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Abstract 
Impulse buying is a common behavior that can result in 
financial strain and feelings of regret and shame. 
Despite this and consumers’ expressed desire to curb 
impulse buying, HCI and consumer behavior research 
has yet to explore technological interventions to 
support these consumers. This proposed dissertation 
draws on various theories of impulse buying to design 
and experimentally test interventions that either (a) 
postpone the purchase decision, (b) support budgeting 
and spending limits, or (c) prompt deeper reflection 
prior to purchase. Results should shed light on the 
efficacy of various mechanisms for exerting self-control 
in e-commerce environments. 
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Problem Statement and Motivation 
Impulse buying involves making an unplanned 
purchase with little to no deliberation [11]. Industry 
research shows that this behavior is common in the US, 
with 68% of Americans reporting an impulse purchase 
within the past month [9]. With the continued growth 
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of e-commerce, it is no surprise that the rates of online 
impulse buying are also growing. In 2017, nearly one 
third of Americans reported making most of their 
impulse purchases online, a nearly 60% increase over 
2016 [2].    [8][14] 

Impulse buying can be problematic  
Consumers have reported negative consequences to 
impulse buying including financial strain [11] and 
feelings of guilt and shame [16]. The majority of 
consumers (71%) who have made an impulse buy in 
the last year ended up regretted the purchase [9]. 
Other consumers have reported that impulse buying 
has led to fighting with a spouse or family member [7]. 
There is also concern that infrequent, impulsive 
behaviors can turn habitual, leading to a clinically 
compulsive buying disorder [10].  

Research motivation 
While consumers wish to control their impulse buying 
[15], retailers have little incentive to support this goal, 
and in fact utilize many marketing and design 
strategies to encourage impulse buying. The proposed 
dissertation intends to help fill this gap by testing 
interventions designed to support consumers who wish 
to control their impulse buying online.  

Theory and Potential Interventions 
This dissertation work draws on several theories of 
impulse buying; I highlight potential interventions 
related to each. Reference-point shift theory argues 
that enhancing proximity (e.g., making the product 
immediately available) can prompt the consumer to 
“partially adapt the notion of owning” the product 
[4:494]. As a result, not purchasing shifts from a 
neutral event to a loss, quickly increasing the desire to 

purchase. Potential intervention: decrease the 
perceived proximity of a product.  

Impulse buying has also been explained by a host of 
dual-system models of self-control, including the 
planner-doer model [13] and the reflective-impulsive 
system model [12]. These models all explain impulse 
purchases as being driven by more emotional, short-
sighted, and impulsive cognitive processes. Potential 
intervention: activate deliberative and long-term 
thinking processes.   

Impulse buying has also been characterized as a failure 
in self-control or self-regulation. Baumeister framed 
impulsive purchasing as the result of unclear or 
conflicting consumption/savings goals, a failure to 
monitor consumption behavior, or a lack of ability to 
exert the willpower necessary to change consumption 
behaviors [1]. Potential intervention: support goal-
setting and behavior monitoring. 

Behavior-Change Research  
While CHI behavior-change literature has covered a 
wide range of issues (such as diet, exercise, smoking, 
safe driving, and sitting posture), shopping and 
spending has received less attention. Prior work has 
studied how individuals track their personal finances [5] 
and has tested UI design features that can encourage 
saving for retirement [3]. The Mindful Shopping app 
encourages mindfulness practices (e.g., meditation) for 
individuals who suffer from Compulsive Buying 
Disorder, providing support to patients who typically 
rely on psychotropic medication or cognitive-behavior 
therapy [6]. Interventions designed to help curb 
everyday impulsive spending have yet to be tested; 
this proposed dissertation aims to fill this gap. 

Method 
In a prior study, I built a 
simulated e-commerce shop 
to test choice overload theory 
[8]. Here, I extend those 
methods to an online field 
experiment. Because 
computers remain the 
dominant channel for e-
shopping [2], I will build a 
browser plug-in to implement 
each study’s intervention and 
track click and purchase 
behavior. This allows me to 
observe the effects of the 
interventions in a less 
obtrusive and more 
naturalistic setting than in a 
lab.  

Studies 1-3 share a 
common approach:       

§ Participants download the 
browser plug-in. 

§ Participants are randomly 
assigned to a condition.  

§ Participants conduct their 
online shopping using that 
browser.  

§ Each study will run for 
several weeks. 

§ Participants complete a 
demographic and feedback 
survey at study conclusion.  
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Proposed Dissertation Work 
This proposed dissertation is grounded both in impulse 
buying theory and results from an online survey that I 
conducted in September 2017 (see side-bar for study 
details). Respondents reported on the types of features 
that they wish websites or apps would offer to help 
them control their impulse buying. Results show that 
the most commonly desired support features include 
(a) postponing or delaying purchases (b) budgeting or 
strict spending limits, and (c) reflection and more 
thorough deliberation regarding each purchase. These 
three themes are the focus of this dissertation’s three 
planned studies: 

Study 1: Postponement 
A field experiment that tests a forced time delay before 
being able to checkout from an online store. 
Hypothesis: subjects forced to postpone purchases will 
complete fewer impulse purchases. Subjects will be 
randomly assigned to either the control condition (no 
forced waiting) or a treatment condition (e.g., 15 
minutes). This experiment will test multiple waiting 
periods to answer the RQ: Is there an optimal amount 
of time an online shopper should wait before a 
purchase to successfully resist impulse buying?  

Study 2: Budgeting 
A field experiment that tests the efficacy of providing 
budgeting support during online shopping sessions. 
Hypothesis: subjects given budget visualizations, 
budget reminders, or spending limits will complete 
fewer impulse purchases. Subjects will be randomly 
assigned to either the control condition (no budgeting 
support) or a treatment condition (e.g., forced 
spending limits). Because hard spending limits can 
perversely encourage shoppers to spend every dollar 

available, this experiment will test both soft budget 
reminders and hard spending limits to answer the RQ: 
Are soft budget reminders or hard spending limits more 
effective at curbing impulse buying? 

Study 3: Reflection 
A field experiment that tests the efficacy of prompting 
consumers to reflect on each product before purchase. 
Hypothesis: subjects forced to reflect on their 
purchases before checkout will complete fewer impulse 
purchases. Subjects will be randomly assigned to either 
the control condition (no forced reflection) or the 
treatment condition. The treatment condition will 
include exercises such as enumerating how or why the 
product is needed. 

Expected Contributions 
The results of the proposed dissertation should make 
both theoretical and practical contributions. Results are 
expected to provide support for reducing perceived 
proximity to the product through time delays 
(reference-point shift theory [4]), engaging a 
consumer’s more deliberative cognitive system through 
forced reflection (dual-process models, [12,13]), and 
goal-setting and monitoring through budgeting tools 
(self-regulation theory, [1]). The results of this work 
can also inform the design of systems that support 
consumers who wish to develop more deliberative 
shopping habits whether for financial, environmental, 
or political and social justice reasons.   

References 
1. Roy F. Baumeister. 2002. Yielding to Temptation: 

Self-Control Failure, Impulsive Purchasing, and 
Consumer Behavior. Journal of Consumer Research 
28, 4: 670–676. 

Pilot Work 
Inspired by a user-centered 
design approach [14], I 
conducted an online survey 
to assess the preferences of 
consumers who wish to curb 
their online impulse buying.  

§ Participants: A total of 151 
participants, recruited on 
Reddit and Facebook self-
help or shopping groups.  

§ Measures: Respondents 
reported on the types of 
features that they wish 
websites or apps would 
offer to help them control 
their impulse buying.  

§ Analysis: Quantitative 
analysis and qualitative 
coding of free text. 

Most commonly desired 
features:       
1. postponing purchases  
2. budgeting/spending limits 
3. forced reflection 

Least commonly desired 
features:       
1. social accountability (via 

social media) 
2. show pictures of negative 

outcomes (poverty, 
landfills, sweatshop labor) 

3. show past regretted buys 
 

CHI 2018 Doctoral Consortium CHI 2018, April 21–26, 2018, Montréal, QC, Canada

DC14, Page 3



 

2. Michelle Crouch. 2017. 9 out of 10 Millenials admit 
to impulse buys. CreditCards.com. Retrieved from 
http://www.creditcards.com/credit-card-
news/impulse-buying-poll.php 

3. Junius Gunaratne and Oded Nov. 2015. Informing 
and Improving Retirement Saving Performance 
Using Behavioral Economics Theory-driven User 
Interfaces. In Proceedings of the 33rd Annual ACM 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems (CHI ’15), 917–920. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/2702123.2702408 

4. Stephen J. Hoch and George F. Loewenstein. 1991. 
Time-inconsistent Preferences and Consumer Self-
Control. Journal of Consumer Research 17, 4: 492–
507. 

5. Joseph Jofish Kaye, Mary McCuistion, Rebecca 
Gulotta, and David A. Shamma. 2014. Money 
Talks: Tracking Personal Finances. In Proceedings 
of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems (CHI ’14), 521–530. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2556975 

6. Ruixue Liu, Gabriela Marcu, and Erin T. Solovey. 
Mindful Shopping: A Compulsive Buying Disorder 
Management Tool. Proceedings of ACM CHI 2017 
Workshop on Interactive Systems in Healthcare 
(WISH 2017). 

7. Jennifer McDermott. 2017. America’s problem with 
impulse buying. finder.com. Retrieved from 
https://www.finder.com/impulse-buying-stats 

8. Carol Moser, Chanda Phelan, Paul Resnick, Sarita 
Schoenebeck, and Katharina Reinecke. 2017. No 
Such Thing as Too Much Chocolate: Evidence 
Against Choice Overload in E-Commerce. In 
Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ’17). Denver, 
CO. May 6-11, 2017. 

9. National Endowment for Financial Education. 2012. 
Impulse Buying Survey. Retrieved from 
http://nefe.org/Portals/0/WhatWeProvide/PrimaryR
esearch/ConsumerPolls/PDF/Impulse%20Buying%
20Survey%20Summary.pdf?ver=2013-07-09-
145135-503 

10. Thomas C. O’Guinn and Ronald J. Faber. 1989. 
Compulsive Buying: A Phenomenological 
Exploration. Journal of Consumer Research 16, 2: 
147–157. https://doi.org/10.1086/209204 

11. Dennis W. Rook. 1987. The Buying Impulse. 
Journal of Consumer Research 14, 2: 189–199. 

12. Fritz Strack, Lioba Werth, and Roland Deutsch. 
2006. Reflective and Impulsive Determinants of 
Consumer Behavior. Journal of Consumer 
Psychology 16, 3: 205–216. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327663jcp1603_2 

13. Richard H. Thaler and H. M. Shefrin. 1981. An 
Economic Theory of Self-Control. Journal of 
Political Economy 89, 2: 392–406. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/260971 

14. Karel Vredenburg, Ji-Ye Mao, Paul W. Smith, and 
Tom Carey. 2002. A Survey of User-centered 
Design Practice. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems (CHI ’02), 471–478. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/503376.503460 

15. Michael Wood. 1998. Socio-economic status, delay 
of gratification, and impulse buying. Journal of 
Economic Psychology 19, 3: 295–320. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0167-4870(98)00009-9 

16. Sunghwan Yi and Hans Baumgartner. 2011. Coping 
with guilt and shame in the impulse buying 
context. Journal of Economic Psychology 32, 3: 
458–467. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joep.2011.03.011  

CHI 2018 Doctoral Consortium CHI 2018, April 21–26, 2018, Montréal, QC, Canada

DC14, Page 4




