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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Most store environmental literature focuses on how to gener-

ate positive consumer responses by manipulating in-store elements, 
rather than considering the potentially negative impact of the store 
environment on consumer behaviors. Yet shoppers may perceive an 
overly arousing store environment negatively (Kaltcheva and Weitz 
2006). Machleit and Eroglu (2000) claim that two-dimensional mea-
sures of negative effects (i.e., positive vs. negativefail to capture the 
broad spectrum of feasible emotions evoked by a store environment. 
In response to their call to investigate specific emotions to predict 
consumers’ in-store responses, we introduce and empirically inves-
tigate a new construct, retail shopper confusion (RSC), defined as a 
negative feeling that makes it difficult for consumers to select and in-
terpret store environmental stimuli. It might be a facet of the general 
confusion construct that can arise in shopping situations (Walsh and 
Mitchell 2010), when product similarity, overload, and ambiguity 
drive confusion (Walsh, Hennig-Thurau, and Mitchell 2007). Even 
beyond products, the store environment (e.g., signage, Bitner 1992; 
visual merchandising, Mitchell and Papavassiliou 1997) can trigger 
similar confusion. Thus far, only social factors have been considered 
as drivers of store environmental confusion (Schweizer, Kotouc, and 
Wagner 2006). The influences of design and ambient factors on shop-
per confusion have not been investigated. To address this research 
gap, we examine antecedents and consequences of RSC and develop 
a measurement instrument for assessing RSC.

The RSC model is based on the environmental psychological 
model (Mehrabian and Russell 1974): The store environment evokes 
RSC, which leads to avoidance behavior. To identify RSC anteced-
ents, we classify the store environment into ambient, design, and so-
cial factors (Baker 1987) but exclude social factors, because RSC 
is caused by the store environment. It is not the mere existence of 
these factors but their specific properties—variety, novelty, complex-
ity, and conflict (Berlyne 1960)—that evoke confusion. In line with 
Bitner (1992), we assume that confused shoppers experience high 
arousal but low dominance and feel unpleasant. Because RSC evokes 
negative perceptions, shoppers react with avoidance: low search, pa-

tronage, and repeat shopping, little time spent, and few unplanned 
expenditures (Donovan and Rossiter 1982).

A three-study design tests the conceptual RSC model. Study 1 
is explorative, using expert interviews and descriptive techniques to 
identify RSC causes. Variety, novelty, complexity, and conflict be-
tween ambient (acoustic stimuli, lighting, scent, temperature) and 
design (e.g., aisles, architecture, colors, materials, technology, visual 
merchandising) factors all trigger RSC. By way of illustration, many 
different light sources (variety), new or unexpected light (novelty), a 
complex lighting system (complexity) or inappropriate lighting (con-
flict) cause RSC. Complexity and conflict create more pronounced 
confusion potential, unlike product-related consumer confusion, for 
which variety and novelty are the dominant drivers. A preliminary 
explanation for this result is the far more frequent variations for 
product packages than for store designs (see Table 1).

Study 2 follows the suggestions of Walsh et al. (2007) to devel-
op a scale assessing RSC through accompanying feelings. Explor-
atory and confirmatory factor analyses reveal a three-factor solution, 
consisting of helplessness, inefficiency, and irritation. A Chi Square 
difference test with the one-factor model provides further empirical 
support for our model. We find strong evidence of convergent validi-
ty contrasting the RSC scale against the pleasure-arousal-dominance 
scale (Mehrabian and Russell 1974). Two independent samples fur-
ther validate the RSC scale (see Table 1).

The third study investigates five consequences of RSC with a 
causal research design. Respondents, randomly assigned to experi-
mental groups, confirm all but one of the hypothesized RSC conse-
quences: Confused shoppers do not strive for information or explore 
the store in depth; seek to escape from the confusing environment, 
which reduces their patronage intentions and time spent in the store; 
and try to avoid confusion in the future, resulting in lower repeat 
shopping intentions. However, they do not spend less money spon-
taneously than non-confused shoppers, which may be a factor of the 
analyzed product category: Grocery shopping typically is character-
ized by relatively urgent demand, so even confused customers might 
buy substitutes of necessary items (see Tables 1-3).

Table 1: Results of Study 1: Causes of RSC
Variety Novelty Complexity Conflict

Design Factors M SD M SD M SD M SD
Aisles 3.40 1.36 3.29 1.32 3.85 1.19 3.59 1.24
Architecture 3.18 1.29 3.07 1.31 3.71 1.24 2.73 1.30
Colors 2.28 1.25 2.35 1.21 2.78 1.32 2.81 1.33
Customer Flow 3.50 1.31 3.09 1.12 3.84 1.21 3.61 1.17
Materials 2.09 1.18 2.22 1.13 2.60 1.22 2.99 1.41
Shelving and Storage 2.65 1.26 2.67 1.24 3.71 1.31 3.54 1.41
Signage 3.01 1.32 2.74 1.28 3.30 1.35 3.50 1.41
Space Allocation 3.03 1.30 3.36 1.25 3.41 1.22 3.55 1.26
Technology 2.80 1.37 3.12 1.38 3.03 1.35 3.61 1.32
Visual Merchandising 3.12 1.30 2.54 1.22 3.61 1.25 3.75 1.30
Ambient Factors M SD M SD M SD M SD
Acoustic Stimuli 2.95 1.38 2.57 1.28 3.44 1.35 3.32 1.46
Lighting 2.31 1.31 2.37 1.25 2.55 1.26 2.69 1.35
Scent 2.48 1.29 2.45 1.22 2.93 1.39 2.94 1.43
Temperature 2.80 1.41 2.91 1.37 3.21 1.44 2.78 1.45

Note: shaded cells highlight means greater than 3.50



408 / Retail Shopper Confusion: An Explanation of Avoidance Behavior at the Point-of-Sale

The store environment contributes to confusion evoked in shop-
ping situations. Therefore, researchers and marketers must address 
not only product-related confusion causes but also environmental 
confusion drivers. Study 1 demonstrates that specific ambient and 
design factors trigger RSC; complexity and conflict are the main 
causes of environmental confusion. The development of a reliable, 
valid RSC scale enables assessments of confusion in empirical stud-
ies and periodic inspections of a store’s confusion potential. The 
many undesirable RSC consequences highlight the importance of 
avoiding confusing store designs. Some limitations should be ad-
dressed in further studies, such as supplementing the study 3 results 
with field experiments or considering other (e.g., more hedonic) 
product categories.
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Table 2: Results of Study 2: Measurement of RSC

Dimension Item Factor 
loadings

Item to total 
orrelation

Cronbach’s 
alpha

Construct 
reliability

Average 
variance 
extracted

Retail shopper confusion scale

Helplessness

Helpless .75 .69

.84 .84 .47

Lost .71 .65
Awkward .70 .63
Baffled .67 .66
Weak .64 .59
Overstrained .64 .58

Inefficiency

Efficient .70 .58

.76 .75 .43Careful .68 .57
Productive .63 .52
High-performing .64 .53

Irritation
Annoyed .72 .55

.76 .79 .56Irritated .64 .51
Nerved .64 .56

Table 3: Results of Study 3: Consequences of RSC
Confusing Non-Confusing ANOVA

Manipulation check (based upon RSC scale) 3.82 .62 1.77 .68 129.18 .000*
Consequences M SD M SD F p
In-store search 2.33 .92 3.30 .91 14.44 .000*
Repeat shopping intentions 1.57 .75 3.97 .90 109.93 .000*
Store patronage intentions 1.30 .67 3.44 1.00 83.34 .000*
Time spent in store 1.61 .73 2.56 .78 20.63 .000*
Unplanned expenditures 2.81 1.27 3.16 1.11 1.08 .300

* p < .01.


