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From the Mind to the Feet: The Influence of Shopper Activities on Unplanned Purchases
Chair: Yanliu Huang, Drexel University, USA 
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George Knox, Tilburg University, The Netherlands
Daniel Corsten, Instituto de Empresa Business School, Spain
David Bell, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Paper  #2: Lost Your License to Spend?: The Moderating Role 
of Savings on the Licensing Effect of Virtuous Shopping Basket 
Composition on Impulsive Spending

Didem Kurt, University of Pittsburgh, USA
Karen Stilley, Saint Vincent College, USA 

Paper  #3: The Effect of In-Store Travel Distance on Unplanned 
Purchase with Applications to Store Layout and Mobile Shopping 
Apps

Yanliu Huang, Drexel University, USA
Sam Hui, New York University, USA
J. Jeffrey Inman, University of Pittsburgh, USA
Jacob Suher, TNS Sorensen, USA 

SESSION OVERVIEW
The fact that approximately half of shoppers’ purchases are 

unplanned to some extent and are subject to the influence of in-
store factors (Inman and Winer 1998; POPAI 1995) makes in-store 
marketing increasingly important. The augmented significance of 
in-store marketing strategies makes it critical to understand the fac-
tors encouraging unplanned purchases in the store. Despite the im-
portance of this topic, surprisingly few marketing researchers have 
investigated how decisions are made in the store and the relevant fac-
tors that influence unplanned buying. Most of this research focuses 
on the effect of contextual factors such as the existence of store dis-
play and the hedonicity of product category (Inman, Winer, and Fer-
raro 2009). Regarding the influence of internal factors (i.e., customer 
characteristics) on unplanned purchases, prior research mainly looks 
at relatively static customer traits that are fixed across shopping trips 
such as gender, income level, and household size (Kollat and Wil-
lett 1967). Very little research has captured the effects exerted on 
unplanned purchases by relatively dynamic shopper activities spe-
cific to each shopping trip such as shoppers’ overall shopping trip 
goal, distance they travel in the store, composition of their shopping 
basket (vice vs. virtuous), and the amount of accumulated savings 
from their previous purchases. Furthermore, most prior studies on 
the influence of customer factors on unplanned buying ignore the 
active role played by shoppers to plan their shopping trips in order to 
make better in-store decisions.   

The purpose of this session is to report the findings of recent 
research to address the gap as discussed above. Specifically, this ses-
sion adds to our understanding of the influence of dynamic customer 
activities on unplanned buying as well as how customers actively 
plan their buying behavior by engaging in high-level cognitive ac-
tivities such as goal setting and health self-concept management. The 
three papers touch on different aspects of such activities: how culture 
drives goal setting to plan purchases prior to entering retail stores; 
how consumers’ accumulated saving and shopping basket composi-
tion interplay to affect their health self-concept and their following 
unplanned spending; and how consumers’ in-store travel distance 
influences unplanned buying and how to design effective marketing 
strategy to increase unplanned purchases via increasing shoppers’ 
path length.   

The opening paper by Knox, Corsten, and Bell relies on longi-
tudinal survey panel data collected from the United States, China, 
Western Europe, and Brazil to investigate cultural drivers of shop-
pers’ tendency to plan purchases prior to entering retail stores. 
They specifically look at how cultures influence consumers’ “pre-
shopping” mental activities such as the formation of the overall trip 
goal and store-specific shopping objectives to generate unplanned 
buying. They find that unplanned purchases are the highest in the 
United States where the “individualism” characterizes the culture. 
Furthermore, individualistic cultures seem to encourage the tendency 
to think abstractly about shopping goals before entering the store, 
which, in turn, facilitates unplanned buying in the store. 

In two experiments and a grocery field study, Kurt and Stilley 
show that the composition of the current shopping basket (i.e., vir-
tue vs. vice) licenses subsequent impulsive spending in the in-store 
shopping setting, but that this effect is moderated by accumulated 
savings on already purchased items. Particularly, a virtuous basket 
composition leads to higher subsequent impulsive spending due to 
increased health self-concept as compared to a vice basket composi-
tion. However, when shoppers save money on earlier purchases, the 
licensing effect disappears as a result of a decrease in the health self-
concept premium for the virtue condition.

Finally, Huang, Hui, Inman, and Suher collect grocery shop-
pers’ in-store trip length in a field study through Radio Frequency 
Identification tracking. By using an instrumental variables approach, 
they estimate the causal effect of in-store path length on unplanned 
spending and find that the elasticity of unplanned spending on in-
store travel distance is around 1.44. That is, increasing path length by 
10% for each shopper (an average of around 140 feet) will increase 
unplanned spending by about 14.4%, or $2.27 per shopper. They also 
conduct two sets of policy experiments to investigate the effective-
ness of two shopper marketing strategies, product category reloca-
tion and location-based mobile apps, in increasing in-store travel 
distance and unplanned spending. Their results suggest that adding 
an additional “planned” category into a consumer’s shopping list by 
strategically promoting this category makes them travel longer in the 
store and leads to as much as 28% increase in the overall amount 
spent on unplanned purchases. However, relocating product catego-
ries only has a limited effect (around 5%) on increasing unplanned 
buying.    

This session aims at enhancing our understanding of how shop-
pers’ dynamic activities specific to each shopping trip influence their 
unplanned buying in the store. The papers also demonstrate how 
customers actively engage in mental activities such as goal setting 
and self concept management both before and during their shopping 
trips. In addition, each paper offers its unique perspective regard-
ing the methods we can use to study the effects of these dynamic 
customer activities in an in-store shopping setting. The focus of this 
session is part of a larger literature on consumers’ pre-purchase in-
formation processing and in-store decision making. This is consistent 
with many ACR members’ research interests.

Shopping Goals and Unplanned Buying 
Across Cultures and Countries

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
It is difficult to overstate the importance of “unplanned buying” 

to retailers as they rely on incremental purchases to implicitly take 
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share from competitors and also to stimulate additional consump-
tion. Unplanned buying is reportedly widespread—“Supermarkets 
are places of high impulse buying … – fully 60 to 70 percent of pur-
chases there were unplanned, grocery industry studies have shown 
us” (p. 171 The Science of Shopping by Paco Underhill)—and gener-
ated when consumers are exposed to in-store marketing activity. Un-
planned buying also increases in the absence of “time pressure” (e.g., 
Park, Iyer, and Smith 1989), consumer and category factors (Inman, 
Winer, and Ferraro 2009), and consumer planning and exposure to 
marketing on the “path-to-purchase” before entering a retail store 
(Bell, Corsten, Knox 2011). 

In this study, we investigate how “pre-shopping” factors—the 
overall trip goal, store-specific shopping objectives, and prior mar-
keting exposures that the shopper brings to the store interact with 
cultural factors to generate unplanned buying at the individual shop-
per level. Our study, unlike most prior academic studies, relies on 
rich survey panel data in which the same shopper is observed taking 
several trips. Moreover, we utilize detailed panel data collected from 
shoppers in the United States, Western Europe (Germany and Spain), 
Asia (China), and Latin America (Brazil). Shoppers were also in-
terviewed in the home on standard measures of propensity to favor 
brands (over private labels), attitudes towards shopping, and meth-
ods of information gathering. 

To test our hypotheses, we estimate a series of fixed effects Pois-
son and Tobit models in a quasi-experimental design. Specifically, 
the same shopper in a given country is observed invoking different 
goals, shopping in different stores, and buying under different cir-
cumstances. Across countries, shoppers are matched to allow testing 
of key dimensions of the cultural differentiation framework laid out 
in Hofstede (2001). Following the procedure in Erdem, Swait, and 
Valenzuela (2006), we directly integrate the cultural factors into our 
models of unplanned buying. We introduce a number of measures 
of observed heterogeneity across shoppers (e.g., demographics) to 
control for differences in their overall propensity to make unplanned 
category purchase decisions.

We have four new substantive findings. First, among the coun-
tries considered, we find that unplanned buying is the highest in the 
United States and that the average extent of unplanned buying within 
a country varies across countries in a manner consistent with Hof-
stede (2001). Specifically, the average rate of unplanned buying is 
positively related to “Individualism” in a culture and it is negatively 
related to “Uncertainty Avoidance”. Second, at the individual level, 
unplanned buying not only increases with the abstractness of the 
overall shopping trip goal established before the shopper enters the 
store (Bell, Corsten, Knox 2011) but also further increases within 
individualistic cultures. Using an instrumental variables approach 
we find that the tendency to think abstractly about shopping goals 
is highest in individualistic cultures, i.e., there is a level effect of 
culture on goal abstraction, holding income and other factors con-
stant. Third, we identify cultural determinants of store and trip-spe-
cific shopping goals. This is important because while any reason for 
choosing a store by definition has a positive effect on store traffic, 
not all store choice reasons have a positive effect on unplanned buy-
ing. The tendency to visit a specific store because of proximity to 
other stores, for example, is indicative of a predetermined goal for 
that store and therefore leads to less unplanned buying there. Finally, 
we identify a number of culturally-based moderators of unplanned 
buying. Prior research shows, for example, that consumers react to 
crowding by buying more variety to assert freedom (Levav and Zhu 
2009) and that they do more unplanned buying in crowded stores 
(Bell, Corsten, and Knox 2011). Everything else held constant, this 
effect is amplified in Brazil and China where consumption is argu-

ably more socially construed, i.e., where consumers use brands to 
signal status and to indicate group membership. 

We conclude the study by identifying a number of descriptive 
differences in routine shopping behavior across cultures, including 
attitudes to the shopping process and the cost benefit trade-offs made 
by consumers. The rich panel data for shopping trips and compre-
hensive in-home interview data collected by our research partner (a 
global CPG firm) provides a basis for a number of conjectures we 
intend to explore in future work. Overall, our findings illustrate that 
country-level variation in a remarkably ubiquitous and routine con-
sumer behavior, i.e., unplanned buying while grocery shopping in 
supermarkets, is quite well predicted by cultural differences. Since 
cultural factors are enduring and systemic, our findings have impor-
tant implications for researchers, managers, and policy makers.  

Lost Your License to Spend? The Moderating Role of 
Savings on the Licensing Effect of Virtuous Shopping 

Basket Composition on Impulsive Spending

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
According to the licensing effect (Khan and Dhar 2006), com-

mitting a prior virtuous act increases one’s preference for a hedonic 
item (versus utilitarian) as the virtuous act enhances consumers’ self-
concepts and mitigates the negative self-attributions resulting from 
the choice of the more hedonic option. While the extant literature on 
the licensing effect largely focuses on the impact of consumers’ pre-
vious actions and choices on their relative preference for a hedonic 
compared to utilitarian item of the same value, this paper examines 
the licensing effect of virtuous acts on shoppers’ wealth manage-
ment, namely impulsive spending. 

Impulsive spending contradicts with the goal of not spending 
money unnecessarily and thus, leads to negative self-attributions 
(Mukhopadhyay and Johar 2009). Related research suggests that al-
though consumers often try to avoid purchases that will cause them 
to exceed their mental budgets (Heath and Soll 1996), they look for 
ways to justify excess spending above their budgets (Cheema and 
Soman 2006). Consistent with this view, licensing effect on impul-
sive spending is expected to manifest itself during a shopping trip 
where consumers make a series of purchase decisions. That is, given 
the self-indulgent nature of impulsive purchases, consumers tend to 
seek reasons that can help them reduce the negative self-attributions 
associated with impulsive spending. In this research, we propose that 
the composition of the current shopping basket (i.e., virtue vs. vice) 
will license impulsive spending in the in-store shopping setting, but 
that this effect will be moderated by accumulated savings on already 
purchased items.

Recently, studies have shown that, in a single-shot choice set-
ting, a price discount on a hedonic item increases purchase likelihood 
because the discount mitigates guilt associated with purchasing the 
hedonic item (Mishra and Mishra 2010; Khan and Dhar 2010). Ex-
tending this work, we contend that greater savings on prior purchases 
can reduce positive self-attributions associated with a virtuous shop-
ping basket. Therefore, we propose that, in a sequential choice set-
ting, promotional savings will attenuate the licensing effect of a vir-
tuous shopping basket composition and that this will occur because 
of a reduction in the health self-concept premium associated with 
purchasing virtuous items. 

The first study consists of two phases: (1) initial choices (i.e., 
planned purchases amounting $4) and (2) subsequent choice (i.e., 
impulsive spending). Participants, who were unaware of the second 
phase and endowed with $4, were asked to choose one product in 
each of the two categories that they were shown. Those assigned to 


