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Abstract 

 
Impulse buying is as relevant as ever in the current economic scenario. Ajzen’s Theory 

of Planned Behavior predicts well planned purchases, however it fails when it comes to 

impulse buying. Analyzing the literature on impulse buying, a very fragmented 

framework is found, composed by many different perspectives. The most studied and the 

most important one is the one that analyzes impulse buying as a failure of self-control.    

A systematic literature review has been carried out on impulse buying and self-control.  

The results are carefully analyzed and described. A critical analysis of the papers 

highlights some theoretical and methodological gaps. Concerning the theoretical gaps 

there is on one hand a lack of a comprehensive framework of impulse buying with the 

result that the research is fragmented and limited; moreover, there is a debate on the actual 

effect of ego depletion on impulse buying. This debate is also due to two incongruences 

in the experiments: the tasks are not depleting, and the compliance of participants is 

assumed. An experimental paradigm has therefore been designed in order to overcome 

these methodological gaps, with the aim of clarifying the relationship between self-

control and impulse buying. Managerial implications in terms of business, research and 

societal applications are discussed. 
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Sintesi 

 
Gli acquisti d’impulso sono più rilevanti che mai nello scenario economico corrente. La 

Teoria del Comportamento Pianificato di Ajzen predice bene gli acquisti programmati, 

ma è meno efficace quando si parla di acquisti d’impulso. Gli studi sugli acquisti 

d’impulso rappresentano uno scenario frammentato, composto da molteplici prospettive. 

La più studiata e la più importante è quella che analizza l’acquisto d’impulso come un 

cedimento nell’autocontrollo del soggetto.  È stata quindi svolta una revisione sistematica 

della letteratura su questa specifica prospettiva. I risultati sono descritti e analizzati nel 

dettaglio. Un’analisi critica della letteratura ha evidenziato alcune lacune teoriche e 

metodologiche. Le prime fanno riferimento alla mancanza di una teoria onnicomprensiva 

sull’acquisto d’impulso, con una letteratura frammentaria e limitata; inoltre, c’è un acceso 

dibattito sull’effetto dell’esaurimento dell’io sugli acquisti d’impulso. Questo dibattito è 

dovuto anche a due incongruenze metodologiche negli esperimenti: gli esercizi svolti con 

l’intento di esaurire l’ego dei soggetti potrebbero non essere del tutto efficaci e l’adesione 

dei partecipanti alle regole è presunta e non verificata. Per ovviare a questi problemi è 

stato proposto un paradigma sperimentale con l’obiettivo di chiarire la relazione tra 

autocontrollo e acquisti d’impulso. Vengono infine discusse implicazioni manageriali in 

termini di applicazioni per il business, per la ricerca e sociali. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

Traditionally, the purchase has been studied as a well-defined process performed by 

rational agents. Rationality is an assumption made on the behavior in microeconomics 

models, in many models of human decision-making and it is also used in political science, 

sociology, philosophy and artificial intelligence. An example of the wide applicability of 

rationality is given by the studies of Gary Becker, 1992 Nobel Memorial Prize in 

Economics Sciences winner. He argued that many behaviors, such as discrimination 

(Becker, 1971), crime (Becker, 1974) and altruism (Becker, 1981) can be seen as utility 

maximizing.  

One of the most well known theories adopted to predict the human behavior is the Theory 

of Planned Behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991), as shown by the 35.083 citations the paper has 

on Scopus. The model states that behavior is the result of intention and perceived 

behavioral control. Intention encompasses the motivational factors that determine a 

behavior and indicate how much a person is willing to try. There are three determinants 

of intention: attitude toward the behavior, subjective norm and perceived behavioral 

control. Attitude toward the behavior describes whether a person has a positive or 

negative evaluation of the behavior. Subjective norm refers to the perceived social 

pressure towards the behavior. Perceived behavioral control means the perceived ease or 

hardness of performing the behavior. The theory of planned behavior is an extension of 

the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975), “made necessary by the original 

model’s limitations in dealing with behaviors over which people have incomplete 

volitional control” (Ajzen, 1991).  
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The TPB has generated some amount of criticism. Among the critiques, perhaps the most 

interesting ones are those that highlight how the theory solely focus on rational reasoning. 

Some suggest that dual-process models are more effective (Sheeran et al. 2013), as they 

consider that behaviors are guided not only by a conscious, reflective, rule-based system 

but also by a nonconscious, impulsive, associative system. Others underline the role of 

emotions beyond anticipated affective outcomes (Conner et al., 2013) and the evidenced 

effects of behavior on cognitions and future behavior (McEachan et al., 2011). 

Moreover, research provide evidence that, in order to predict behavior, often habit 

strength (Gardner et al., 2011), motivational measures, such as self-determination, 

anticipated regret and identity (Conner and Armitage, 1998), or self-regulatory measures, 

such as planning (Carraro and Gaudreau, 2013), are more effective than TPB.  

Finally, nudging (i.e., making subtle changes to the choice architecture by varying the 

salience, cost and reinforcement of behavioral choices outside of an individual’s 

awareness) can change the behavior without affecting the intention or the perceived 

behavioral control (Marteau et al., 2011). 

These studies prove that TPB fails in particular in understanding impulse buying. 

 

In 1962, in “The Significance of Impulse Buying Today”, Stern highlighted how 

important impulse buying was. Analyzing the data coming from a periodic survey by the 

Film Division of the DuPont Company of supermarket purchases, he noted how the 

percentage of unplanned purchases on the total of the cart was growing steadily along the 

years. In fact, shoppers were asked to list what they wanted to buy before entering the 

store; then, while coming out of the store, they were asked what they had actually bought.  
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Along the years, the studies on impulse buying were aimed at defining it and on 

understanding the factors influencing it. This research will be further analyzed in the part. 

2. The most cited definition of impulse buying is the one provided by Rook in 1987: 

“Impulse buying occurs when a consumer experiences a sudden, often powerful and 

persistent urge to buy something immediately. The impulse to buy is hedonically complex 

and may stimulate emotional conflict. Also, impulse buying is prone to occur with 

diminished regard for its consequences.” 

Today, impulse buying has grown momentum in research. In fact, two important trends 

increase the opportunities for customers to engage in impulse buying. 

Firstly, technological innovations such as the Internet, cash machine and home-shopping 

television programs increase dramatically the opportunities for impulse spending. Years 

ago, there was an imposed delay between the moment in which a potential consumer saw 

the desired product in an advertisement and the moment in which they could act on this 

desire (Strack et al., 2006; Vohs and Faber, 2007).  

Secondly, since individual disposable incomes is at an all-time high (OECD National 

Accounts Statistics), in addition to the existence of credit facilities, impulsive 

consumption has risen even further (Dittmar and Drury, 2000). 

Thirdly, a link between the on-going Covid-19 pandemic and impulse buying has been 

observed. In a survey by Credit Karma of 2021 35% of respondents said they made an 

impulse purchase during the Covid-19 pandemic because of feelings of anxiety and stress. 

Moreover 18% of the respondents reported spending more now than they were before the 

emergence of the virus in the U.S. These numbers can be explained by the findings 

reported in the next chapters: people engage in impulse buying to recover from negative 

mood states. 
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Besides these implications that have a clear and huge impact on businesses, there are also 

more hidden societal implications. In fact, once understood the motivational aspects of 

impulse consumption, nudges can be used to both reduce unnecessary impulsive 

consumption and increase on the other hand the impulsive purchase of ethical products. 

 

Having given this introductory overview of the context, the objective of this review can 

be defined. The importance of this research has been extensively proven, this is why a 

systematic review of previous studies is fundamental to synthesize research findings. In 

particular the perspective adopted in this paper is the well-recognized one that considers 

impulse buying as a failure of self-control.  As described in the next chapters, impulse 

buying was studied with many different models. After having reviewed them, the choice 

fell on the branch of literature started by Baumeister (2002). In fact, self-control is found 

to explain very well the mechanism underlying impulse buying. Self-control is a key 

component that has been studied thoroughly in psychology to explain human behavior. 

This paper has two aims. 

The first one is to provide a comprehensive literature review on impulse buying, seen as 

the result from the depletion of the limited resource that governs self-control. 

The second aim is to define an experimental paradigm. In fact, only once the first 

objective is accomplished and the past research have been analyzed, it is possible to 

formulate relevant hypothesis and validate them by designing an innovative experimental 

paradigm. 

The expected contributions of this thesis are several. Consumer choice theories are a 

fundamental pillar of economics. Experimental investigations have been used since the 

mid 1900s to test economics theories. Paraphrasing Friedman and Cassar (2004), science 
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is a learning engine made of two components: theory and empirics. It is therefore trivial 

to understand the importance of the proposition of an experimental paradigm to better 

comprehend the dynamics of impulse buying. This thesis contributes to researchers who 

can follow the experiment described. Moreover, testing the proposed model of impulse 

buying in an experimental environment, the model will be validated and bring 

contributions to the business.  

The research will therefore be structured as follows. In the following part there is the 

literature review, divided in two sub-parts: one focused on impulse buying and the second 

one on self-control. In the first sub-part it is described the history of studies on impulse 

buying and how they evolved in time both in theoretical and operational framework, then 

the perspectives that these studies have adopted are addressed. The second sub-part starts 

with a meticulous description of the query and methodology adopted followed by an 

extensive description of the studies. The results of the literature research are analyzed to 

draw a critical analysis in order to design an experimental paradigm. Finally, research, 

business and societal applications of this thesis are discussed. 

 

  



 6 

2. Literature review 

 

This chapter covers the literature on impulse buying, focusing on the perspective that 

analyzes impulse buying as a failure of self-control. Firstly, there is an overview of the 

definitions that have been given to impulse buying in the curse of time. Secondly, the 

main determinants of self-control identified by Baumeister (2002) are analyzed. 

Thirdly, the different facets of impulsivity are explained: behavioral, psychological and 

process impulsivity. Afterwards, the other perspectives on impulse buying adopted in 

literature besides self-control are described. 

The second section of the chapter is centered on the systematic literature review on 

impulse buying analyzed as a failure of self-control. The methodology adopted to carry 

out the literature research is described in detail. Then, the studies are described by 

listing the results, the methodologies adopted in the studies and paying a special 

attention to the experimental investigations in the literature. Finally, the findings of the 

literature review are summarized by a critical analysis on the research. 

  

2.a. Impulse buying 

 

I. Definition evolution in time 

 

Impulse buying definition has changed consistently in time. Between 1948 and 1965 

DuPont studies provided the paradigm for most early research and defined impulse 

buying as an unplanned purchase. This definition, then, was made operational as the 
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difference between a consumer’s total purchases at the end of the shopping, and those 

that were listed as intended purchases before entering the store. After that, numerous 

studies investigated the frequency of unplanned impulse buying across various product 

categories (Clover, 1950; West, 1951). Then, the research extended on how merchandise 

stimuli, such as shelf location or amount of shelf space, affected impulse buying 

(Patterson, 1963; Cox, 1964). Other researchers concentrated their attention on the 

circumstances in which consumers buy things without prior planning (Stern, 1962) and 

also on their  demographic and lifestyle (Kollat and Willett, 1967). 

The classification of products into impulse and non-impulse categories tends to obscure 

the fact that almost anything can be purchased on impulse (Stern, 1962;  Kollat and 

Willett, 1969; Shapiro, 1973), even if still today, impulse buying is still widely discussed 

in terms of which products are and are not impulse items.  

The paradigm therefore shifted from focusing on the product to focusing on the 

individuals, since they are the one experiencing impulse buying (Rook and Hoch, 1985). 

Moreover, impulse buying products range extended well beyond the initial classification 

of low-priced and low-involvements goods, since anything can be object of impulse 

buying, from a new TV to a candy bar.  

A second problem afflicting impulse buying research was the absence of a theoretical 

framework to guide the empirical studies. Some researchers, as Nesbitt in 1959, argued 

that some shopping behavior characterized as unplanned or impulse buy, may be a form 

of in-store planning. 

Also, the operational procedures used to measure unplanned impulse buying were 

problematic (Pollay, 1968). Since they were defined as the difference between final and 
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previously planned purchases, impulse buying is difficult to measure because consumers 

may be unable to fully articulate their prepurchase intention (Kollat and Willett, 1969). 

Moreover, not all unplanned purchases are impulsively decided, for example, 

remembering that milk or toilet paper are needed does not involve truly impulse behavior 

(Stern, 1962). 

Despite all this criticism, impulse buying is still widely characterized as unplanned 

purchase behavior (Bellenger et al., 1978; Cobb and Hoyer, 1986; Engel et al., 1968), 

even if there has been also attempts to reinvent the impulse buying concept (Kroeber-

Riel, 1980; Rook and Hoch, 1985, Weinberg and Gottwald, 1982).  

Most large-scale consumer behavior models have failed to account explicitly for impulse 

buying behavior. This impulse is a reactive behavior and often involves an immediate 

action response to a stimulus (Kroeber-Riel, 1980). 

In most models, impulses and rational actions are mediated by some cognitive bias 

(Howard and Sheth, 1969); but these models cannot explain all the situations where the 

impulse leads directly to action. Engel et al., (1968) described this as a result of 

“unanticipated circumstances”. 

 

II. Impulse buying as a failure of self-control 

 
 

Many authors (Baumeister, 2002; Vohs and Faber, 2007) have theorized that impulse 

buying is the result of self-control failure. Self-control is intended as the self’s ability to 

change its initial response into another one. These responses could be emotions, thoughts, 
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performances and impulses. The latter case is the one that concerns impulsive behavior, 

and therefore impulse buying. Impulsive behavior stems from a spontaneous impulse or 

sudden urge and is not regulated. Purchasing tasks in our daily life require the exertion of 

conscious self-control in order to resist the temptations and urges, for example by thinking 

about the budget, by walking away from the desired product or by regulating and limiting 

the exiting emotions. However, consumers do indulge in impulse buying and go against 

their long-term goals and plans. This happens for mainly three reasons. 

Firstly, self-control may fail because a conflict of goals exists. This can be easily 

explained with an example in impulse buying: a customer struggles in the choice between 

yielding to the temptation of buying the desired product and the goal of saving money. 

Baumeister (2002) refers to standards as “goals, ideals norms and other guide-lines that 

specify the desired response” and highlights how having clear and precise standards 

makes self-control failure less probable. Standards may range from an ideal weight that 

someone that is on a diet has, to a desired emotional state. A fundamental aspect to 

highlight is that standards have been shown to be less relevant in a consumer mind when 

the person is upset, since the goal of feeling good becomes increasingly important and 

takes precedence over self-regulatory objectives set by standards (Baumeister et al. 1994). 

Studying in an experiment one’s resistance to eat unhealthy snacks (Tice et al., 2001), 

was found that participants who had been put into a sad mood showed a greater 

consumption of snacks than those that were not sad. Repeating the same experiment but 

telling half of the participants that eating snacks would not have made them feel better, 

these participants did not eat more. This clearly shows how the implication behind a 

greater indulgence in self-control is the belief that it would improve your mood. Many 

studies show the same result with different methods. For example, when participants were 
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told that their mood states had been temporarily artificially frozen, they did not seek 

immediate gratification and did not procrastinate (Tice et al. 2001). 

In conclusion, the control of one’s behavior to pursue standards and delayed gratification 

for better rewards becomes harder when the sadness makes the sake of feeling better  

more important. 

Secondly, self-control may brake when people stop monitoring their behavior. The most 

famous studies on the matter are by Polivy et al. (1986), who stressed how monitoring 

has an effect on self-control when eating. Participants were divided in dieters and non-

dieters, thus they consumed two large milkshakes with the purpose of making their 

stomach full. Finally, with a marketing study excuse, they were offered some candy. 

Dieters ate more candies than the control group who had not consumed any milkshake. 

The reason behind this behavior is that dieters indulged in more eating since they 

considered their diets to be already ruined that day by the milkshakes. They stopped 

monitoring their food consumption once they ate the milkshake and therefore indulged 

on their impulse. Of even greater relevance is the fact that when dieters were manipulated 

to bring attention to themselves, for example by being told to put the wrappers of the 

candies consumed in a place in which they could be easily seen, they ate much less. In 

this case the monitoring was induced and therefore dieters were able to maintain self-

control. Levitsky et al. (2006) showed how first-year female college students who daily 

kept track of their weight did not gain weight, while those who did not measure 

themselves every day typically gained weight. An interesting implication of the lack of 

monitoring is given by the consumption of alchol, whose intoxication stops the abilty to 

monitor one’s self (Carver and Scheier, 1981). Concerning consumer behavior, people 
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who keep track of their purchases and expenses are less likely to experience self-control 

failure. 

Thirdly, in order to exert self-control a compulsory ingredient is needed: the ability to 

change the self. Without this capacity both monitoring and standards would be useless, 

and everyone would engage in impulsive behavior. A person who knows exactly what he 

or she wants and monitors his or her behavior constantly but is not able to change his or 

her actions, is not able to resist an impulse. Baumeister et al. (1994) found in literature 

the three different theories on the mechanism that enables us to change our response: self-

control is either seen as a resource, a cognitive process (D. Meichenbaum, 1976), or a 

skill. Each of these theories makes different predictions on the behavior of people who 

perform many acts of self-control subsequently. In the first case, a person to fight an 

impulse uses his or her willpower, that is seen as a strength which progressively 

decreases. Thus, the more self-control is exerted in a series of behaviors, the less it will 

be effective. In the second model, the cognitive theory, to exert self-control the self needs 

to access some knowledge, therefore in a series of decisions the first one will prepare the 

self-control schemas, while the further decisions will be facilitated as the self will have 

already adjusted. The final theory views self-control as a skill: in a series of decisions no 

effect is predicted, however in the long run self-control improves. 

Empirical research provides evidence on the efficacy of the first theory in predicting the 

impulsive behaviors. Ego-depletion is the state of diminished self-control due to the 

depletion of self-resources in consecutive self-control tasks. Biologically this can be 

explained by the fact that glucose is the primary fuel of brain processes and effective self-

regulation seems to utilize it to perform a difficult task. When glucose is depleted, a 
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person is less able to function well. In literature, it is therefore often used the metaphor 

of a muscle to describe self-control. The following chapter will analyze in detail self-

control and ego-depletion, investigating how ego-depletion is induced, why its study is 

important and its influencing factors.  

A further fundamental component of self-control was later on added by Baumeister and 

Vohs (2007): motivation. It refers to any kind of inclination to act in a certain way. 

Motivation is a key and broad concept in psychological theories (Maslow, 1954; 

Herzberger et al., 1959) and its tool is cognition. In fact, without motivation, we would 

not have evolved with cognition: if mankind did not want or need, there would not be any 

cause to think. In situations with conflicting goals a person needs to sacrifice one of the 

two, which one will depend on the motivation. The most recurring clash of motivations 

happen between selfish motives and behaviors that fulfill the need of social acceptance. 

Motivation plays a fundamental role in depletion situations: the stronger the motivation, 

the lower the depletion effect, thus the higher the self-regulation ability. Muraven and 

Slessareva (2003) extensively proved in three experiments the moderating role of 

motivation in subsequent tests of self-control: participants resources were first depleted, 

then they performed a task, a puzzle, a game and a bitter beverage consumption task, 

respectively for experiment 1, 2 and 3. When a motive was associated to the task 

participants performed consistently better, in the last experiment they performed even 

better than the non-depleted non motivated participants.  

A fitting analogy is given by physical tiredness: when people are tired, they generally 

perform worse, however if a high enough incentive is given the effect or tiredness will be 
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overcome. A branch of research has been focusing on leveraging on motivation to serve 

as an antidote for depletion.   

Webb and Sheeran (2003) proved that forming implementation intentions can moderate 

the effect of ego depletion. Implementation intentions are plans that specify in detail the 

achievement of a goal in advance by identifying both an appropriate goal-directed 

response and a suitable situation for that response. The ability of motivation to overcome 

depletion lies in the fact that a deplete state does not mean a complete lack of resources, 

but just a temporary deficit. Thus, adding a motive or an incentive can inspire a depleted 

person to use some of the remaining resources.  

 

III. Impulse buying perspectives 
 

Today, academic research on impulse buying is divided into many schools of thought. 

This work of thesis adopts the perspective described above, because of its importance and 

relevance. Self-control theories well describe impulse buying since they represent a 

system approach: they study impulse buying as a part of a complex and dynamic 

functioning. On the other hand, other perspectives often limitedly study the influence of 

some factors on impulse buying. To give an overview of the various perspectives existing 

in literature, the division made by Verplanken and Sato (2011) is presented in the next 

pages. 
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Bounded Rationality Approach 

The first perspective stems from the rejection of the classical view of the consumer as a 

homo economicus. Theories that describe a behavior in which the subject engages in a 

simple heuristic decision-making process can describe impulse buying.  

The elimination by aspects theory (Tversky, 1972) is a theory of choice based on a covert 

elimination process. Each alternative is viewed as a set of aspects. In the first stage of the 

decision-making process an aspect is selected with a probability proportional to its 

relative importance, and all alternatives that do not include that aspect are discarded. In 

the second stage another aspect is selected and so on until only one alternative is left. The 

model is described purely by the alternatives, without knowing the specific aspects 

evaluated. 

The adaptive decision maker theory (Payne et al., 1993) states that a decision maker 

executes the information processing by applying rules through a set of Elementary 

Information Processes (EIPs). EIPs are related to cognitive processes and to the process 

moderating factors (e.g. time pressure, stress). Examples of EIPs are to read an 

alternative’s value into short-term memory, or to compare two alternatives on an attribute. 

Satisficing heuristic is a decision-making strategy described by Simon (1955) where 

alternatives are evaluated one at a time in whatever order they occur to the subject. 

Satisficing is a crasis of the words satisfy and suffice: the first option evaluated that 

satisfies the sufficient level is accepted.   

Therefore, according to the theories listed above an impulsive choice can be viewed as 

the result of a heuristic process.  
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Biases in reference point 

A branch of the literature considers the key role played by the biases that lead to an 

impulsive behavior. A reference point is a fundamental concept whose application stem 

from Prospect Theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979) to adaptation-level theory (Helson, 

1964). These theories reflect the fact that people consider more the obtainments relative 

to some comparison point than absolute obtainments.  

Hoch and Loewenstein (1991) developed a decision-making model based of reference 

points. In particular it analyzes how a consumer reference point shifts leading to impulse 

purchasing. When subjects are exposed to a persistent sensory stimulus, they adapt to a 

new reference point of which they are not aware, to the point they are only aware of 

deviations from that adapted-to-stimulus level. Concerning consumer behavior, 

consumers shift their reference point by adapting to the possession of a good that has not 

been purchased. The causes of this shift are mainly three: physical proximity, temporal 

proximity and social comparison. The most famous experiment of physical proximity 

induced bias is provided by Mischel (1974): children are placed in a room with a 

marshmallow and are told that if they are able to wait, they will get a superior reward (i.e. 

two marshmallows). When the reward was in view, the subjects were less willing to wait.  

Marketing practices leverage on this bias by inducing physical and sensory proximity for 

example through the show of the product in use, the spraying of the product smell in their 

shops and so on. 

Temporal proximity refers to the bias induced by the promise of immediate gratification 

that increases desirability and impatience. Numerous experiments prove that the lower 



 16 

the time interval to the desire gratification, the more participants are willing to overlook 

greater fulfillments. Marketing efforts in this sense are directed to increase impatience by 

selling immediate opportunities and highlighting how products are “only a click away”. 

An example is given by pizza-delivery services that give a discount or give the pizza for 

free if the food is not delivered within a certain time slot: the discount makes the claim 

credible and offsets impatience once the pizza is ordered.  

Social comparison goes beyond the mere “the grass is always greener on the other side”. 

People of all income are shown to compare themselves with others who are in a slightly 

better economical situation than them. The comparison leads to a reference point shift 

which increases proximity and could reduce willingness to delay consumption.  

In conclusion, not possessing a product is a consumer’s default reference point, while 

possessing it is his or her reference point after the purchase.  The factors described above 

cause a shift in customers reference point to the one taken after the purchase, so that the 

consumer experiences already possessing it before actually buying it. This feeling is 

experienced as a sudden urge and feeling of excitement, typical of impulse buying. 

Walking away from the desired product, will be felt as a deprivation and loss. 

Construal-Level Theory (CLT) of Psychological Distance (Trope and Liberman, 2010) 

further develops this aspect. Psychological distance takes as the reference point the self, 

here and now, and is the experience that something is close or far away. Different distance 

dimensions constitute how that something can be shifted in time, space and social 

distance. CLT states that people cross different psychological distances by using similar 

mental construal processes. Construal process can be viewed as either high-level 

construals and low-level construals. The first ones are more relatively abstract, coherent, 
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and superordinate mental representations than the latter. Since the various distances have 

all the same egocentric reference point, they are all cognitively related to each other and 

will similarly affect and be affected by the level of construal. The higher the 

psychological distance, the higher and the more abstract the construals will become. 

Research showed that the psychological distance can predict the preference and the 

action. Therefore, applying these concepts to impulse buying, excitement, that is triggered 

for low-level construals will happen at low phycological distance. Activating high-level 

construals will, on the other hand, facilitate the evaluation of delayed outcomes and the 

exertion of self-control.  

Purchasing Symbols of Values and Identity 

A branch of literature studies impulse buying by going further that the simplistic division 

between utilitarian and hedonistic goals. The theory of symbolic self-completion 

(Wicklund and Gollwitzer, 1982) states that people have a commitment to self-defining 

goals. Self-defining means that people declare that they possess some quality related to a 

sense of control and capabilities. Some examples are parent, athlete and artist. Key roles 

in this theory are played by the concepts of symbol of completeness and social reality. 

Symbol of completeness are defined as “indicators of one’s standing with respect to a 

self-defining goal that are potentially recognizable by others” (Wicklund and Gollwitzer, 

1982). These status symbols can be divided in three groups based on whether they are 

based on a background experience or training (e.g. a degree), a position (e.g. being a 

lawyer), or the performance of an act (e.g. playing an instrument).  
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Social reality refers to the fact that an act is self-defining only if acknowledged by others, 

called the social reality factor. If a task does not carry a social reality factor, the need to 

define and confirm one’s identity is not met.  

This theory is important for consumer behavior since self-definition can be achieved 

through the purchase of items that carry some value for our identity. The fact that product 

carry a symbolic meaning is central in consumer psychology. Verplanken and Holland 

(2002) in a series of six studies studied the relationship between value and behavior. In 

an experiment they showed how participants who had stated that environmental values 

were important in their identity were more motivated to choose an environmental friendly 

product. Concerning specifically impulse buying, Dittmar et al. (1996) tested a theoretical 

model that predicts that people impulse buy to acquire product symbols of personal or 

social identity. This study led to the validation of the hypotheses that some consumer 

durables are more likely to be bought on impulse than others and that the magnitude of 

self-discrepancies predicts the relative impulse buying frequency. 

Hedonistic motives of impulse buying 

The seek of positive emotions has been demonstrated to lead to impulse buying, thus 

people engage in impulse buying in order to fulfill hedonistic motives. Positive mood and 

emotions such as excitement, enthusiasm and happiness have been associated with 

impulse buying in many studies. An example is given by Rook and Gardner (1993) who 

interrogated participants on which mood state they had experienced when engaging in 

impulse buying. Most of the participant answered that the mood state that encouraged 

their impulsive purchase was a positive mood state. A dynamic model of the mood-

updating process in consumer behavior was developed by Holbrook and Gardner (2000), 
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in which the mood is evaluated as the output of a consumer experience. Going beyond 

the models that considered mood as an input, or the ones that considered it a static output, 

they described the dynamic response to consumption over time. Mood can therefore be 

defined as the constantly evolving affective states of an individual, while emotions are 

defined as specific affective responses to the consumption experience. The model 

describes the process of affect development in which moods change based on the inputs 

from evaluations of a sequence of emotional consumption experiences. Thus, exists a 

correlation between impulse buying and positive mood: impulse buying causes a feeling 

of pleasure in the consumer and it can be a way to elevate an unpleasant mood. However, 

there is another side of the coin: impulse buying is not associated only with positive 

emotions. In fact, Verplanken et al. (2005) studied the darker reasons underlying impulse 

buying by developing a model that linked consumer style (i.e. impulse buying tendency) 

and eating behavior, in particular eating disorder propensity and unhealthy snacking. 

Snacks are products that impulse buyers usually purchase. The model suggests that 

negative affect is the driving force that leads to frequent impulse purchases of snacks. In 

conclusion, though impulse buying is a pleasurable activity, is shown to be driven by 

feelings of dispositional negative affect and low self-esteem. 

The Impulse Buyer Personality  

Verplanken and Herabadi (2001) article is a pillar of the trait perspective. According to 

this perspective individual traits lead consumers to engage in impulse buying. They 

developed a 20-item scale to measure an individual impulse buying tendency and they 

linked it to consumer’s traits. The scale is widely used in research and is divided in two 

sets of items that refer respectively to the cognitive and affective aspects of impulse 
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buying. In the first study was investigated the relationship between impulse buying 

tendency and the following individual traits: personal need for structure (Neuberg and 

Newsom, 1993), i.e. the dispositional motivation to cognitively structure one’s world in 

simple unambiguous ways, need to evaluate (Jarvis et al., 1996), i.e. the chronic tendency 

to engage in evaluative responding, need for cognition (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982), i.e. 

the general tendency to engage in cognitive endeavors, and action versus state orientation 

(Kuhl, 1986), i.e. a person’s affective self-regulation abilities and their capability to 

overcome inhibitions to engage action. Cognitive impulse buying tendency was found 

negatively correlated to personal need for structure and to need to evaluate. Impulse 

buying affective tendency was found positively correlated to action orientation. 

The second study investigated the correlation between Impulse buying tendency and the 

Big Five Personality Traits measured by the Five-Factor Personality Inventor (Hendriks 

et al., 1999). The Big Five Personality Traits, known also as OCEAN model, provide a 

framework to describe an individual’s personality by the means of five factors: 

extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability and autonomy. By 

rating the agreeableness of 100 brief statements such as “I love to chat” or “Does things 

according to a plan”, it was possible to map the personality of participants. Extraversion 

refers to whether people tend to be externally focused, socially dominant and gregarious 

or self-contained and internally focused. Agreeableness indicates the extent to which a 

person wants to fit in and priorities social harmony instead of prioritizing his or her own 

self. Conscientiousness evaluates whether a person pays attention to the needs of his or 

her future self, more than his or her present self. People with high emotional stability are 

generally unperturbed by difficult life circumstances. Cognitive impulse buying tendency 

was found to be positively correlated to extraversion and negatively correlated to 
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conscientiousness. Affective Impulse buying tendency was found to be positively 

correlated to extraversion and negatively correlated to autonomy. 

These relations reveal some functional aspects of impulse buying that refer to the 

perspective described in the other sections. The existence of a positive correlation 

between impulse buying tendency and extraversion has been explained as the need of 

extrovert people to express themselves or a group identity. Furthermore, action 

orientation is related to affective self-regulatory mechanisms. In conclusion, the tendency 

to buy on impulse has been extensively proved to be rooted in personality. However, the 

mechanism hidden between personality and impulse buying is yet to be investigated. 

Compulsive Buying  

Finally, impulse buying can be investigated in the field of psychopathology. In this case, 

we do not talk anymore about impulse buying, but instead about the compulsive buying 

disorder. The definition of compulsive buying is provided by O’Guinn and Faber (1989) 

as “chronic, repetitive purchasing that occurs as a response to negative events or feelings. 

The alleviation of these negative feelings is the primary motivation for engaging in the 

behavior. Buying should provide the individual with short-term positive rewards but 

result in long-term negative consequences. Once developed, the individual should face 

great difficulty in controlling buying even after its detrimental effects are recognized”. 

This perspective is not taken into account in this work, since it requires competences not 

possessed by the author. 
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IV. Different facets of impulse buying 
 
 

Impulse buying can be analyzed on three different aspects: behavioral, psychological and 

process impulsivity. Each layer adopts a different perspective, analyzes different ways in 

which impulse buying manifests and is influenced. 

Behavioral impulsivity 

Behavioral impulsivity refers to impulsivity manifested as the propensity to make 

unplanned purchasing decision. Stern (1962) classifies the impulse buying behavior in 

four different types: Pure Impulse Buying, Reminder Impulse Buying, Suggestion 

Impulse Buying, Planned Impulse Buying based respectively whether the buying decision 

is completely impulsive, needs to remember prior experience with the product, is a 

rational or functional purchase, when entering a store you have some specific purchases 

in mind, but also the intention to make other purchases. These categories were formulated 

by asking shoppers to list what they intended to buy before entering a store, then asking 

again what they actually bought once leaving. The impulse buying behavior is therefore 

measured either by the number of products not mentioned, or by the price paid. 

Consumer behavior can be studied also in an online environment in a virtual store instead 

than in a physical one. The distinction in significative both in terms of determinants of 

responses and purchasing mechanism, but the two environments do not differ for the way 

the impulse buying behavior is investigated (Koufaris, 2002). In fact, self-reporting 

questionnaires are given to the buyers to ask whether they bought something they did not 
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plan to buy before entering the e-commerce website. Impulse buying is influenced by a 

variety of economic, personality, time, location, and even cultural factors. 

Psychological impulsivity 

The framework for the phycological analysis on impulse buying is given by Rook (1987). 

He provides the following definition of impulse buying: 

“Impulse buying occurs when a consumer experiences a sudden, often powerful and 

persistent urge to buy something immediately. The impulse to buy is hedonically complex 

and may stimulate emotional conflict. Also, impulse buying is prone to occur with 

diminished regard for its consequences”. 

Piron (1991) defines impulse purchasing as a purchase composed of three compulsory 

characteristics: being unplanned, being the result of being exposed to a stimulus and being 

decided “on the spot”. The first characteristic reflects the fact that the individual has not 

recognized a problem or has not formed a buying intention before entering the store. A 

further characteristic to highlight is the fact that “on the spot” is defined as the immediate 

time and place in which the product is purchased: once the unexpected stimulus occurs 

the purchasing decision is made immediately. Impulse purchases are further classified 

into a division between “Experiential Impulse Purchases” and “Non-Experiential Impulse 

Purchases”. This classification is based on whether the customer experiences emotional 

and or cognitive reactions after the purchase. 

The most common methods to analyze the psychological impulsivity are quantitative self-

reporting and qualitative interviews.  
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Process impulsivity 

The last perspective is the one analyzed by Pieters and Wedel (2007) that describes 

impulsivity as a bounded will to perform a comprehensive evaluation of the product 

attributes. They suggest that the goals that the customer has in mind could subconsciously 

influence what they attend to. In this way they can be oriented to buy something or not 

depending by automatic processes that trigger in their brain, suggesting that these 

processes prevent the costumer to have a clear image of the desired object, projecting as 

true the ideal image that he or she has in mind. The strong feeling of need triggers a false 

sense of security that reassure the individual about the purchase to be made making it 

more difficult to have second thoughts. Thus, depending on our mental strength or the 

situation we are in, the basic “dumb processes” that regulate the immediate satisfaction 

of our needs take over the higher-order cognitive processes, those that for example make 

us wonder if we can really afford the item, if it is really that fundamental or that let us 

analyze if the object is worthy or it is just a decoy. The sheer volume of visual stimuli 

that simultaneously call for attention surpasses the processing capacities of any consumer. 

Attention therefore selects specific stimuli and the objects they contain and further 

engages in these, which occurs covertly in the visual brain. Attention engagement is the 

process of sustaining attention to an already selected object, and it has duration and 

intensity components. Attention selection and engagement are determined bottom-up by 

the salience of objects and top-down by their informativeness to consumer goals. 
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V. Summary 
 

In this section a brief overview of impulse buying was presented. The chapters covered 

how the definition of impulse buying changed over the years, the different perspectives 

that are adopted in literature and the different layers.  

It has been highlighted that impulse buying is a fairly old concept whose definition has 

shifted from the classification of products into impulse and non impulse categories, to a 

focus on individuals. It is therefore clear that a complete understanding of impulse buying 

is rooted in a deep study of human behavior and psychology. The subject is thus 

incredibly broad and full of different interlinked and apparently irreconcilable 

perspectives.  

Self-control and its main ingredients have been presented in order to give a short 

introduction on the studies found in the literature review. In fact, self-control is a recurring 

element in many perspectives and can be used to join them in a comprehensive 

framework, as explained in the following sections.  

 
2.b. Delving into self-control & ego depletion 

 
 

I. Query & methodology 
 

A literature review is guided by a rigorous process that guarantees a comprehensive and 

unbiased result (Tranfield et al., 2003) and (Webster and Watson, 2002). A two stage 

approach was adopted to identify the relevant articles. Firstly, a systematic search on 
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Scopus was conducted on the 14th of February 2020 with the query: TITLE-ABS-KEY ( 

( "impuls* buy*"  OR  "impuls* shop*"  OR  "impuls* purchas*"  OR  "impuls* 

consumption*"  OR  "unplan* buy*"  OR  "unplan* purchas*"  OR  "unplan* shop*"  OR  

"urge to buy"  OR  "urge to shop"  OR  "urge to purchas*"  OR  "online shop*" )  AND  

("self*regulat*"  OR  "ego* depletion"  OR  "self*control"  OR  "self control"  OR  "self 

regulat*" ) ) . The * was used in order to include any possible declination of the words 

impulse, buy, et cetera (such as impulsive and buying) and to include the American 

English and British English spellings of the word behavior. The result of this stage was a 

total of 65 articles. In the second stage, an inclusion criteria was applied, limiting the 

articles to the fields of business, psychology, economy, social sciences, computer science, 

decision science and neuroscience. The final result was a total of 61 articles. 

 

 

Fig. 1 - Literature research methodology 
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II. Description of studies 
 

 

To describe the studies, firstly is presented a brief overview on the studies. In Fig. 2 the 

documents are divided by subject area, in Fig. 3 by years. 

 

 
Fig. 2 - Articles by subject area 

 
Fig. 3 - Articles by year 
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These first two graphs already provide some points for reflection. Firstly, Fig. 2 shows 

how broad and heterogenous this topic is across the various subject fields.  

Secondly, the slope of the curve in Fig. 3 is approximately constantly positive. The 

biggest exception being of course the year 2020, since the systematic search was carried 

out at the very start of the year. It is therefore important to highlight the momentum the 

research on impulse buying seen as a failure of self-control is gaining. 

Concerning the typology of method adopted by the study, Fig. 4 shows the distribution 

of the studies among the research methods: quantitative self-reporting, qualitative 

interviews, empirical evidence, experimental investigations and literature review. The 

most common method of investigation among the studies was quantitative self-reporting. 

 

 

Fig. 4 - Articles by methodology 
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III. Description of theories 
 

Most papers were primarily descriptive, and they did not adopt a strong theoretical base. 

The theoretical perspectives adopted were many and very different between them. In the 

following pages the different theoretical perspectives are listed. 

Zhang et al. (2010) investigated the link between Power Distance Belief and impulse 

buying. Power Distance Belief is the degree of power disparity that people in a culture 

expect and accept. 

Mukhopadhyay and Johar (2009) analyzed impulse buying as an indulgent choice, 

asserting that the restraint at a prior impulse buying opportunity causes consumers to 

reward themselves subsequently by choosing indulgence. 

Miao (2010) adopted a dynamic affective-cognitive model of consumer decision making. 

This model states that affective reactions to a stimulus event involve three types of 

processes that lead to three different types of responses: the lower-order affective 

responses, the higher-order cognitive responses and the higher-order affective responses. 

The first type of process happens rather quickly and is based on a fast evaluation of the 

affective significance of the stimulus. In this first category belong the feelings of desire 

that customers feel when they shop that happen with very little conscious deliberation 

and sometimes with no cognition. The second type of processes is a higher-order 

cognitive process that are characterized by a normative evaluation and the tension 

between conflicting beliefs. In fact, the information concerning the stimulus is evaluated 

and confronted with social rules and norms. The output of the evaluation is either 

favorable or unfavorable towards the stimulus. An ambivalent affective state is caused 
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from the opposite valences of affective and cognitive responses. Impulse buying therefore 

creates cognitive tension between self-indulgence and self-control. The higher-order 

cognitive response modifies the initial lower-order affective response, so that the 

subjective experience evolves into the higher-order affective reaction. The outcome of 

this third process is an affective ambivalence of either guilty pleasure or pleasurable guilt. 

Lo et al. (2016) used the well-known two-factor theory (Herzberg et al., 1993) to 

categorize the factors and external stimuli involved in the impulse buying process. This 

theory was first born to explain the factors that affect the motivation of workers by 

dividing them in two types: hygiene factors and motivation factors. The first one refers 

to features of organizations without which employees would be dissatisfied. Examples of 

hygiene factors are salary, job security, work conditions etc. Motivation factors, on the 

other hand, are determinants for the satisfaction of the worker and strengthen the desire 

for self-realization through work. A fundamental characteristic of the model is the fact 

that motivation and hygiene factors are not at opposite ends of a spectrum, but they 

represent two unrelated spectra. The model has been used to investigate the impulsive 

buying behavior by defining the motivation factors as those that can boost the purchase 

impulse and by defining the hygiene factors as the ones that reduce the ability of self-

control.  

Gilbride et al. (2015) base their study on cueing theory. This theory makes prediction on 

what happens during a shopping trip. Cuing theory argues that more active cognitive 

processing happens during the shopping trip that will trigger forgotten wants, leading 

therefore at more unplanned purchases. An unplanned purchase cues forgotten needs, thus 

increasing the probability of subsequent unplanned purchases.  
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Wuepper et al. (2019), in investigating the effect of sustainability labels on consumers 

purchases, highlight an aspect that should be taken in consideration when investigating 

consumer behavior: hypothetical biases. Hypothetical bias is defined as the difference 

between stated, hypothetical behavior and actual behavior in the real market.  

Vosylis and Erentaite (2019) investigated Family Financial Socialization (i.e. the process 

of acquiring and developing values, attitudes, standards, norms, knowledge, and 

behaviors that contribute to the financial viability and individual wellbeing) developing 

a model that links Family Financial Socialization theory with spending self-control and 

impulsive buying. They investigated family financial socialization factors and financial 

identity factors that affect impulse buying and spending self-control. They defined four 

statuses of financial identity: foreclosed, achieved, moratorium and diffused. The first 

one reflects one’s commitment to a financial management style that was made after 

exploring a range of alternatives in managing money. Foreclosed reflects commitments 

to parental financial management style without exploring alternative options. Moratorium 

reflects the degree of active exploration without making any commitments to a particular 

financial management style. Diffused indicates a lack of interest in one’s financial 

management. 

Vosylis et al. (2019) investigated a model linking identity processes, functions of identity 

and impulse spending. The model adopts a process-oriented identity perspective. In this 

analysis identity development is a dynamic endeavor based on five dimensions in which 

two iterative cycles play a central role. The first cycle represents identity formation: 

individuals make commitments after exploring various options in breadth. The second 

cycle represents identity evaluation and maintenance: an in-depth exploration of existing 



 32 

commitments allows individuals to verify their choices and to enhance identification with 

them. The fifth dimension included in the model, ruminative exploration, is considered a 

risk factor for optimal identity development since it delays or inhibits the formation and 

evaluation of identity commitments). Once completed the process, the five functions that 

healthy identity provides are: a sense of harmony, the structure for understanding who 

one is, life goals that give meaning and direction, a sense of personal control, and a future 

orientation. 

Thoumrungroje (2018) integrated the self-control by studying the impact of social media 

on it. In fact, social media was linked with credit overuse behavior, conspicuous 

consumption, materialism and impulse buying. Credit overuse behavior refers to the 

difficulty in paying debt caused by excessive use of credit and conspicuous consumption 

indicates the act of acquiring and displaying luxurious goods and services that reflect 

one’s wealth. Social media intensity was found to have an impact on impulse buying by 

draining self-control and drawing on one’s cognitive effort. 

Moser (2018) takes into account the Economic theory of self-control (Thaler and Shefrin, 

1981). This theory explains self-control from an economic point of view. In fact, self-

control analyzed from an economic standpoint is only explicable by modeling that a 

person has two sets of preferences that are in conflict at a single point in time. This model, 

also known as the planner-doer model, consider a person to be conflicted between short-

term and long-term preferences. The planner is focused on lifetime utility, while on the 

other hand the doer is completely selfish and is only concerned about the utility in the 

present. The planner derives utility from the consumption on the doer. The planner can 

interfere in the consumption of the doer by two means: discretion and rulers. The first one 
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refers to the capacity of the planner of modifying the preferences of the doer by the use 

of incentives. The second one indicates the use of rules to impose constrains on the doer 

consumption. This model can be used and studied to understand impulse buying. The 

impulsive system activates because of a stimulus of the environment urges, desires and 

impulses. The stimulus input activates associative clusters in long-term memory related 

to that stimulus. The characteristics of this system are the inability to think, control, plan, 

seek long term rewards sufficiently. The model states that impulse buying tendency and 

habit are the main components of this system. The first one is the tendency to act without 

deliberation. The latter highlights the fact that when a person repeats his or her previous 

response in a specific context, an association is created between that concept and the 

response. This results in an automatic impulsive response when a person is exposed to a 

stimulus. When the two systems are in conflict, the self-control has a moderating role on 

the final behavior. 

Moayery et al. (2019) propose a model based on the Reflective-Impulsive Model (Strack 

and Deutsch 2004). This psychological model explains social behavior as being the result 

of 2-systems: the reflective and the impulsive processes. The first one has as an output 

behaviors generated through the evaluation of knowledge about facts and values. The 

latter generates behavior through associative links and motivational orientations. The two 

systems interact with each other and elicit synergistic or antagonistic behaviors.  

Marconi et al. (2018) based their investigation on chronic regulatory focus. Regulatory 

focus is a strategy that motivates an individual to behave in the pursuit of his or her ideals 

or duties. The theory of chronic regulatory focus (Higgins,1998) stems from the 

understanding that the hedonic principle, i.e. people are motivated to seek pleasure and 
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avoid pain, is too simplistic and operates differently when serving fundamentally 

different needs (e.g. physiological and security). The theory distinguishes self-regulation 

with a promotion focus from self-regulation with a prevention focus. The first one 

indicates those strategies that aim to achieve desired outcomes; the latter one indicates 

the strategies that aim at avoiding unwanted outcomes. Regulatory focus can be either a 

chronic tendency, which means developed in the course of an individual’s life or a 

situation-induced focus. The authors state that this theory can fill a gap left by the ego 

depletion theory. In fact, in impulse consumption situations, the lack of self-control 

resources is attenuated by individuals chronic characteristics. In particular, individuals 

who have chronic regulatory focus on promotion, thus that are accustomed to seize 

opportunities, would consume further on impulse; individuals with chronic regulatory 

focus on prevention, which are those those behavior is rooted in trying to avoid a negative 

situation, would be less incline to impulse buying. Therefore, chronic regulatory focus 

act as a moderator of the relationship between ego depletion and impulse buying. 

Shrum and Zhang (2013) investigate the effect of self-construals on self-regulation. Self-

construal refers to how people perceive themselves to be linked (or not) with other people. 

People with predominantly independent self-construals (independents) see themselves as 

independent and autonomous, as distinct from the group, and tend to place high value on 

uniqueness, individual accomplishments, and achievement. People with predominantly 

interdependent self-construals (interdependents) see themselves as part of a larger group. 

Wu and Kuo (2013) base their study on the investigation of the effort-as-information 

theory and resource availability theory. These theories explain why in repeated choice 

situations consumers prior choices influence their current choice outcome. Effort-as-
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information theory states that effort spent on past decisions is subsequently used as source 

of information for future decisions. Resource availability theory is almost identical to ego 

depletion theory: resources are depleted in a decision so that the subsequent ones will be 

carried out with simple decision heuristics.  

Fenton-O'Creevy et al. (2018) based their research on the Reinforcement sensitivity 

theory (RST) , a cross-species biological theory of personality. RST characterizes 

individual differences in reactivity to appetitive stimuli, and self-regulation in relation to 

threat of punishment, in terms of two distinct neurobiological systems: the behavioral 

activation system (BAS) and the behavioral inhibition system (BIS). These systems are 

theorized to operate independently to regulate behavior in relation to threat and 

opportunity. The BAS is sensitive to signals of reward and non-punishment and its 

activation increases approach behaviors toward these stimuli. The BIS is involved in the 

regulation of conflicts between positive and aversive stimuli, especially when a positive 

stimulus or goal needs to be approached in the presence of perceived threat. BIS 

activation increases anxious monitoring of such conflicts. Both systems have evolved to 

play important adaptive roles in the regulation of behavior, but there are significant 

interindividual differences in the sensitivity of the two systems. 

Sinha and Wang (2013) use as theoretical model the socioemotional selectivity theory.  

Socioemotional selectivity theory (SST) suggests that people organize their goals in terms 

of relative priorities over their lifetime. Specifically, people who perceive timeas 

expanded prioritize future-oriented goals over emotionally meaningful ones and are 

motivated to focus on social relationships, whereas people who perceive time as limited 

prioritize emotionally meaningful goals over future-oriented ones and are more motivated 



 36 

to concentrate on emotional attachment. Essential deficits: situations in which people 

with an expanded time horizon lack social connections and people with a limited time 

horizon lack emotional attachments. Inessential deficits: situations in which people with 

an expanded time horizon lack emotional attachments and people with a limited time 

horizon lack social connections.  

 

The following table systematically summarizes the outcome of the articles that provided 

empirical results. The “*” indicates significant relations (p<= 0,05)4, the “^” 

nonsignificant relations and the “(-)” indicates negatively related relations. The column 

SJR indicates the Scimago Journal Rank of the journal that published the paper in the 

year of publication. 

Article SJR Outcomes 

Q1 [2] 

H1. Self-control depletion → Willingness to pay* 
H2. Self-control depletion → Impulse buying (dollars)* 
H3. Self-control depletion → Impulse buying (quantity)* 
H4. Low BIS (behavioral inhibition system) → impulse buying* 

Q1 [5] 

H1. Consumers with high Power Distance Belief (PDB) (either chronic or activated 
through situational priming) → Less impulse buying than consumers with low PDB* 
H2. Consumers with high PDB → Faster reaction times when solving control-related 
anagrams than consumers with low PDB.* 
H3. PDB → Impulse buying of vice product(-)* 
H4. PDB → Impulse buying of virtue product^ 
H5. Control resources → Moderate the effect of PDB on impulsive buying (Consumers 
with low (versus high) PDB engage in relatively higher levels of impulsive buying when 
their control resources are depleted than when they are not) 

Q1 [6] H1. Restraint at a prior impulse buying opportunity → Consumers reward themselves 
subsequently by choosing indulgence* 

Q1 [8] H1. Low self-control → Fraud victimization risk* 

Q1 [10] 

H1. Hoarding → Impulsive buying* 
H2. Hoarding → Obsessive-compulsive symptoms* 
H3. Hoarding → PD duration* 
H4. Hoarding → Self-control(-)* 

Q1 [13] 

H1. Guilt → Planning to reduce impulse buying* 
H2. Guilt → Planning to make up for the monetary loss* 
H3. Guilt → Seeking social support (-)^ 
H4. Guilt → Rationalization(-)^ 
H5. Guilt → Mental undoing* 
H6. Shame → Seeking social support* 
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H7. Shame → Rationalization^ 
H8. Shame → Mental undoing^ 
H9. Shame → Mental disengagement* 
H10. Shame → Resignation* 
H11. Shame → Blaming others* 

Q1 [14] H1. Cognitive self-control exercise distributed over time → Impulsive buying urges(-)* 
H2. Physical self-control exercise distributed over time → Impulsive buying urges*(-) 

Q1 [17] 

H1. Positive trait affect → Impulse buying(-)*  
H2. Negative trait affect → Impulse buying* 
H3. Conscientiousness → Impulse buying(-)*   
H4. Neuroticism → Impulse buying*  
H5. Extraversion → Impulse buying* 
H6. Five-factor personality model → Relationship between trait affect and impulse 
buying* 

Q1 [18] 

H1. Goals conflict → Self-control(-)* 
H2. Monitoring → Self-control* 
H3. Ego depletion → Self-control(-)* 
H4. Self-control → Impulse buying(-)* 

Q1 [19] 

H1. Buying impulsiveness → Magnitude of the lower-order positive affective responses* 
H2. Cognitive ambivalence experienced by an impulse buyer → Higher-order affective 
ambivalence* 
H3. Dominant reaction of the higher-order affective ambivalence → Outcome of the 
normative evaluation* 

Q1 [20] 

H1. Weak self-control: willingness of risky investments → Internet scam victim* 
H2. Knowledge about Internet privacy → Internet scam victim(-)* 
H3. Routine Internet activities: online shopping, information disclosure, downloading 
files, online information consumption, opening emails from unknown sources → Internet 
scam victim* 
H4. Internet scam victim → Online privacy concerns* 
H5. Online privacy concerns → Updating antivirus software* 
H6. Online privacy concerns → Online privacy protection behaviors* 
H7. Internet scam victim → Effects of self-control and routine Internet activities on 
privacy protection behaviors* 
H8. Online privacy concerns → Effect of being an Internet scam on online privacy 
protection behaviors 
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Q1 [22] 

H1. Buy one get one free promotion → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H2. Group buying promotional programs → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H3. Limited time sales → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H4. Limited amounts of products for sale → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H5. Gifts with purchase → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H6. Product discounts → Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H7. Peer recommendations→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H8. Free shopping→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H9. Large titles→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H10. Bonus reward→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H11. Promotions for newly released products→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H12. Products of a brand not seen in domestic market → Impulse buying motivation 
factor* 
H13. Online chat rooms→ Impulse buying motivation factor* 
H14. Website mainly comprising product pictures → Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H15. Home delivery service→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H16. Multiple payment methods→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H17. Seller ratings→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H18. Website navigation→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H19. Online salesperson→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H20. Providing store locations→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H21. Ease of registration→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H22. Return services→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H23. Rapid search→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H24. Fully electronic purchase process→ Impulse buying hygiene factor*  
H25. Order status inquiries and tracking→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H26. Providing shopping carts→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H27. Product categorization→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H28. Member center→ Impulse buying hygiene factor*H29. Using appropriate fonts → 
Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H30. Member confidentiality and security→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 
H31. Ease-of-use website interface→ Impulse buying hygiene factor* 

Q1 [24] 

H1. Heterogeneity → Impulsivity and compulsivity* 
H2. Cluster of buyers with high compulsivity → Stronger shame-proneness* 
H3. Compulsive–impulsive buyers → Materialistic values* 
H4. Impulsive excessive buyers → Materialistic values* 
H5. Compulsive-impulsive buyers → Lower self-control trait(-)* 
H6. Impulsive excessive buyers → Lower self-control trait(-)* 

Q1 [25] H1. Propensity to make unplanned versus planned purchases increases over the course of 
the shopping trip* 

Q1 [27] H1. Impulsive buyers → More likely than non-impulsive buyers to get distracted by 
products that are unrelated to their shopping goal* 

Q1 [29] 

H1. Consumer Impulsiveness (CI) → Has a three-dimensional structure consisting of 
imprudence, lack of self-control and self-indulgence, for consumers with either 
independent or interdependent self-construal* 
H2. Self-indulgence and lack of self-control factors → Correlate positively for consumers 
with independent self-construal (individualistic cultures)* 
H3.  Self-indulgence and lack of self-control factors → Do not correlate for consumers 
with interdependent self-construal (collectivistic cultures)* 
H4. CI → Positive influence on self-regulatory failure in five behavioral domains (i.e. 
driving, eating, entertainment, shopping and substance use)*  
H5. Compared to self-indulgence and lack of self-control → Imprudence has a stronger 
influence on high-risk behaviors* 
H6. Compared to imprudence and self-indulgence→ Lack of self-control has a stronger 
influence on self-control behaviors*  
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H7. Compared to imprudence and lack of self-control, self-indulgence has a stronger 
influence on self-indulgent behaviors* 

Q1 [30] H1. Being highly involved and having high self-control facilitates high performance in a 
first task but jeopardizes performance in a second, unexpected task* 

Q1 [31] 
H1. Betting → Impulse buying* 
H2. Offering of betting inducements → Impulse betting* 
H3.  The bets of higher risk → Gamblers impulse betting* 

Q1 [32] H1. Essential deficits → Impulsive behavior* 
H2. Essential deficits → Self-regulatory resources(-)* 

Q1 [34] 

H1. The own price promotion effect is bigger for vice products than for virtue products* 
H2. The cross-subcategory effects of promoted virtue products on virtue products sales 
are less than on vice products sales, being more complementary effects than substitution* 
H3. The cross-subcategory effects of promoted vice products on vice products sales are 
greater than on virtue products sales, being more substitution effects than 
complementary* 

Q1 [35] 

H1. Chronic regulative sensitivity (BIS) → Chronic impulsive buying* 
H2. Habitual use of reappraisal strategies for emotion regulation → Impulse buying (-)* 
H3. Habitual use of suppression strategies for emotion regulation → Impulse buying* 
H4. Impulsive buying → Difficulty in making ends meet and risk of adverse financial 
life events* 

Q1 [36] 

H1. Time spent on online shopping per day → Online shopping addiction (OSA)*  
H2. Average consumption monthly → Online shopping addiction (OSA)*  
H3. Average consumption for online shopping monthly → Online shopping addiction 
(OSA)* 
H4. Use history → Online shopping addiction (OSA)^ 
H5. BAS (behavioral activation system) → Online shopping addiction (OSA)*  
H6. Self-control → Online shopping addiction (OSA)(-)* 
H7. BIS (behavioral inhibition system) → Online shopping addiction (OSA)(-)* 

Q1 [37] 

H1. There is an inversely proportional short-run relationship between Self-control 
Exertion in time period T0 (SET0) and Self-control Ability in time period T1, with 
∂f/∂SET0 <0  
(Resource depletion model support) 
H2. There is a directly proportional short-run relationship between SET0 and SAT1, with 
∂f/∂SET0 >0 (Knowledge structure model) 
H3. There is a nonlinear, inverse parabolic relationship betweenSAT1 and SET0, where 
SET0 is a function of compliance in the initial self-control task (i.e., SET0 (c) with c 
denoting compliance level). Specifically, there is a self-control exertion threshold SE* 
below which ∂f/∂SET0 >0, but beyond which ∂f/∂SET0 <0* 

Q1 [38] 

H1. Appearance Orientation → Impulse Buying Affective Tendency (IBT-Aff)* 
H2. Weighted Discrepancy → Impulse Buying Affective Tendency (IBT-Aff)* 
H3. Upward Physical Appearance Comparison → Impulse Buying Affective Tendency 
(IBT-Aff)* 
H4. Appearance Evaluation → Impulse Buying* (-) 
H5. Negative Affect → Impulse Buying* 
H6. Negative Affect → Appearance Evaluation* appearance orientation, weighted 
discrepancy, upward physical appearance comparison, and negative affect → Impulse 
Buying Affective Tendency (IBT-Aff)* H2. Appearance evaluation → IBT-Aff(-)* H3 
Impulse Buying Cognitive Tendency  (IBT-Cog) → any body image variables(-)* 

Q1 [41] H1. Water label → Willingness To Pay^ 

Q1 [42] 

H1. Expecting financial independence (FFS factor) → Financial Anxiety* 
H2. Instructing on money management (FFS factor) → Spending self-control* 
H3. Instructing on money management → Foreclosed financial identity* 
H4. Instructing on money management → Achieved financial Identity* 
H5. Stressing on savings (FFS factor) → Foreclosed financial identity* 
H6. Family financial distress (FFS factor) → Foreclosed financial identity*(-) 
H7. Family financial distress (FFS factor) → Achieved financial identity*(-) 
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H8. Family financial distress (FFS factor) → Moratorium financial identity* 
H9. Family financial distress (FFS factor) → Impulsive buying* 
H10. Family financial distress (FFS factor) → Financial anxiety* 
H11. Achieved financial identity→ Spending self-control 
H12. Achieved financial identity → Impulsive buying(-)* 
H13. Achieved financial identity → Financial anxiety*(-) 
H14.Moratorium financial identity → Financial Anxiety* 
H14. Moratorium financial identity → Impulsive buying^ 
H15. Diffused financial identity → Spending self-control (-) 
H16. Diffused Financial Identity → Impulsive buying^ 
H17. Impulsive buying → Financial anxiety* 

Q1 [43] 

H1. Exploration in depth (Identity process) → Consumer spending self-control* 
H2. Ruminative exploration (Identity process) → Buying impulsiveness* 
H3. Exploration in breadth (Identity process) → Goals (Functions of identity)* 
H4. Identification with commitment (Identity process) → Goals (Functions of identity)* 
H5. Goals (Functions of Identity) → Consumer spending self-control* 
H6. Goals (Functions of Identity) → Buying impulsiveness* 

Q2 [3] 

H1. E-service quality → Customer satisfaction* 
H2. E-service quality → Customer loyalty^ 
H3. Customer satisfaction → Customer loyalty* 
H4. E-service quality → Perceived value* 
H5. Perceived value → Customer satisfaction* 
H6. Perceived value → Customer loyalty* 

Q2 [12] 

H1. Convenience shopping orientation → Online buying activity* 
H2. Convenience shopping orientation → Usage of convenience shopping features on e-
commerce websites* 
H3. Usage of convenience shopping features → Online buying activity^ 
H4. Recreational shopping orientation → Usage of recreational shopping features on e-
commerce websites*  
H5. Usage of recreational shopping features on the e-commerce websites → Deficient 
self-regulation*  
H6. Deficient self-regulation → Online buying activity*  
H7. Convenience shopping orientation → Usage of recreational shopping features on e-
commerce websites* 

Q2 [44] 

H1. Social media intensity → Credit Overuse Behavior* 
H2. Social Media Intensity →Conspicuous Consumption 
H3. Social Media Intensity → Impulse Buying* 
H4. Social Media Intensity → Materialism* 
H5. Materialism→ Credit Overuse Behavior* 
H6. Materialism →Conspicuous Consumption 
H7. Materialism → Impulse Buying* 

Q3 [4] 

H1. Self-Liking → Dispositional High Negative Affect (-)* 
H2. Self-Liking → Eating Disturbance Propensity (-)* 
H3. Self-Liking → Affective Component Impulse Buying Tendency^ (-) 
H4. Dispositional High Negative Affect → Affective Component Impulse Buying 
Tendency* 
H5. Affective Component Impulse Buying Tendency → Snacking Habit* 
H6. Affective Component Impulse Buying Tendency → Eating Disturbance Propensity^ 
H7. Snacking Habit → Eating Disturbance Propensity* 

Q3 [15] H1. Having had problems in online shopping → Awareness^ 

Q3 [33] H1. Consumer group → Cardholders’ inclination to overspend when using store cards^ 
H2. Consumer group → Cardholders’ satisfaction with store cards as a commodity^ 

Q3 [39] 

H1. Self-control → Impulsive buying tendency* 
H2. Extraversion → Impulsive buying tendency* 
H3. Conscientiousness → Impulsive buying tendency*(-) 
H4. Impulsive buying tendency → Impulsive buying behavior* 
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Q3 [47] 

H1. Hedonic shopping gratification→ Impulse purchase* 
H2. Sale proneness→ Impulse purchase* 
H3. Visual product aesthetics→ Impulse purchase* 
H4. Price consciousness→ Impulse purchase* 
H5. Consumer spending self-control→ Impulse purchase*(-) 
H6. Gender → Impulse purchase^ 
H7. Coupon proneness→ Impulse purchase^ 

Q3 [53] H1. Internal context + External stimuli →Impulses Conflict →Resistance → Self-Control 
Outcome Impulses → Self-control Outcome* 

Q3 [57] 

H1. Individuals with a chronic regulatory focus on promotion → More positive 
assessment of the affective processes of impulse decisions^ 
H2. Individuals with a chronic regulatory focus on prevention → More positive 
assessment of the cognitive components of impulse decisions* 
H3. Chronic focus on promotion→ Attenuated effect of ego depletion on impulse 
consumption* 
H4. Chronic focus on prevention → Intensified effect of ego depletion on impulse 
consumption* 

Q4 [49] 

H1. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Envy* 
H2 Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Psychological entitlement* 
H3. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Materialism* 
H4. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Impulsive buying behavior 
H5. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale →Extravagance* 
H6. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Neuroticism 
H7. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Self-control(-) 
H8. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Self-esteem(-) 
H9. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Life satisfaction (-) 
H10. Japanese Dispositional Greed Scale → Agreeableness(-) 

Q4 [54] 

H1. Impulse Buying Tendency (IBT) (impulsive system) → Number of unhealthy snacks 
purchased when self-regulatory resources are low* 
H2. Unhealthy buying habit → Number of unhealthy snacks purchased when self-
regulatory resources are low* 
H3. Dietary restraints (reflective system) → Number of unhealthy snacks purchased 
when self-regulatory resources are available 
H4. Impulse Buying Tendency (impulsive system) → Percentage of unhealthy snacks 
purchased when self-regulatory resources are low* 
H5. Unhealthy buying habit (impulsive system) → Percentage of unhealthy snacks 
purchased* 
H6. Dietary restraints (reflective system) → Percentage of unhealthy snacks purchased 
when self-regulatory resources are available* 

- [40] 

H1. E-commerce sites contain multiple features that encourage impulsive buying and 
online impulse buyers want tools that encourage deliberation and avoidance, enforce 
spending limits and postponement, increase checkout effort, make costs more salient, and 
reduce product desire 

- [45] 

H1. Situational charm (external factor) → Consumer's self-control(-)* 
H2. Online promotions (external factor) → Consumer self-control(-)* 
H3. materialistic values (internal factor) → Consumers’ negative emotions* 
H4. low self-esteem (internal factor) → Negative emotions of consumers* 
H5. interpersonal indifference (internal factor) → Negative emotions of consumers* 
H6. psychological pressure (internal factor) → Negative emotions of consumers* 
H7. Self-control → Compulsive buying* 

- [60] 

H1. Positive mood → Mood maintenance motivation* 
H2. Negative mood→ Mood repairing motivation * 
H3. PM → Pleasure* 
H4. PM →Arousal^ 
H5. Mood maintenance motivation →in-store browsing* 
H6. Mood repairing motivation → in-store browsing* 
H7. Mood maintenance motivation →Decrease of self-control ability 
H8. Mood repairing motivation → Decrease of self-control ability 
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H9. In-store browsing→ Urge to impulse buy* 
H10. In-store browsing → Pleasure* 
H11. In-store browsing → Arousal* 
H12. Pleasure → Urge* 
H13. Arousal →Urge^ 
H14. Urge → Impulse buying* 
H15. Decrease of self-control →Impulse buying* 

- [58] 

H1. Independent self-construal (measured as level of individualism) → Per capita beer 
consumption* 
H2. Individualism → Self-reported levels of problem alcohol consumption* 
H3. Independents → Greater impulsive consumption tendencies than interdependent* 

 

 

IV. Focus on how self-control is investigated in experimental contexts  
 

The methodologies used in the studies can be divided into four main approaches: 

quantitative self-reporting, qualitative interviews, empirical evidence and experimental 

investigations. 

Quantitative self-reporting 

The first approach investigated impulse buying by assessing its determinants 

quantitatively through multiple-item self-reported scales. An example of this 

methodology is provided by Fig. 5. 
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Fig. 5 - Buying impulsiveness scale (Rook and Fisher, 1995) 

 

The scale reported in Fig. 5 has been chosen as an example since the buying 

impulsiveness scale (BIS; Rook and Fisher, 1995) was the most common scale used in 

the studies. It measures the buying impulsiveness, defined as generalized urges to spend 

impulsively. 

Other recurring and therefore worth mentioning scales were: 

-Shopping orientation scale [12]: shopping orientation is defined as a shopper's attitude 

toward shopping activity that may vary with the situation rather than an invariant 

personality trait of the shopper;  

-Trait affect measurement through the international Positive And Negative Affect 

Schedule [17], [38]; 

-Five-factor personality scale [17], [29]; 
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-Self-monitoring scale [18]: Self-monitoring indicates whether or not a person has the 

will and ability to change his or her behavior; 

-Ego depletion [50]: ego depletion was verified through the use of fatigue scale; 

-Goals conflict scale [18]: goals conflict scale measures subjects’ tension pertaining to 

hypothetical scenarios wherein certain values were potentially violated. Typical scenario 

would be “Assume that you are shopping in a store and find something that you really 

want to buy, but you know that you cannot really afford it” (Roberts and Manolis, 2012). 

-Self-control scale [10], [18], [24], [42], [43]: measures the self-control trait of an 

individual through statements such as “I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are 

fun.” And “I am good at resisting temptation” (Tangney et al., 2004). 

- Buying compulsivity and impulsivity [24]: Ridgway et al.’s (2008) Compulsive Buying 

Index (CBI).  

-Compulsive Buying Scale [24] (CBS) (Faber and O’Guinn, 1992)  

-Shame-proneness scale [13], [24]: shame-proneness refers to dispositional tendencies to 

attribute failure or transgression to one’s core self and thus experience intense shame; 

-Materialism scale [24], [44], [49]: this scale consists of three subscales designed to assess 

the use of possession as an indicator of success in life (i.e., the ‘‘success’’ subscale), the 

importance of acquisition and possession (i.e., the ‘‘centrality’’ subscale) and the 

perception that possessions are needed for happiness (i.e., the ‘‘happiness’’ subscale). 
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-Consumer impulsiveness scale [2], [18], [29], [31], [35]: Consumer impulsiveness scale 

measures consumer impulsiveness trait as a three-dimensional structure composed of an 

affective dimension (self-indulgence), a behavioral dimension (lack of self-control) and 

a cognitive dimension (imprudence). The first one is the Tendency to spend money on 

self, to buy things for own pleasure and enjoying life all the time. The second one is the 

inability to control oneself, regulate emotions, manage performance, maintain self-

discipline and quit bad habits. The last one refers to the inability to think clearly, plan in 

advance and solve complex problems. 

-Behavioral Inhibition Scale [2], [35], [36]: the Behavioral Inhibition Scale (BIS) was 

developed to measure the sensitivity of the individual to anxiety provoking stimuli.  

-Behavioral Approach Scale [2], [29], [35], [36]: the Behavioral Approach Scale (BAS) 

measures the sensitivity of the individual to reward provoking stimuli. This scale is 

divided into three subcomponents: drive (i.e., strong pursuit of goals), fun seeking (i.e., 

impulsive approach to novel rewards) and reward responsiveness (i.e., positive reaction 

to rewards or their anticipation). 

Qualitative interviews 

Only two studies (Gonzalez et al., 2013; O'Sullivan et al., 2010) conducted qualitative 

interviews. Qualitative interviews are based on a semi-structured format. 

In Gonzalez et al. (2013) 36 participants, selected from the members on an online private 

sales website, were interviewed singularly in interviews that lasted 40-75 mins. The 

interviews revolved around three themes: visits to and purchases from the online private 

sales website, risks and benefits of purchasing from these sites and control or resistance 
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behaviors in response to the temptations of the sites. The study adopted a deductive 

approach, theoretical coding, by comparing a list of codes of consumer behavior theory 

with the interviews. The aim was to build an analysis grid to classify online private sales 

clients into three segments (myopic consumers, self-regulated consumers and hyperopic 

consumers) based on their self-control willingness and capacity.  

Some important aspects of this interview methodology can be highlighted. The authors 

mentioned the importance of creating a trusting relationship with informants in order to 

ensure that they talk openly and honestly about their experience. The real purpose of the 

study was not revealed. Interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. 

Empirical evidence  

Four studies (Parreño-Selva et al., 2014; Gilbride et al., 2015; Mayer, 2002; Ein-Gar and 

Steinhart, 2011) adopted the empirical evidence approach. 

In the first study “Price promotions effects of virtue and vice products” the researchers 

analyzed two years of daily data at item level from a hypermarket. The analysis focus on 

the selected item (beer) by studying its three vice subcategories (with alcohol 1l, with 

alcohol 33cl, with alcohol 25cl) and its two virtue subcategories (alcohol free 33cl and 

alcohol free 25 cl). The data collected were: sales income, percentage change in weekly 

price over 5 per cent, number of days with advertising flyer, average price and the number 

of days with sale. The objectives were to study the own-item sales effect (i.e. the effect 

of price promotion of virtue or vice product on own sale), the cross-period sales effect 

(i.e. the presence of a stockpiling effect), within-subcategory sales effect (i.e. the effect 

of price promotions of virtue or vice products on sales of other virtue or vice products 
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within the same subcategory) and the between-subcategory sales effects (i.e. the effects 

of price promotions of virtue or vice products on sales of virtue or vice products in other 

subcategories). 

In the second study “The role of within-trip dynamics in unplanned versus planned 

purchase behavior”, a random sample of 400 customers from two grocery stores were 

intercepted as they entered the supermarket and asked to participate in a marketing 

research study. The researchers defined an unplanned purchase as one that was not 

planned before the costumer entered the store. Thus, they asked respondents what product 

categories they planned to purchase before beginning their shopping trip. Every tenth 

shopper entering the store was approached and asked to participate in a market research 

study. Shoppers were offered a $10 incentive for a future shopping trip in return for their 

participation. They were asked what items they intended to buy, how much they expected 

to spend on the planned purchases, and how much they expected to spend overall. 

Furthermore, shoppers were asked how often they shop for groceries, how frequently they 

visit the focal store, and whether they were shopping for a particular occasion on the 

current trip. Planned versus unplanned purchases were determined by comparing 

responses in the preshopping survey with shoppers’ actual purchases. After completing 

the entrance survey, respondents were given a handheld scanner and asked to scan the bar 

code of each item as they placed it into their cart. After completing their shopping trip, 

respondents provided additional information in an exit interview, and the researchers 

made a copy of their receipts, which provided a record of the price and amount spent on 

each item. Although participants were instructed to scan items as they selected them, they 

were given no indication that the sequence of planned versus unplanned items was 

relevant. In total they obtained data from 328 shoppers who made a total 9.988 purchases. 
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The average total trip budget was $66,45 with $46.08 devoted to planned items and 

$20.37 budgeted for unplanned items. Average total expenditures equaled $69.84, with 

$35.25 spent on planned items and $34.59 spent on unplanned items.  

In the third study, “Shopping from a List: International Studies of Consumer Online 

Experiences”, there were two phases. In the initial study, researchers from eleven 

countries were given a list of eight products and asked to buy each product twice, once 

from a domestic web site and once from a site based in another country. Eight items were 

purchased and for each purchase, the participant was supposed to track his/her experience 

from the point of selecting a site from which to buy, through placing an order, receiving 

it, returning the item (where feasible), and waiting for payment to be refunded. Data were 

eventually collected from 151 sites based in 17 countries. In the follow-up study, items 

were ordered from over 400 sites in order to have results with more general validity. 

Moreover, when placing orders at foreign sites, researchers in the first study were directed 

to buy from any country that would seem natural to a consumer based in their country. 

As a result, the transborder purchases in the first study were spread among more than a 

dozen countries, this would allow more precision in comparing domestic and transborder 

purchases, but it also meant that the composition of the sites from which transborder 

purchases were made differs slightly between the first and second study. The items of the 

“shopping list” were reduced from eight to five to allow for more robust comparisons 

across product classes. Thirteen consumer organizations based in thirteen countries 

participated in the data collection. Each shopper was directed to go through the shopping 

list of five items four times patronizing only domestic web sites and two additional times 

buying from sites based abroad. In all, each shopper was supposed to make 30 purchases, 

20 domestic and 10 transborder. As in the first study, shoppers were supposed to 
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approximate natural consumer shopping. Search engines and web portals were the 

primary means of finding sites. Also, as in the first study, there were three questionnaires: 

one for the shopping process, one for receiving the goods, and one for returning them. 

The shopping questionnaire was used for all purchases and covered primarily the 

disclosure of key information. All in all, data were collected from 412 sites based in 

thirteen countries. The study was conducted in order to study the experience of buying 

online for a costumer. 

In the fourth study “The Sprinter effect: When self-control and involvement stand in the 

way of sequential performance”, Ninety-five shoppers at a grocery store volunteered to 

participate in the experiment. Shoppers were approached twice: once before entering the 

grocery store and once after completing their shopping. Before entering the store, 

shoppers were invited to participate in what they were told was a study that the store 

management was conducting about its shoppers. They were first asked to complete a short 

version of a self-report self-control assessment and they were given the attention 

allocation instructions designed to deplete their resources while shopping. As shoppers 

left the store after making payment, they were asked to indicate whether they had bought 

any items while standing in line that they had not planned to purchase. The findings 

demonstrated the sprinter effect in an actual consumption situation, i.e., when depleted, 

highly involved shoppers with high self-control exhibited more impulse buying than all 

other shoppers. This study shows how an effort to control one's attention in an ordinary 

consumption environment may cause such shoppers to fail to resist unexpected 

temptations. 
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Experimental investigations 

The following table describes in detail how self-control was investigated in experimental 

contests
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N° Study Survey before Depletion task Survey after Task 

 
 
[2] 

Exp 1 
 

6 minute videotape, without audio, of 
a woman being interviewed. 
Participants were told that they would 
make personality judgments about the 
interviewee later. In addition to the 
woman being interviewed, a series of 
common, one-syllable words (e.g., 
play, tight, greet) were presented at 
the bottom of the screen for 30 
seconds each: 
 

- No control condition: no 
instructions regarding the 
irrelevant words at the 
bottom of the screen. 
 

- Control conditions: 
participants were told: “Do 
not read or look at any 
words that may appear on 
the screen. If you find 
yourself looking at the 
words, immediately 
reorient your attention 
toward the woman’s face” 

Positive and negative affective 
schedule (PANAS; Watson, et 
al., 1988) as a measure of state 
emotion 

Price assignment: 
simulated buying task 
(Feinberg, 1986) 

Exp 2 Buying Impulsiveness 
Scale 
(BIS; Rook and Fisher 
1995) 

6 minute thought listing task: 
 

- No control conditions: 
were told to write their 
thoughts for the next few 
minutes, but this group 
was told that they were 
allowed to think about 
anything they wanted, 
“including a white bear.” 
 

- Control conditions: 
Participants were told not 
to think of a white bear and 
that, if they thought of a 
white bear or if a white 
bear image popped into 
their heads, they were to 
place a check mark on the 
side of their paper and 
continue writing their 
thoughts. 

PANAS (Watson et al. 1988) as 
a mood measure 

Impulse purchasing 

Exp 3 Trait version of the BIS 
(Rook and Fisher, 1995) 

6 minutes read aloud task of multiple 
pages of text taken from a boring book 
on the biographies of scientists: 
 

- No control condition: The 
no- control participants 
were told to read passages 
aloud in natural manner 
 

- Control condition: The 
behavioral-control 
participants were given the 
additional instruction that 
they should smile and 
convey happiness and 
enthusiasm using 
amplified facial 
expressions and multiple 
hand gestures while 
reading aloud. 

PANAS (Watson et al. 1988) to 
measure mood states 

Impulse purchasing 
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[5] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Study 1C 
 

Sentence-completion task (Oyserman 
and Lee, 2007) to elicit temporary 
accessibility between PDB and related 
concepts. Participants formed 
meaningful sentences from sets of 
scrambled words.  
In the high (low) PDB condition, 
participants completed ten sentences 
related to social hierarchy (equality).  

 
Impulse buying scenario: 
“Imagine that you are at a 
store and have $10 cash. 
You can buy as many or 
as few of the products 
listed below, or none at 
all. After the study is 
completed, one 
participant in each 
session will be randomly 
selected and the 
participants will receive 
whatever they have 
chosen in this study. If 
you are selected and you 
decide to buy nothing, 
you will get $10. If you 
are selected and decide to 
purchase something, you 
will get those items and 
the remaining money, 
totaling $10.” The 
products were a serving 
of Oreo cookies for $.75, 
a bag of potato chips for 
$1.00, a bag of gummy 
candies for $1.50, a 
serving of Cheetos for 
$.75, a Snickers bar for 
$.75, and a bottle of cola 
for $1.50. 

Study 2 Participants read a 
statement adapted from 
Hofstede’s (2001, p. 98) 
definition of PDB: 
“There should be an order 
of inequality in this world 
in which everyone has a 
rightful place; high and 
low are protected by this 
order.” In the high- (low-
) PDB condition, they 
listed three reasons to 
support (argue against) 
this statement. 

  
Participants solved nine 
randomly ordered 
anagrams (adapted from 
Meyers-Levy and Zhu, 
2007). Three anagrams 
formed words that were 
related semantically to 
the concept of control: 
“organized”, 
“restrained,” and 
“bounded.” Six anagrams 
were words not related to 
control: “radio,” “cash,” 
“dinner,” “piano,” 
“paper,” and “candy.” 
The participants’ reaction 
times were recorded for 
each anagram. 

Study 3 
 

Sentence-completion task (Oyserman 
and Lee, 2007) to elicit temporary 
accessibility between PDB and related 
concepts. When participants focus on 
words associated with PDB to 
complete the sentence task, PDB and 
associated concepts such as self-
control should become temporarily 
accessible (Oyserman and Lee, 2007). 
In the high (low) PDB condition, 
participants completed ten sentences 
related to social hierarchy (equality). 

 
As in 1C. The vice 
products were a Snickers 
bar, potato chips, and 
regular cola. The virtue 
products included a 
granola bar, apple, and 
orange juice. The dollar 
amount spent and the 
quantity bought served as 
the dependent measures. 
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[14] 

Study 1 Buying Impulsiveness 
Scale (BIS; Rook and 
Fisher 1995) 

 
Brief trait Self-Control 
Scale (SCS; Tangney et 
al., 2004) 

Cognitive exercise (i.e., the Stroop 
color naming task; Stroop 1935) for 
two weeks: 
 

- Control condition: the 
Stroop task was 
administered via a web site 
on which participants were 
asked to type the color of 
ink in which each word 
(the name of a different 
color) was printed. The 
color of the text was 
changed after each visit to 
reduce participants’ 
familiarity with the 
exercise. To increase 
compliance, participants 
were periodically sent an 
email reminding them to 
perform the Stroop 
exercise; 

- No Control condition: no 
exercise during the two 
weeks. 

 
Impulse buying scenario 
developed by Dholakia et 
al. (2006) 

[32] 

Study 1B 
  

Social and emotional loneliness: 
SELSA-S (DiTommaso and 
Spinner, 1997) 
 
Loneliness: loneliness scale 
(Russell, 1996) 
 
Positive Affect Negative Affect 
Schedule scale (Watson, Clark, 
and Tellegen, 1988) 
 
Need to Belong scale (Leary et 
al., 2007) 
 
Consumer’s Need for 
Uniqueness scale (Tian, 
Bearden, and Hunter 2001). 
 
Beck Depression Inventory 
(Beck, 1978) 
 
Time horizon manipulation 
check (Williams and Drolet 
2005)" 
 
 
 
 
 

Impulse consumption: 
After having completed 
the questionnaires, 
participants were told that 
they could help them-
selves to the cookies kept 
by the door. The number 
of cookies each 
participant ate was 
recorded as the dependent 
variable 
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[37] 

  Participants were randomly assigned 
to one of three treatments:   
 

- Baseline condition:  
no task 
 

- Easy self-control 
condition:  
Participants were 
presented with a 6 min 
video consisting of motion 
pictures with varying 
shapes and colors, which 
acted as a distraction. 
Subjects were asked to 
exercise self-control 
throughout the video by 
fixing their gaze on a red 
dot bullseye that appeared 
at the bottom of the screen 
while the video was 
playing. 

 
- Hard self-control 

condition: 
Participants were shown 
the same video, however, 
it looped over 30 min.  
 

 Purchasing task 

[54] 

 
Impulse Buying 
Tendency scale 
(Verplanken and Herabi, 
2001) 

Emotion suppression task (self-
regulatory resources manipulation): 
participants watched a 9.5 min 
sequence from the movie "American 
History X": 
 

- No control condition: 
participants were told that 
they could watch the 
movie as in a cinema, and 
hence they were free to let 
flow the emotions that 
came up in response to the 
movie. 
 

- Control condition: 
participants were told to 
suppress all emotion that 
came up while watching 
the movie and to remain 
completely neutral 

Positive and Negative Affect 
Schedule (PANAS) 

Impulse purchasing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

[57] 
 

Regulatory Focus 
Questionnaire (RFQ) 
scale of Higgins et al. 
(2001) 

Ego depletion was manipulated 
through an adaptation of the 
Baumeister et al. (1998, Study 4).  
 

- No control conditions: the 
participants in the not-
depleted-ego condition did 
not have to follow any 
additional rules, just the 
rule of crossing the letters 
“e”. 
 

- Control condition: ego 
depletion was manipulated 

Mood of participants: Brief 
Mood Introspection Scale 
(BMIS) (Mayer and Gashke, 
1988); Affective and cognitive 
proceses of impulse decisions 
(Youn scale, 2000) 

Impulse consumption: 
Impulse consumption of 
M&Ms in a fake 
chocolate tasting task. A 
60g bag was left on the 
table and participants 
were told to eat at ease to 
evaluate the chocolate. 
the participants were told 
they could eat at ease to 
be able to evaluate them.  
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through an adaptation of 
the Baumeister et al. 
(1998, Study 4) 
manipulation, using a two-
page text on statistics for 
participants to cross all the 
letters “e” found in the 
text. The following rules 
were added to the 
instruction to cross the 
letters “e”: (1) not being 
close to another vowel; (2) 
not being the first letter of 
a word; and (3) not being 
the last letter of a word.  

 

As the table highlights, self-control is typically investigated with the so-called 

“sequential-task paradigm” or “dual-task paradigm”. This means that the typical structure 

of the experiment is composed of a first depleting task, followed by an outcome task: the 

measurement of impulse buying. Impulse buying was measured mainly in four ways: 

impulsive consumption, impulse purchase, impulse buying scenario and price 

assignment. 

 

V. Discussion of findings and summary 
 

In the previous section the existing literature on impulse buying was investigated with the 

approach described. From this analysis a few comments emerge. 

Firstly, a clear theoretical gap has been identified: the literature on impulse buying is 

incredibly broad and fragmented. There is a lack of a comprehensive framework to 

understand how the theories can be integrated, instead of clashing. The perspectives are 

very different and seem very contradictory. For example, this research highlighted how 

impulse buying can be associated with both positive and negative emotions. Many of the 
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different perspectives that have been analyzed (impulse buyer personality, identity 

definition, environmental stimuli response, biases in reference point) acknowledge the 

key role of self-control in impulse buying, however do not explain its mechanism. For 

example, the impulse buyer personality has highlighted the effect of consumer’s traits on 

self-control and impulse buying. The question emerging from this analysis is therefore 

how all these different theories can coexist and whether is it possible to join them in a 

comprehensive model that investigates in which contexts each theory applies. The 

proposed answer to this question is provided by adopting the model proposed by 

Verplanken and Sato (2011) shown in Fig.6. The model uses Higgins regulatory focus 

theory to integrate the different findings of the literature on impulse buying and therefore 

explaining the mechanism of self-control. The theory was analyzed in the previous 

chapter and suggests that individuals have two different basic motives that are pursued 

with two different self-regulation strategies: promotion-focused strategies and 

prevention-focus strategies. The first type of strategies has as objective good things, the 

second type aims at avoiding bad things. Based on this division, the different approaches 

and findings can be classified as being either promotion-focused or prevention-focused.  

 

Fig. 6 - Classification of the perspectives based on Higgins regulatory focus theory (Verplanken and Sato, 2011)  
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Promotion focus strategies are based on the eagerness an individual feels to fulfill a 

certain gain, accomplishment or wish. This category would therefore encompass the 

strategies that see impulsive buying or consumption as the mean to accomplish hedonistic 

values and materialistic values. Moreover, Higgins states that one of the promotion-

oriented self-regulation strategies is aimed at filling the discrepancy between an 

individual’s actual self and ideal self. Therefore, the approach to impulse buying that 

focus on the products purchased as symbols of identity fall in the promotion-oriented 

category. The branch of research that investigates the biases intervening in an impulse 

purchase is encompassed in promotion-focus strategies. In fact, biases promise an 

immediate reward and by impulsively purchasing customers fulfill that reward. Finally, 

the studies that focus on the personality traits can fall in both categories depending on the 

type of personality. Promotion focus strategies would explain the behavior of extroverts 

and autonomous personalities.  

Prevention focus strategies are based on avoiding pain and losses by focusing on duties, 

vigilance and obligations. This category would therefore encompass: the limited 

information processing, the alleviating negative affect and mood repair strategies. 

Customers engage in impulse buying in order to avoid information overload. The limited 

information processing is therefore a prevention-focused strategy: it aims at avoiding the 

pain of excessive information processing stemming from comparison and evaluation of 

the products. The most known and common prevention strategy is the engagement in 

impulse buying to alleviate negative emotions. The most famous example is provided by 

Baumeister (2002) who showed how eating unhealthy snack foods was correlated to a sad 

mood. Impulse buying seen as a failure of self-control is also analyzed as a prevention-
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focused strategy. Self-control acts to refrain from the impulse and to stop uncontrolled 

behavior.  

 

Secondly, a methodological gap in the experiments was found. As described in the 

previous section, the experiments that investigated ego-depletion use a sequential task 

paradigm: they study the negative effect of performing a self-control task (Task 1) on 

performance on a subsequent impulse buying task (Task 2).  The experiments rely on two 

fundamental assumptions. 

The first assumption lies in the implications that Task 1 (such as the letter crossing one 

or the thoughts repression) deplete an individual’s resources. Depleting tasks in the 

experiments may not deplete the ego enough and therefore the validity of the depleting 

tasks could be questioned. Only some experiments address this issue by relying on self-

reported measurements of fatigue. However, even this solution is not sufficient to 

evaluate the depletion of self-control. An individual perception of his or her tiredness and 

effort does not guarantee ego-depletion. Baumeister and Vohs (2016) themselves 

addressed the issue by criticizing the computer-based e-crossing task used by Hagger et 

al. (2016).   

The second assumption is the participants compliance to Task 1. Subjects may not follow 

the instruction while performing the task. This aspect can be corrected, as in Palma et al. 

(2018), through the use of eye tracking technology. In that experiment subjects were 

instructed to watch a 6 minute or 30 minute video, depending if they were respectively in 

the easy self-control condition or hard self-control condition. In order to exercise self-
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control, participants were asked to fix their gaze on a red dot bullseye that appeared at the 

bottom of the screen while the video was playing. This task is similar to Vohs and Faber 

(2007)’s experiment in which participants were asked to watch a video and refrain to read 

the subtitles that were showed at the bottom of the screen. The difference is that Palma et 

al. (2018) used eye-tracking technology to monitor the effective compliance to the task, 

while Vohs and Faber (2007) did not check whether subjects followed the instructions or 

not. These two assumptions explain the existing debate on the effect of ego depletion on 

impulse buying.  

In the experiments analyzed in the previous section ego-depletion is proved to increase 

the willingness to pay, the amount of dollars spent in impulse buying and the quantity of 

product bought impulsively. A few studies (Palma et al., 2018; Sultan et al. 2012) extend 

the simplistic direct relationship between ego depletion and impulse buying and suggest 

that this relationship is not linear and holds only in the short term. In Fig. 7, are reported 

the findings of Palma et al. (2018): the estimated probability of no purchase as a function 

of initial self-control time. The initial slope of the curve supports the “knowledge 

structure” model of self-control, according to which the first act of self-control activates 

the access to the knowledge required to enhance subsequent acts of self-control. When 

the threshold is reached, the results support the ego depletion model.  
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Fig. 7 – Estimated probability of no purchase as a function of initial self-control time in the experiment (Palma et al., 

2018) 

One of the results of the methodological gap identified above is that the literature does 

not unanimously agree on the actual effect of ego depletion.  Carter and McCullough 

(2014) argue that some meta-analysis on ego depletion, inflate its effect because of a 

publication bias, i.e., the aversion of researchers’ and editors’ to publishing null findings. 

In conclusion, this literature research has highlighted the two problems described above. 

On one hand, there is a lack of a clear framework on impulse buying, with research on 

different perspectives that partially overlap. 

On the other hand, there is an ongoing debate on the actual effect of ego-depletion 

stemming from the methodological gaps identified.   
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3. Experimental Paradigm proposition 
 

I. Hypothesis to test 

 

The literature analysis highlighted that the effect of ego depletion on impulse buying is 

debated and highlighted some of the reasons behind this debate. Previous experiments 

presented two main methodological gaps: the assumption that the depleting task was 

actually depleting and the assumed compliance of participants to the task. 

In this chapter an experimental paradigm is described with the objective of testing the 

effect of ego depletion on impulse buying, overcoming the methodological gaps of 

previous experiments. 

The objective of the experiment is based on Baumeister et al. (1994) perspective that 

studies impulse buying as a failure of self-control. Verplanken and Sato (2011) classifies 

self-control as a prevention-focused strategy of the self to refrain from impulse buying. 

Baumeister identifies in ego depletion one of the reasons why self-control may fail. 

However, the knowledge structure model of self-control states that the exertion of an 

initial act of self-control activates the access to the knowledge needed to exert self-

control, therefore increasing subsequent self-control abilities. The reference taken in this 

study is the experiment of Palma et al. (2018) that proposes a combination of the ego 

depletion theory and the knowledge structure model. Therefore, the formulation of the 

hypothesis of the proposed experiment are aimed at investigating the relationship between 

self-control and impulse buying. The first hypothesis is based on the knowledge structure 

model, that predicts that an initial act of self-control increases subsequent self-control 
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abilities, and therefore decreases the chance of engaging in impulse buying. The second 

hypothesis aims at testing the effect of ego depletion on impulse buying. According to 

Palma et al. (2018) the knowledge structure model does not apply for long exertions of 

self-control, since ego depletion model kicks in. The hypotheses proposed are therefore 

the following: 

H1: A short exertion of self-control in a depleting task decreases the quantity of product 

bought on impulse in a subsequent task 

H2: A long exertion of self-control in a depleting task increases the quantity of products 

bought on impulse in a subsequent task 

H3: A short exertion of self-control in a depleting task decreases the amount of money 

spent on impulse in a subsequent task 

H4: A long exertion of self-control in a depleting task increases the amount of money 

spent on impulse in a subsequent task 

Based on the theory, it is expected that people who exert self-control for a short period 

will buy subsequently less on impulse than those who do not exert self-control at all. The 

latter will buy on impulse less than people who exert self-control for a rather long period 

of time.  
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II. Experimental procedure 

 

The proposed experiment has been designed following the guidelines of Friedman and 

Cassar (2004). The experiment follows the classic dual-task paradigm extensively used 

in literature to investigate the ego depletion effect on impulse buying. Participants upon 

arrival are divided into three groups: the no control condition, the short self-control 

condition and the long self-control condition. All groups are firstly asked to complete the 

Impulse Buying Tendency Scale (Rook and Fisher, 1995). Then, the first task is the 

depleting task and is carried out only by the last two groups. Baumeister and Vohs (2016) 

describe that in order for a task to be depleting, self-control should be exerted for example 

by breaking a strong habit. The depleting task consists therefore in asking the participants 

to write a story with words that do not contain the letters “a” or “n”. Based on Palma et 

al. (2018) participants on the short self-control condition will perform the task for 5 

minutes, while participants in the long self-control condition will perform the task for 20 

minutes. The incentive for this task is 1€ with every page written without any word 

containing “a” or “n”.  This methodology fills the methodological gaps identified in 

literature: the compliance of participants is guaranteed since participants are required to 

follow the instructions in order to get the incentive, and secondly the task is proven to be 

depleting by Baumeister and Vohs (2016). After the task, all the participants are asked to 

complete the Positive And Negative Affect State Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 

1988) . 

The purchasing task is equal to the one carried out by Vohs and Faber (2007) in 

experiment 2. The task is the same for all the participants. Participants are given 10€ (in 
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addition to the money earned previously, if any) in exchange for their participation and 

are told that they can either spend the 10€ there by buying the products available or leave. 

The products available are various snacks, books, mugs, candies and playing cards. 

Purchases made there are by definition impulse purchases: participants were not aware of 

the possibility of buying them before. The number of items purchased, and the amount of 

money spent are measured as indicators of impulse buying. 
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Experimental Flow 

 

Base-condition: 

 

Short self-control condition: 

 

Long self-control condition: 

 

 

Fig. 8 - Experimental flow 
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III. Experimental sample and data processing 

 

The sample is composed by 150 students, of which around 75 females and 75 males. 

These parameters are set by making an average of the experiments analyzed in the 

literature research. Students are chosen since they have a low opportunity cost. The data 

obtained are analyzed through ANOVA and regression analysis. In particular, an 

ANOVA of the number of products bought as a function of resource depletion condition 

and IBT is performed. From the literature we can expect that apart from self-regulatory 

resource depletion, BIT will predict the number of products bought in the second task. 

PANAS will be used to analyze if there are no mood effects. 

 

IV. Expected experimental outcome and limitations 

 

The results of this experiment will fill the gap in the literature by settling the debate on 

the relationship between self-control and impulse buying and on the effect of ego-

depletion. In fact, the experiment overcomes the methodological gaps that were identified 

by the research that doubt the existence of ego-depletion. 

This experiment presents two main limitations. The first one stems from the fact that 

some other uncontrolled variables could affect the impulse purchases. One example is 

given by the mood of the participants. Participants are asked to complete the Positive And 
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Negative Affect Scale to measure their mood, but completing this scale may affect their 

subsequent behavior. 

The second limitation of the study is its narrow scope. Being focused solely on 

understanding the relation between ego-depletion and impulse buying, it overlooks the 

moderators that affect self-control. 
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4. Managerial implications and research contributions 

 

I. Business applications 

 

There is an urgent need of an understanding of impulse buying from a business 

standpoint. The implications for business are countless. All the tool of the marketing mix 

influence impulse buying: Price, Promotion, Product, Place. Actions from both retailers 

and e-commerce websites can be taken in order to trigger impulse buying.  

The finding that the longer the shopping trip, the higher the probability that an unplanned 

purchase happens, suggest that retailers would benefit from offering unplanned items to 

shoppers later in their trips.   

The licensing effect, that posits that engaging in a necessary but difficult task gives the 

actor “permission” to engage in a more hedonic activity, hints that product should be 

placed in the store mixing low and high-hedonic items. 

The positive influence of browsing on impulse purchases suggests that retailers should 

create a positive shopping environment with interesting displays, events, perfumes, 

samples, friendly salespeople in order to increase the stimuli.  

Moreover, profiling their customers and knowing their individual differences would 

enable business owners to leverage on the impulse buying personality findings. For 

example, targeting extroverts with offers for products that enable them to express 

themselves in front of others. 
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In conclusion, once understood the effect of self-control and ego depletion on impulse 

buying it would be easy for businesses to leverage on this relationship in order to increase 

their revenues. For example, resisting stimuli depletes an individual self-control resource. 

Therefore, thanks to the conclusions obtainable from this study, the more an individual is 

“bombarded” by stimuli when shopping, the more he or she will buy impulsively.  

 

II. Research application 

 

The objective of this research was to model the impulse buying process by carrying on a 

literature review on self-control. Focusing on this perspective, however, did not mean 

overlooking the research findings in which other perspective were adopted, but creating 

a comprehensive framework. 

This study highlighted the lack in the literature of a complete model of the impulse buying 

process. The perspective introduced by Verplanken and Sato (2011) has been described 

extensively and seems to provide a fitting framework for the existing various 

perspectives. Therefore, this work provides a preliminary ground for future research.  

The faults of previous experiments have been highlighted so that future experiments will 

take them into account. In fact, when investigation self-control two fundamental aspects 

must be considered. Firstly, it must be verified the fact that the depleting task is actually 

depleting. Can crossing a letter on a paper deplete resources? Some previous studies have 

verified that by asking the participants to fill the PANAS (Positive and Negative Affect 
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State) survey. Secondly, the experiments assume full compliance of the participants to 

the experiment’s instructions. This assumption could distort the results of the studies. 

In conclusion, this study has highlighted the existing theoretical and methodological gaps. 

Moreover, it has provided solutions for them by adopting the Verpalnken and Sato (2011) 

framework and by designing an experimental paradigm. 

 

III. Societal application 

 

When discussing the social consequences of impulse buying, one question arises 

frequently in literature: should consumers be protected from impulse buying? In the 

previous pages the various stimuli that trigger impulse buying have been extensively 

described.  

The societal applications of this research are all focused on understanding how to protect 

individuals from engaging in impulse buying.  

The main implication of this research stems from the understanding of the strength model 

of self-regulation. Sultan et al. (2012) have demonstrated that regulatory resources can be 

exercised and increased. Palma et al. (2018) showed that under a certain threshold an 

individual self-control ability increases. Further research would be forwarded to define 

this threshold. People could use both this information to protect themselves from 

impulsive urges. Firstly, by exercising in order to increase their self-control abilities. 

Secondly, knowing the threshold after which their self-regulatory resources decrease, 

people could be able to leverage on this information in order not to reach that threshold. 
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This could be achieved, for example, by avoiding situations in which self-control is 

threatened by stimuli, in the moments when the threshold is close. 
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5. Conclusions  
 
 

The present thesis followed the described structure. After a brief introduction, the 

literature review started with the analysis on how impulse buying definition has changed 

over the years, its different perspectives and facets. In particular it was highlighted how 

different and chaotic are the perspectives adopted in studying impulse buying. The 

perspective that analyzes impulse buying as a failure of self-control was chosen to carry 

on the literature analysis, being a well-known perspective that partially encompasses the 

others. The findings of the documents of the literature review were systematically 

analyzed. A particular attention was given to the methodologies through which self-

control was investigated in experimental contexts. The comments emerged from the 

literature research are mainly two. Firstly, the theories involved were so many that it was 

difficult to synthetize them in a comprehensive way. It is therefore clear that there is a 

theoretical gap coming from the lack of understanding on how these different perspectives 

coexist. Secondly, the effect of ego depletion on self-control is highly debated. This 

debate is due to a few methodological gaps recurring in the experiments: experiments 

assume that the depleting task depletes self-control and assume full compliance to the 

task of participants. 

Based on the knowledge acquired from the literature research an experimental paradigm 

proposition was described. The objectives were to settle the debate on the effect of ego 

depletion on impulse buying. Based on the knowledge structure model of self-control and 

on the ego depletion model there were two hypotheseìs: a short exertion of self-control in 

a depleting task decreases the quantity of product bought on impulse in a subsequent task 
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and secondly a long exertion of self-control in a depleting task increases the quantity of 

products bought on impulse in a subsequent task. 

In conclusion, this study has some contributions. The most important contribution 

concerns researchers. They will be able to carry out the experiment described in order to 

investigate the relationship between self-control and impulse buying. Afterword, business 

and society will benefit from this research. Businesses can exploit the findings to increase 

their revenues by nudging impulse buying.  
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