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Abstract 

Impulse buying behavior is a complex, spontaneous, and emotionally charged phenomenon influenced by a 

variety of personal, situational, and technological factors. This paper provides a comprehensive review of 

the existing literature on impulse buying, synthesizing research from consumer psychology, marketing, and 

behavioral economics. It explores the theoretical frameworks that explain impulse buying, including 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory, and the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) Model, while discussing the 

emotional, environmental, and digital triggers that prompt impulsive purchases. Special attention is given to 

the role of technology, particularly e-commerce and social media, in reshaping modern impulse buying 

behavior. The review also examines the practical implications for marketers, emphasizing how businesses 

can enhance sales through strategic environmental and digital stimuli. Ethical considerations are addressed, 

particularly the potential harm caused by emotional manipulation and the financial burden placed on 

consumers. The paper concludes with recommendations for future research, highlighting the need to 

investigate impulse buying in emerging markets, the long-term effects on consumer well-being, and the 

evolving role of artificial intelligence in influencing buying decisions. 
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1. Introduction 

Impulse buying behavior has been a subject of growing interest in consumer research for several decades. 

Defined as an unplanned and immediate purchase made without prior intention, impulse buying often 

involves a sudden and strong urge to buy a product, accompanied by emotional arousal (Rook, 1987). This 

behavior deviates from rational decision-making processes and has been linked to emotional, cognitive, and 

situational triggers. In a world increasingly characterized by consumerism, the study of impulse buying 

behavior is particularly relevant due to its impact on individuals, businesses, and the economy. 

The importance of understanding impulse buying behavior cannot be understated. For consumers, impulse 

purchases can lead to financial strain, feelings of guilt, or post-purchase regret, especially when such 

purchases are driven by emotional rather than rational motives. From a business perspective, impulse buying 

represents a significant portion of retail sales, both in physical stores and online. Marketers have long 

recognized this behavior, and many promotional strategies and retail layouts are designed to encourage 
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impulse purchases. With the rise of e-commerce and digital marketing, the frequency and nature of impulse 

buying have evolved, making it a critical area of study in both psychology and consumer behavior. 

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting shift to online shopping have further accelerated the 

need to study impulse buying in digital environments. As online platforms provide easier access to 

shopping, enhanced by targeted advertisements and personalized product recommendations, understanding 

the factors that drive impulse buying has never been more crucial. Businesses are now increasingly focused 

on leveraging this behavior to drive sales, making it necessary to study both traditional and digital contexts 

of impulse buying. 

The primary objective of this review paper is to explore the various factors influencing impulse buying 

behavior, including psychological, personal, situational, and cultural factors. Additionally, the paper will 

examine the growing influence of e-commerce and digital marketing on consumer impulse buying. Through 

a comprehensive review of existing literature, this paper aims to provide a deeper understanding of the 

theoretical frameworks that explain impulse buying and offer practical implications for marketers. 

Furthermore, the review will outline the methodological approaches used in impulse buying research and 

propose directions for future study. 

By exploring the complexities of impulse buying behavior, this review seeks to contribute to a better 

understanding of this phenomenon and its implications for both consumers and businesses. The findings can 

help marketers develop more effective strategies while providing consumers with insights into their 

purchasing decisions. 

 

2. Literature Review 

Impulse buying behavior has been widely studied across various disciplines, including psychology, 

marketing, and consumer behavior. The literature provides valuable insights into the complex interplay of 

emotional, cognitive, and situational factors that drive consumers to make impulsive purchases. This review 

synthesizes the key findings from past studies, organized into four primary areas: theoretical foundations of 

impulse buying behavior, personal factors, situational factors, and the impact of e-commerce and digital 

marketing. 

I. Theoretical Foundations of Impulse Buying Behavior 

Several theoretical models have been proposed to explain the mechanisms behind impulse buying behavior. 

The most prominent theories include Cognitive Dissonance Theory, the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-

R) Model, and Self-Regulation Theory. Each theory highlights different aspects of the decision-making 

process, emphasizing the role of emotions, environmental stimuli, and self-control in impulse buying. 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

Cognitive dissonance theory, introduced by Festinger (1957), suggests that individuals experience 

psychological discomfort when their attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent. In the context of impulse 

buying, consumers may justify their unplanned purchases by modifying their beliefs about the necessity or 

value of the product. Cognitive dissonance often occurs post-purchase, leading consumers to either 

rationalize their decision or experience regret. Several studies have demonstrated that consumers are more 

likely to experience dissonance after an impulse purchase, particularly when the product does not meet 

expectations or exceeds their budget (Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). 
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Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) Model 

The S-O-R model, developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974), provides a framework for understanding 

how environmental stimuli influence consumer behavior. In this model, the "stimulus" refers to external 

factors (e.g., store atmosphere, promotional displays), the "organism" represents the internal state of the 

consumer (e.g., emotional arousal, mood), and the "response" is the resulting behavior (e.g., purchasing 

decision). Numerous studies have applied this model to impulse buying behavior, emphasizing the 

importance of sensory cues, such as lighting, music, and product placement, in triggering impulse purchases 

(Dholakia, 2000). 

II. Personal Factors Influencing Impulse Buying Behavior 

Several personal characteristics influence a consumer’s propensity to engage in impulse buying. These 

include demographic factors such as age, gender, and income, as well as personality traits like impulsivity 

and hedonism. 

Age and Gender 

Age and gender play a significant role in shaping impulse buying behavior. Research suggests that younger 

consumers are more likely to engage in impulsive purchases compared to older consumers, who tend to be 

more deliberate and cautious in their buying decisions (Wood, 1998). Additionally, gender differences have 

been observed, with women often being more prone to emotional impulse buying, while men tend to engage 

in impulse buying related to utilitarian products (Tifferet & Herstein, 2012). However, these patterns can 

vary depending on the context and product category. 

Personality Traits 

Personality traits such as impulsivity, materialism, and hedonism are strong predictors of impulse buying 

behavior. Impulsive individuals, by definition, exhibit a tendency to act without considering the 

consequences of their actions, making them more susceptible to impulse buying (Verplanken & Herabadi, 

2001). Materialistic individuals, who place a high value on possessions, are also more likely to engage in 

impulse buying as a means of acquiring status symbols or enhancing their self-image (Dittmar, 2005). 

Furthermore, hedonistic consumers, who seek pleasure and excitement from shopping, are particularly 

vulnerable to impulse buying, as the act of purchasing itself provides immediate gratification (Hausman, 

2000). 

III. Situational Factors Affecting Impulse Buying 

Impulse buying is often driven by situational factors that create an environment conducive to spontaneous 

purchases. These factors include store atmosphere, promotions, product placement, and time pressure. 

Store Atmosphere 

The physical environment of a store can significantly influence impulse buying behavior. Retailers use 

various sensory cues, such as lighting, music, and scents, to create a pleasant shopping experience that 

encourages unplanned purchases (Donovan & Rossiter, 1982). For example, brightly lit stores with upbeat 

music are more likely to elicit positive emotions, leading consumers to make impulsive purchases (Baker, 

Parasuraman, Grewal, & Voss, 2002). Similarly, product displays and shelf arrangements that increase the 

visibility of items can prompt spontaneous buying decisions (Inman, Winer, & Ferraro, 2009). 

Promotions and Discounts 

Promotions and discounts are powerful triggers of impulse buying. Limited-time offers, buy-one-get-one 

deals, and deep discounts create a sense of urgency, encouraging consumers to act quickly before the 
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opportunity expires (Chen & Wang, 2016). Studies have shown that promotional activities can override 

consumers' intentions to stick to their shopping lists, leading them to purchase products they had not 

planned to buy (Peck & Childers, 2006). Furthermore, consumers often justify impulse purchases by 

perceiving them as smart financial decisions when taking advantage of discounts (Dholakia, 2000). 

Time Pressure 

The perception of limited time can heighten impulse buying tendencies. Time constraints, whether real or 

perceived, compel consumers to make quicker decisions, often without fully evaluating the need for the 

product (Chandon, Wansink, & Laurent, 2000). Sales events, such as Black Friday, create a sense of 

urgency that drives impulse purchases, as consumers feel pressure to act before the deals expire. Research 

has also shown that time-pressured environments lead to higher levels of emotional arousal, which can 

further enhance the likelihood of impulsive buying (Beatty & Ferrell, 1998). 

3. Discussion 

The literature on impulse buying behavior reveals a complex interplay of personal, situational, emotional, 

and technological factors that drive consumers to make unplanned purchases. This discussion section will 

synthesize the findings from the literature review, addressing the theoretical, practical, and ethical 

implications of impulse buying behavior in modern consumer culture. Additionally, the discussion will 

explore how marketers can leverage impulse buying, the challenges associated with online impulse buying, 

and the consequences for consumer well-being. 

I. Theoretical Implications 

The theoretical models that explain impulse buying behavior—such as Cognitive Dissonance Theory, the 

Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) Model, and Self-Regulation Theory—highlight the multifaceted 

nature of this behavior. Each theory contributes a unique perspective on how consumers experience and 

justify impulse buying. 

Cognitive Dissonance and Post-Purchase Behavior 

Cognitive dissonance theory explains the psychological discomfort consumers experience when their 

behavior (impulse buying) conflicts with their beliefs or intentions (planned purchases). This discomfort 

often leads to post-purchase rationalization or regret. The literature suggests that while impulse buying can 

provide short-term gratification, it can also result in negative emotions, such as guilt and regret, particularly 

when the purchase is financially burdensome or unnecessary (Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). This highlights 

the emotional risks associated with impulse buying, which can undermine consumer satisfaction in the long 

run. Marketers should be mindful of these potential consequences, as consumers who consistently 

experience regret may develop negative associations with a brand or retailer. 

The S-O-R Model and the Role of External Stimuli 

The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model emphasizes the importance of external stimuli in 

triggering impulse buying. Retailers strategically manipulate environmental factors, such as store layout, 

product placement, and sensory cues, to evoke emotional arousal and prompt impulsive purchases. The 

literature shows that store atmosphere plays a critical role in stimulating impulse buying, with sensory 

elements such as lighting, music, and scent having a direct impact on consumer emotions (Donovan & 

Rossiter, 1982; Baker et al., 2002). 

This has significant implications for marketers, particularly in brick-and-mortar settings, where optimizing 

the store environment can enhance sales through impulse purchases. However, as shopping increasingly 

shifts to online platforms, understanding how these environmental stimuli translate into digital environments 

becomes more important. For example, e-commerce platforms can replicate the S-O-R model by utilizing 
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website design, product recommendations, and limited-time offers to create a sense of urgency and prompt 

impulse buying. 

II. Practical Implications for Marketers 

The practical implications of impulse buying research offer valuable insights for marketers seeking to 

enhance sales through unplanned purchases. Understanding the personal, situational, and digital factors that 

influence impulse buying allows businesses to design strategies that maximize impulse-driven revenue 

while maintaining customer satisfaction. 

Enhancing In-Store Impulse Buying 

Retailers can leverage various situational factors to increase impulse buying. Store atmosphere is a key 

driver of impulsive purchases, and retailers should focus on creating an environment that encourages 

spontaneous buying behavior. Strategies such as placing high-margin items near checkout counters, using 

attractive displays, and offering limited-time promotions can trigger impulse purchases (Inman et al., 2009). 

Additionally, creating a sense of urgency through signage (e.g., "last chance," "limited stock") can compel 

consumers to make decisions quickly, thereby reducing the likelihood of deliberation. 

However, it is essential for marketers to balance these strategies with customer satisfaction. While impulse 

buying can boost short-term sales, repeated experiences of post-purchase regret or dissatisfaction can harm 

long-term customer loyalty. Therefore, retailers should ensure that products placed in high-impulse areas 

meet quality standards and align with consumer expectations. 

III. Ethical Considerations 

While impulse buying behavior presents opportunities for businesses, it also raises ethical concerns. 

Encouraging consumers to make unplanned purchases, particularly in situations where they may lack self-

control, can lead to financial strain, excessive consumption, and negative emotions such as guilt and regret. 

As businesses increasingly rely on digital tools to promote impulse buying, the ethical boundaries between 

persuasive marketing and manipulation have become blurred. 

Manipulation of Emotions and Vulnerabilities 

One of the most significant ethical concerns surrounding impulse buying is the manipulation of consumers' 

emotional states. Marketers often use emotional appeals to evoke feelings of excitement, joy, or urgency, 

which can lower consumers' defenses and lead to impulsive decisions. For example, seasonal sales events 

and holiday marketing campaigns play on consumers' emotions to drive unplanned purchases. While this 

can be an effective marketing strategy, it raises questions about whether it is ethical to exploit consumers' 

emotional vulnerabilities for financial gain. 

Furthermore, digital marketing has amplified these concerns by using algorithms to target consumers based 

on their online behavior. Personalized ads and product recommendations are designed to appeal to 

consumers' preferences and desires, making it harder for them to resist impulsive purchases. This level of 

targeting can be particularly harmful to individuals with low self-control or compulsive buying tendencies, 

who may find it difficult to manage their spending in an online environment saturated with tempting offers. 

4.  Future Research Directions 

Despite the extensive body of research on impulse buying, several areas remain underexplored. Future 

studies could investigate the role of emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence (AI) and virtual 

reality (VR), in shaping impulse buying behavior. Additionally, research could focus on the ethical 

implications of increasingly personalized marketing strategies and their effects on consumer well-being. 
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Impulse Buying in Emerging Markets 

Most of the existing research on impulse buying has been conducted in developed countries. As 

globalization continues to expand, future research should explore impulse buying behavior in emerging 

markets, where cultural norms, economic conditions, and technological access differ significantly. 

Understanding how consumers in these markets respond to impulse buying triggers could provide valuable 

insights for multinational companies seeking to enter these regions. 

Long-Term Effects of Impulse Buying 

Much of the current literature focuses on the short-term effects of impulse buying, such as emotional arousal 

and post-purchase regret. However, less is known about the long-term consequences of impulse buying on 

consumer well-being. Future studies could examine how repeated impulse buying affects consumers' 

financial health, mental well-being, and overall life satisfaction over time. 

In summary, impulse buying is a multifaceted behavior driven by a combination of personal, situational, and 

emotional factors. While it offers opportunities for businesses to enhance sales, it also presents ethical 

challenges, particularly in the context of digital marketing. Marketers must carefully consider the 

implications of promoting impulse buying, balancing short-term profits with long-term consumer 

satisfaction and well-being. Future research should continue to explore the evolving nature of impulse 

buying in the digital age and its impact on consumers across diverse markets. 
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