gouging on
necessary items



Ontario Premier Doug Ford calls out Pusateri's for
price gouging during press conference

During a press conference on
Thursday, March 26, 2020,
Ontario Premier Doug Ford
criticized Pusateri’s for price
gouging after a photo (Figure 1.1)
of a sign advertising the sale of
Lysol Wipes for $29.99 went viral
The premier stated price gouging
was "disgusting” and “beyond
belief”. A full video of his
statement can be found here.

Lysol
ipes

' Tackle quick cleaning touch-ups and help stop the
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FIGURE 1.1

Photo of the original advertisement at the
Pusateri's Avenue Road location
(Image source: Blog TO)
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The same day, Pusateri’s locked
down its Twitter account and
restricted commenting on its
Instagram. The company then
released a short statement on its
website. The statement included:
e An apology stating that the
pricing issue was an oversight
error
e Its commitment to review the
prices of all in-store products
e The promise that this type of
error would never happen again

A full copy of the Thursday, March
26, 2020 statement made by
Pusateri’s can be found in
Appendix A.

Being called out by the Ontario
Premier and the statement from
Pusateri’s ignited a public outcry
and a dynamic discussion on social
media. People flocked to Twitter to
express their discontent with
Pusateri’s, as seen in Figure 1.2.
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/by Stu Gatz
= @StewartGatz

Replying to @blogTO and @PusaterisFoods

You mean the branded version of these $3.44 wipes?
Pusateris should be ashamed of themselves.
#boycottPusateris

10:26 AM_Thu Mar 26 oremm

cn

@ loblaws.ca

Loblaws
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Disinfecting Wipes
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10:28 AM - Mar 26, 2020 - Twitter for iPad

37 Retweets 206 Likes

Kamara Toffolo
@kamaratoffolo

Nothing says guilt after you've been blasted by the
Premier for charging $30 PER LYSOL WIPES CAN, like
this...

#Pusateris

Follow

Pusateris Fine Foods @)

@PusaterisFoods

Our New Holiday Prix-Fixe and A La Carte Catering menus are now available!

com/pages/easter-c

nto, Ontario (& pusateris.c [ Joined October 2011

1,699 Following 4,023 Followers

These Tweets are protected

@Pusat
Follow. Lea

ved followers can see

ppre

1:55 PM - Mar 26, 2020 - Twitter Web App

72 Retweets 343 Likes

FIGURE 1.2

Screenshots of tweets from March 26, 2020 reacting to the call out by the Ontario Premier and
the statement made by Pusateri's (Images: Twitter)
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Bill Walker
@billwalkerPR

g 2

It's. No. Excuse. The best words to begin with when
you are putting out a press release. And NOTE: they
were under "mounting” pressure. Not just pressure.
| see. #pusateris

SATERI'S STATEMENT

“WHILE NO EXCUSE, OUR STORES ARE
FACING IMMENSE PRESSURE ON ALL

LEVELS OF OPERATION. AS A RESUL
THIS MOUNTING PR o

-
st westgm Nation to

5:09 PM - Mar 26, 2020 - Twitter for iPhone

1Retweet 7 Likes

Therapeutic Alliances @NTA_HelpsYou - Mar 26
Wish the Ford government was as outraged about people being
evicted and fired as they are about Pusateri's price gouging.

#ONpoli

%) Matthew Green @ & @MatthewGreenNDP - Mar 25
This ain’t it @HonAhmedHussen

If you believe in “Housing as a Human Right" legislate an
#EvictionMoratorium immediately.

Come Apr. 1st ‘Trickledown relief’ to renters is about to force a
record number of people in Canada into dire #homelessness.
@adequatehousing #cdnpoli twitter.com/HonAhmedHussen...
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Pusateri’s releases second statement defending
actions and thanking consumers

On Friday, March 27, 2020, a day after being called-out by the Ontario
Premier, Pusateri's released a second statement on its website.

This statement was addressed "To our valued guests” and included:

e Another apology for the mishap

e Management’s full responsibility for the oversight issue

e [ts commitment to issue refunds to customers who purchased the
wipes

e Implementation of a full product review to ensure no other items
were mispriced in the store

e A promise to conduct outreach to Pusateri's guests, employees,
suppliers, the media and government to emphasize its commitment
to fair pricing

e Appreciation towards its employees for their hard work and
dedication over the pandemic

A full copy of the statement made by
Pusateri’s on Friday, March 27, 2020 is

4,102

Twitter followers

found in Appendix B.

At this point, the company’s Twitter
account remained locked and comments
on its Facebook and Instagram pages
were blocked. Figure 1.3 shows the

22,300 follower count of Pusateri's social media
Instagram followers pages.

‘ Conversations surrounding Pusateri’s
continued predominantly on Facebook
and Twitter as seen in Figure 1.4
9,266 J

Facebook page likes

FIGURE 1.3

Pusateri's follower count on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook (Taken on April 21, 2020)
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Marcella Munro 140 & @marcellam - Mar 27 v Alan @alanniewglow - Mar 27 v
| just read @Pusateri’s statement and | think it's honest. All of our Replying to @cristina_CP24
; grocers and service providers are under enormous pressure, and i - i
mistakes will happen. It could/should have been much faster, but | last paragraph, nice blame game #boycottPusateris
think they‘ve done the right thing here. ~
pusateris.com/blogs/spring-2... #C0OVID19 Q T 2 @ 2 -
£ Michael Bouck @VainHostile - Mar 27 v
Replying to @cristina_CP24

"Sorry we got caught. How petty for people to be mad at us when wE
WoRk So HaRd!" #0Npoli

Covid-19 Communications o n O 2 &

_ Toni @Mississaugame - Mar 27 v
Replying to @cristina_CP24
This is one example of an item in high demand during a pandemic that
had a ridiculous price. However, I've been in Pusateri's, when there
Covid-19 Communications was no pandemic, & many of their products could be considered price
Covid-19 Corporate Communications April 9, 2020 Easter gouging - prices far far above what the same product costs in other

Weekend Store Hours Update As we approach Easter weekend, ... stores
& pusateris.com

Q u (VAR &
Q1 u Q 1 &
a Martinn Luther
! Bri Gl_-lv @srv 1990 - Mar 27 e Just say you're sorry for trying to be greedy. And |
Replying to @cristina_CP24 would accept your sincere apology and move on.

I'm sorry for what happened it was a mistake. Yeah right ! Had the

Instead, you compounded your egregious behavior b
first one been double checked to see if the price was correct it would Y P Y greg y

have been changed. Management knew of the price change and s.ay.IrIIQ it was an honest mistake. Who erltes a .Slgn o
figured it would go without notice. Now they're sorry they‘ve been limiting 1 per family and overlooks the price? Did the

caught too late! computer magically generate this price? Did your

® n V) & employees magically overlook it? Total lie that

neutralizes your “apology". Try again CEQO.

DO 100

Like - Reply - 2w

FIGURE 1.4

Screenshots of tweets and Facebook comments from March 27, 2020 reacting to the second statement made
by Pusateri's

Image source: Pusateri's website
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Ontario government increases fines for price gouging
on necessary items

The Ontario government reinforced The fine increases were by offender
its warning to Pusateri’'s by category, ranging from individuals to
increasing fines for price gouging on corporations.
necessary goods on Saturday, March
28. A video of the announcement ¢ Individual offenders:
can be found here. o Ticket of $750
o If summoned to court and
As stated in a release (Appendix C) convicted, could face a maximum
from the Premier’s office, necessary penalty of $100,000 and one
goods included: year in jail
e Masks and gloves used as e Company director or officer:
personal protective equipment o If convicted, a fine of up to
e Non-prescription medications for $S500,000 and could face up to a
the treatment of symptoms of year in jail
COVID-19 e Corporation:
¢ Disinfecting agents intended for o Fine of up to $10 million
cleaning and disinfecting objects
of humans The provincial government also set up
e Personal hygiene products, a website and phone-line where people
including, soap products and could report price gouging in Ontario.

paper products

A full copy of the Saturday, March 28, 2020 release from the Ontario government
can be found in Appendix C.

Within three weeks of the fine increase, the Ministry of Government and
Consumer Services reported 15,957 inquiries and complaints regarding prices as a
result of COVID-19. Of those complaints, 14,977 were inputted through the online
portal.

Some of the immediate public response on social media to this new legislation is
included in Figure 1.5.
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GrumpyGrannie @grumpy_grannie - Mar 28 A
#DougFord is "sounding more Premier like" while calling out people
that are price gouging. Has made no plans to treat people with-out

COVID-19 needing surgery, has limited testing, has a backlog waiting
for results, has said our hospitals are prepared with-out saying how.

Beware

O 18 oy (WARTY &

Goods&Provisions @GoodsandProvis - Mar 28 b
z Thank god @fordnation put up a website to report price gouging.

Maybe next they can put one up to tell their unemployed citizens &
closed small businesses HOW THEY'RE GONNA PAY THEIR
RENT IN 2 DAYS!

®) n Q s &

0 Sydney @SydlLessard - Mar 28 v

Again, I'll be the first to say | am not a fan of Ford but boy am | glad to

see him taking such a strong stance on price gouging:
#COVIDOntario

Q 2 n (WA My

FIGURE 1.5

Bryan Webber @BDWebber - Mar 28 v
Replying to @CTVToronto
| must say, Premier Ford is really stepping up. #COVID19 #onpoli

O n Q 2 o
VictoriaL59 @Victoria59L - Mar 28 he

Replying to @CTVToronto and @RChilderhose
Bravo! #LikeABoss

Q n Q1

>

Theresa McCool @mccoolth17 - Mar 28 v
Replying to @CTVToronto
What about after the pandemic? Will this law still apply?

9 n Q1 &

Screenshots of tweets from March 28, 2020 reacting to the increased fines on price gouging in Ontario

Pusateri’s reactivates Instagram comments

One week following the original incident, on
Friday, April 3, 2020, Pusateri's re-opened its
comments on Instagram. Some individuals
took this as an opportunity to comment on
older posts, acknowledging the fact that they
had been blocked from commenting prior as
seen in Figure 1.6. The company chose not to
interact with them. In the comments, it was
mentioned that Pusateri’s prior posts on
Instagram about the price gouging issue were
deleted before the company reopened
comments on its page.

The same day, Pusateri's added a COVID-19
highlight on its Instagram page to update its

clientele with statements and in-store policies
(Figure 1.7).

The company’s Twitter page remained locked
and its Facebook page seldomly active

it:
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<

X_ ' Shameful that it took a news report for your store to
stop taking advantage of vulnerable people, selling
$30 lysol wipes. Grocery storea are a thriving
business right now too. So disappointed.

% jv_h13 You are letting people comment again | see.

43likes  Reply
View replies (1)

A" mirroredtoronto Shame! Block comments until the

w storm settles. Your “apology” was complete BS. I've
shopped in your stores for years. NEVER again. |
would have so much more respect for you if you
owned up to your shady practices. You can't say it
was an oversight when the person printing the price,
taping the price in place and any cashier didn’t notice
and say something. What's wrong here is that you
essentially called your staff dumb for not noticing and
in a backhanded way saddled the blame on them. |
hope you are fined heavily and NEVER rip people off
again.

€

29 likes  Reply

View replies (2)

<

brucekah | see you cleaned up the page, took a lot of

* the posts down about your price gouging. Please
people before you post positives remember this is the
same place that was selling Lysol for $30.

27likes  Reply

FIGURE 1.6

Comments on Pusateri's old Instagram posts
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Pusateri’s is an example of a company that had to respond quickly to
negative feedback from the public. It was called out by the Ontario
Premier and adjusted its practices accordingly. This case gained
provincial media coverage and shows how quickly word can spread, even
for a small grocery store chain.

pusaterisfoods

1,647 22.3K 2,334

Posts Followers Following

Pusateri's Fine Foods

R ( 10

For updates on Store Hours, grocery delivery and more please see our website.
www.pusateris.com/pages/locations

Followed by Iwilkinson505, sanremobakery and 5 others

Message Contact v

COVID-19 NIl i3 -

FIGURE 1.6
Pusateri's Instagram page with COVID-19 highlight
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Appendix A

A full copy of the statement made by Pusateri's on Thursday, March 26, 2020

MARCH 26, 2020
Price error on Lysol Disinfecting Wipes.

While no excuse, our stores are facing immense pressure on all levels of the
operation. As a result of this mounting pressure, critical elements were
overlooked including the incorrect pricing of this product. This was our

mistake, our error, our oversight and we apologize to everyone impacted. We
are promptly reviewing and adjusting any and all products that may have
been improperly listed and every individual who purchased this product will
be fully refunded by emailing info@pusateris.com.

We are a family owned and operated business and we share the concern of
the new realities that COVID-19 has created for everyone. This should have
never happened, and it will never happen again.

Frank Luchetta
President & CEO

For more case studies, please visit:
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Appendix B

A full copy of the statement made by Pusateri's on Friday, March 27, 2020

MARCH 27, 2020
To our valued guests:

We know that many of you have questions about the pricing of Lysol
Disinfecting Wipes inside of our stores. We are working to answer each of your
questions as quickly and honestly as possible with the information that we have
available.

As many of you know, there is significant pressure on retailers amidst COVID-19
that is growing by the minute. Unexpectedly, and seemingly overnight, our stores
were overcome with demands that could not have been anticipated or planned
for. We jumped in with both feet to juggle and manage all the moving parts as
best as we could. Somewhere in the shuffle, there were mistakes and oversights
that would have never happened under normal circumstances.

Our pricing of the Lysol Disinfecting Wipes was both a mistake and an oversight
that we are owning 100%.

At this time, we are acting promptly to refund all customers who purchased the
product and launched a full product review to ensure no other item in any of our
stores was incorrectly priced. We have also publicly apologized and will
continue to do so.

In the coming days, we will be conducting outreach to all Pusateri’s guests,
employees, suppliers, media and the government to reinforce our commitment
that this will not happen again.

As each of you know, the people who work inside our stores are doing incredible
work and it is truly unfortunate that this event has distracted from the
tremendous jobs that each of them do everyday. They have all risen to the
challenge and continue to serve our community amidst an unparalleled event in
our lifetime.

That shouldve been the headline.

Thank you,
Pusateri's Fine Foods

For more case studies, please visit:
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Appendix C

A full copy of the Saturday, March 28, 2020, release on price gouging
fine increases from the Ontario government

Ontario Protecting Consumers from Price Gouging
Offenders face fines of up to S500,000 for charging unfair prices on
necessary goods

March 28, 2020 1:.00 PM. TORONTO — Today, Premier Doug Ford announced
new penalties to combat price gouging and hold offenders accountable for
raising prices significantly on the necessary goods Ontarians need to protect
themselves and their families from COVID-19.

Effective immediately, the government has issued an emergency order that
retail businesses and individuals in Ontario cannot charge unfair prices for
necessary goods.

Individual offenders can face a ticket of S750, or, if summoned to court and
convicted, could face a maximum penalty of a $100,000 fine and one year in
jail. If convicted, a company director or officer could face a fine of up to
$S500,000 and up to a year in jail, and a corporation could face a fine of up to
$10 million.

"Starting today, we are taking serious steps to ensure our frontline workers,
our families and our most vulnerable citizens have what they need to stay
safe, said Premier Doug Ford. “We are putting an end to those trying to profit
off of one of the darkest periods in our province's history. If youre engaging
in price gouging on necessary goods, we are going to slap you with a ticket or
you could face fines or jail time.

Necessary goods include:

e Masks and gloves used as personal protective equipment in relation to
infections.

e Non-prescription medications for the treatment of the symptoms of the
coronavirus.

» Disinfecting agents intended for cleaning and disinfecting objects or
humans.

e Personal hygiene products, including soap products and paper products.

For more case studies, please visit:
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Appendix C contd.

"As the COVID-19 outbreak continues to evolve provincially and globally, we
are seeing a shortage of necessary goods available to the public, such as
hand sanitizers and household cleaners,” said Lisa Thompson, Minister of
Government and Consumer Services. "We will not tolerate those taking
advantage of these difficult times to charge unfair and unreasonable prices.
It is not right and our government is taking swift and decisive action to put
an end to it with extremely stiff penalties.’

Consumers can report an individual who is price gouging by filing a
complaint at 1-800-889-9768 between 8:30 am. and 5:00 p.m., Monday to
Friday, or by filing a report online.

For more case studies, please visit:
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