
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Does Oxytocin Increase Impulse Buying?

Jianjun Liu, Genome Institute of Singapore 
Monakhov Mikhail, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
Poh San Lai, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
Richard Ebstein, National University of Singapore 
Soo Hong Chew, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
Terry Tong, National University of Singapore, Singapore 
Xing Zhang, National University of Singapore, Singapore 

 
Based on a 1,158 Han Chinese sample, we found that plasma OT level is predictive of women’s impulse buying scores from multiple

measurements and actual expenditure in fashion products. A significant association was observed between the oxytocin receptor gene

and impulse buying for male subjects.
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…by spraying it on yourself….If you’re a salesman, you can 
close more deals …Remember, TRUST IS POWER.

    ----Trust Enhancer™

EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Oxytocin (OT) is a nonapeptide hormone secreted from the 

posterior pituitary gland which not only has important peripheral ac-
tions such as lactation and uterine contraction, but is also the para-
mount social hormone in lower mammals as well as more recently 
shown in man (see Ebstein et al. (2012) and Meyer-Lindenberg et 
al. (2011) for a review). Substantial research suggests that oxytocin 
considerably promotes trust towards strangers (Kosfeld et al., 2005; 
Zak et al., 2004). In the study by Kosfeld et al. (2005), one group of 
subjects (investor) is asked to invest any amount of money between 
zero and the endowment provided by the experimenter to an anony-
mous trustee. Each invested dollar is tripled by the experimenter. The 
trustee can choose but is not obligated to send back positive amount 
to the investor. Due to the one-shot nature of this game, the risk of in-
vestment is high. In comparison to the placebo, the group who were 
intranasal-administrated oxytocin on average invests 17% more. 

The effectiveness of oxytocin on human trust then spawns large 
attentions from both the academic and practice side. Several phar-
maceutical companies start to market the oxytocin products in the 
situation which requires persuasion such as dating and selling. For 
instance of the pharmaceutical company Trust Enhancer™ selling 
liquid oxytocin, they believe that spraying oxytocin on salesman’s 
cloth will gain more trustworthiness and compliance from the poten-
tial customer they approach. These anecdotal observations prompt 
an important question: Is oxytocin really effective in persuading cus-
tomers to buy products? Or put it another way, does oxytocin lead 
consumers to be more compliant to the marketing mixes and hence 
end up with more unplanned buying? This question intrigues us to 
examine the role of oxytocin in impulse buying, which is highly in-
fluenced by trustworthiness towards salesman and reliability of the 
promotion.

Towards revealing the role of oxytocin in impulse buying, we 
use two complementary strategies, a peripheral biomarker approach 
viz., measurement of plasma OT levels, and a molecular genetic ap-
proach. We offer the interpretation that plasma OT level as an indica-
tor for neuropeptide ‘tone’, reflecting the chronic activity level of 
long-term oxytocinergic activity both peripherally and centrally. We 
hypothesize that higher plasma OT would index higher level of trust-
worthiness towards marketing mixes and hence induce more impulse 
buying. To further investigate the molecular mechanisms underly-
ing the role of OT in impulse buying, we also examined association 
between this behavior and single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) 
across the oxytocin receptor (OXTR) gene. Variants across OXTR 
have been linked to a number of social behavior (reviewed by Eb-
stein et al. (2012); Young and Wang (2004)). OT affects its target 
tissues by initially binding to the oxytocin receptor in the neurotrans-
mission process. Hence variants across the oxytocin gene region may 

affect OT binding and the subsequent downstream actions of this 
neurohormone. 

In study 1, we recruited 1,158 (50.43% females) Han Chinese 
undergraduate students at a public university to participate in several 
waves of studies. Subjects donated 10 to 20 cc of blood for analy-
sis including plasma oxytocin and DNA extraction, several days 
following the administration of the questionnaires. In Study 1a, we 
administered the impulse buying scale (IBS) (Rook & Fisher, 1995); 
in Study 1b, we administered similar measures-compulsive buying 
scale (Ridgway et al, 2008) and Spendthrifts-Tightwads (ST-TW) 
scale (Rick et al, 2008) to check the robustness of our findings in 
Study 1a; In Study 2, we further asked subjects’ yearly actual ex-
penditure on conspicuous goods. In the last study, we examined the 
association between oxytocin gene and impulse buying scores. 

As predicted in our hypothesis, plasma OT level has a significant 
positive effect on IBS in Study 1a (p= .023) for pooled sample with 
both male and female participants after controlling for demograph-
ics. A significant interaction effect between logged plasma OT level 
and gender (p < .001) directs our attention towards analyzing the 
data separately for males and females. We found that the positive  
relationship between plasma level and IBS is mainly driven by 
female sample (p <.05). Plasma OT has no effect on IBS in male 
sample. Consistent results are found in Study 1b, which confirmed 
our main hypothesis by using compulsive buying score and ST-TW. 
Study 2 extends our finding to actual spending for fashion products. 
A significantly positive effect of plasma OT on the total expenditure 
of clothes and shoes in female sample is observed (p = <.05). In the 
last study, we find a significant effect of oxytocin gene on OT for 
males(p < .02) and a significant interaction effect with plasma OT 
(p < .0001). 

The contribution of the present work is twofold. First, we ex-
tend researchers’ understanding of OT’s role in consumer buying 
behavior. We show OT indeed leads women to buy more unplanned 
products, which is important for marketers. Second, in the nascent 
field of neuromarketing, some investigators are now dipping into the 
wider toolbox of neuroscience and looking at consumer behavior 
from a broader biological perspective, such as neuroimaging (Plass-
mann et al., 2012), behavioral genetics (Simonson and Sela, 2011) 
and endocrinology (Durante et al., 2011). The current study contrib-
utes to this broader perspective and introduces a new biomarker and 
neurogenetic strategy in neuromarketing research by focusing on an 
important phenomenon in consumer behavior, impulse buying. 
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