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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 
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the vice shopping basket condition chose a brand of potato chips and 
a brand of cookies to purchase while those in the virtuous shopping 
basket condition chose a brand of pretzels and a type of grapes.  In all 
conditions, the price of the initial choices summed to $4.00, however 
some items were portrayed to be on sale using the following manipu-
lation. In addition to showing participants the current price of each 
item, we reported the last week’s price in a separate column next to 
the current price column.  One item in the second category was noted 
to be on sale (with a label emphasis – ON SALE!) with the original 
price being $3.50 marked down to the sale price of $2.50 The other 
option within this category was sold at its regular price of $2.50. Ac-
cordingly, a participant who chose the sale item would perceive that 
they had saved $1.00, but total spending of all participants was actu-
ally equal to $4.00 prior to the impulsive spending task. After mak-
ing their initial choices, participants were then asked to indicate their 
willingness to pay for Snickers bars. Consistent with the licensing 
effect, we find that, in the no savings condition, the virtuous shop-
ping basket composition licenses increased impulsive spending on 
Snickers bars. In contrast, when participants saved money on their 
prior choices, the licensing effect of the virtuous basket disappears 
as there is no significant difference in impulsive spending between 
vice and virtue conditions. 

The second study builds on the first study in several ways. First, 
we demonstrate that the licensing effect of virtuous basket compo-
sition extends to impulsive spending on a relatively virtuous item 
(Soyjoy Nutrition Bar) and that, as in Study 1, this effect does not 
manifest in the savings condition. Second, to better reflect the real 
shopping experience, we increased the number of product catego-
ries in the initial choice phase and altered the composition of the 
shopping baskets (e.g., 3 virtue items plus 1 vice item rather than 2 
virtue items). Third, we find that virtuous basket composition leads 
to higher health self-concept than a vice basket composition but that 
savings attenuate this difference. Finally and most importantly, we 
show that health self-concept mediates the moderating role of sav-
ings on the effect of virtuous shopping basket composition on subse-
quent impulsive spending. 

Furthermore, to test our thesis in a real shopping setting, we 
leveraged data from the field study conducted by Stilley, Inman and 
Wakefield (2010). In this study, 400 customers were intercepted as 
they entered two different grocery stores located in a southwestern 
city. Before they entered the store, respondents were asked to esti-
mate how much they intended to spend in total. Since respondents 
kept track of their purchases in order using a hand-held scanner, we 
were able to measure the composition of their shopping basket and 
the amount of accumulated savings before they make impulsive pur-
chases (i.e., items bought after respondents exceeded their mental 
budgets). We again find that lower hedonicity rating of the shopping 
basket is associated with higher subsequent impulsive spending only 
when accumulated savings are low, providing external validity for 
our results. 

Using both simulated and real shopping data, this paper docu-
ments the moderated licensing effect of virtuous prior shopping on 
subsequent impulsive spending. In particular, participants who ear-
lier purchased more utilitarian (vs. hedonic) products are later will-
ing to spend more on impulsive purchases but only when they did not 
realize any savings on their prior purchases. 

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

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Retailers have traditionally located frequently purchased prod-

ucts (e.g., milk) in strategic locations that encourage shoppers to 
cover a longer distance in the store. In this case, consumers will be 
exposed to more products and in-store stimuli along the way, thus 
become more likely to make unplanned purchases. In addition, re-
cent advances in location-based mobile marketing have made it pos-
sible to integrate shoppers’ location with their loyalty card informa-
tion and offer targeted promotions to increase distance traveled. 

The effectiveness of in-store shopper marketing strategies 
aimed at increasing in-store travel distance is contingent on whether 
there is a direct effect of longer in-store trip distance on unplanned 
purchasing, and if so, the magnitude of this effect. Rather surpris-
ingly, the academic research literature has largely been silent on this 
important practical issue. While Granbois (1968) and Inman, Winer 
and Ferraro (2009) include a metric related to trip length (e.g., num-
ber of aisles shopped) and show that it is positively correlated with 
the likelihood of unplanned purchases, to the best of our knowledge 
there has been no study that explicitly estimates the direct relation-
ship between in-store trip length and unplanned spending. Part of the 
reason for this gap in research is that before the recent development 
of radio frequency identification (RFID) tracking, in-store trip length 
was difficult and costly to obtain. Further, even if in-store trip length 
can be measured reliably and cost-effectively, a direct interpretation 
of the regression coefficient of in-store path length on the amount of 
unplanned purchases is still misleading because in-store path length 
is endogenous. 

The endogeneity of in-store path length is caused by omitted 
in-store and out-of-store variables, simultaneity/reversed causality, 
and measurement error. First, some omitted in-store and out-of-store 
variables can cause changes in both unplanned purchases and in-
store path lengths. Suppose that a shopper is attracted by the display 
of an unplanned item and purchases that product. Then both in-store 
path length and the amount of unplanned purchases increase, but 
there is no direct causal relationship between the two, resulting in 
a spurious correlation. Second, since both in-store path length and 
the amount of unplanned purchases are generated during the same 
shopping trip, it is difficult to empirically tease apart the direction 
of causality between them. For instance, it is possible that a shopper 
decides to buy an unplanned product first, then incurs the additional 
distance to purchase that product. Third, the difficulty of accurately 
measuring in-store trip length may lead to a noisy measure.

To combat the aforementioned endogeneity issues, we construct 
an instrumental variable based on the length of a “reference path,” 
which is determined by the store layout, a shopper’s planned pur-
chases, and an assumption about her search strategy. Specifically, we 
consider two possible strategies, an infinitely forward-looking trav-
eling-salesman strategy (TSP) or a one-step-look-ahead strategy (a 
“greedy” algorithm). We show that the length of this reference path 
is strongly correlated with the length of the actual in-store path. Im-
portantly, since the reference path is determined before the shopper 
starts her grocery trip, this instrumental variable temporally precedes 
the dependent variable (amount spent on unplanned purchases). 

Our field study was conducted in a medium-sized grocery store 
located in a northwestern U.S. city. We collected data from 300 shop-
pers by offering each of them a $5 store gift card as participation 
compensation. Each participant first completed an entrance survey. 
The questions therein included: (1) whether they had a shopping list 


