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Abstract

The phenomenon of impulsive buying — making purchases on spur of the moment — has
interested consumer researchers as well as retailers for over 50 years. Today, impulsive
purchasing is an integral part of consumer society, as more time is spent in shopping
environments. At the same time, Internet as a shopping environment is becoming more
important in the daily lives of consumers, as consumers make an increasing ratio of
their purchases online.

The purpose of this research is to analyze and understand consumer experiences of
impulsive buying in the online shopping environment. Consequently, two research
questions are addressed: to analyze what are the elements of online impulsive buying
experience, and to understand the phenomenon by examining what types of online
impulsive buying experiences can be identified. The research strategy is based on
interpretive consumer research, with influences from phenomenology. The main
research data was generated by interviewing face-to-face 17 Finnish consumers about
their experiences of purchases made ‘on spur of the moment’ on the Internet.

To answer the first research question, this research presents an analytical framework
that identifies eleven themes divided into four elements of online impulsive buying
experience, i.e. shopping environment, webstore, product, and consumer. All in all,
these four elements represent the different levels of the consumer online buying
experience. The element of shopping environment includes the themes of convenience,
delayed gratification, and product variety. The second main element, webstore, contains
the themes of product presentation, return policies, and trustworthiness. The element of
product consists of themes of price and risk, and the main element of consumer takes in
the themes of interests, loyalty, and mood.

A typology of online impulsive buying experiences identifies three types of online
impulsive buying: order increase, webstore browsing, and out-of-context purchasing.
Each of these types consists of subtypes that further describe variation within the main
type. Order increase includes sub-types of multiple, complementary, and additional
purchasing, whereas webstore browsing refers to sub-types of pastime and promotional

purchasing. Finally, out-of-context purchasing consists of trial and social purchasing.



These types together with their sub-types portray the multifaceted ways that consumers
experience impulsive buying on the Internet.

This research contributes theoretically by increasing understanding of consumer
impulsive behavior in general and especially of consumer buying experiences in the
online shopping environment. As retailing environment evolves and new shopping
environments are developed, it is important to examine impulsive buying behavior in
other than brick-and-mortar contexts. In addition, this research enables consumers to tell
about their online impulsive buying experiences in their own words and, as a result, it
gives an interpretation of the phenomenon without imposing any predefined theoretical
models on it. This research also gives many managerial implications for e-tailers to

develop their webstores.

KEYWORDS: Impulsive buying, online buying, Internet, consumer behavior,

phenomenology, interpretive consumer research



Tiivistelma

Impulssiostot — ostopéétdsten tekeminen hetken mielijohteesta — ovat olleet niin kulu-
tustutkijoiden kuin véhittdiskauppiaiden mielenkiinnon kohteena yli 50 vuoden ajan.
Nykyéddn impulssiostojen tekeminen on olennainen osa kulutusyhteiskuntaa,
vietimmehin yhid enemmain vapaa-ajastamme erilaisissa ostoympéristoissid. Kuluttajien
arjessa myds Internetin rooli ostoymparistond on kasvussa, kun kuluttajat tekevit yha
suuremman osan ostoksistaan verkossa.

Tamén tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on analysoida ja ymmartii kuluttajien kokemuksia
impulssiostamisesta Internetissd. Tutkimuskysymyksid on kaksi: ensimméinen tutki-
muskysymys pyrkii analysoimaan verkossa tapahtuvan impulssiostokokemuksen ele-
menttejd, kun taas toinen tutkimuskysymys pyrkii ymmartdmadn ilmiotéd tarkastelemalla
millaisia erilaisia impulssiostokokemuksen tyyppeja voidaan tunnistaa. Tutkimusstrate-
giana tutkimuksessani on tulkitseva kulutustutkimus fenomenologisella otteella. Paétut-
kimusaineistona haastattelin yhteensi 17 suomalaista kuluttajaa heidédn kokemuksistaan
hetken mielijohteesta tehdyistd Internet-ostoista.

Ensimmdisen tutkimuskysymykseen vastaan esittdimélld analyyttisen viitekehyksen
perustuen kuluttajien kokemuksiin Internet-impulssiostoista. Viitekehyksessé identifioin
yhteensd 11 teemaa, jotka jakautuvat edelleen neljin péddelementin — ostoympiriston,
verkkokaupan, tuotteen ja kuluttajan alle. Ndma neljd péadelementtid havainnollistavat
eri tasoja kuluttajan Internet-impulssioston kokemuksessa. Ostoympiriston elementti
liittyy vaivattomuuden, lykédtyn mielihyvéin sekd tuotevalikoiman teemoihin. Verkko-
kaupan elementissid teemat liittyvét tuotteiden esittimisen tapaan, palautusehtoihin ja
verkkokaupan luotettavuuteen. Tuotteen elementissé taas keskidsséd ovat tuotteen hinnan
ja tuotteeseen liittyvien riskien teemat, ja kuluttajan elementissé kuluttajan mielenkiin-
non kohteet, uskollisuus sekéd mieliala.

Toisena padtutkimustuloksena tutkimuksessani on kuluttajien Internetissé tekemien
impulssiostokokemusten typologia. Typologiassa identifioin kolme eri pédiasiallista
tapaa, joilla impulssiostot ilmenivét kuluttajien kokemuksissa: tilauksen kasvattaminen,
verkkokaupan selailu sekd ostaminen erillddn verkkokauppakontekstista. Liséksi typo-

logiassa jokainen ndistd kolmesta eri tavasta on jaettu alatyyppeihin, jotka havainnol-



listavat erityyppisid kuluttajien kokemuksia kyseisen laajemman kokemustyypin sisilla.
Tilauksen kasvattaminen voi liittyd yhden tuotteen tai tuotetyypin monilukuiseen osta-
miseen, tidydentdvien ostosten tekemiseen tai tilauksen kasvattamiseen lisdostojen
kautta. Verkkokaupan selailua havainnollistavat ajanvietteeksi ostaminen sekd myyn-
ninedistdmisviestintddn liittyvd ostaminen. Verkkokauppakontekstista erilldén ostami-
nen taas viittaa aineistossa esiintyviin kokemuksiin kokeilevasta ja sosiaalisesta ostami-
sesta. Kokonaisuutena typologia kuvaa niitd moninaisia ja monimuotoisia tapoja, joilla
kuluttajat kokevat tehneensd impulssiostoja Internetissé.

Tutkimus luo teoreettista kontribuutiota lisddmalla ymmaérrystd kuluttajien impulsii-
visesta kdyttdytymisestd, ja erityisesti siitd, millaisia erilaisia kokemuksia kuluttajilla on
ostamisesta Internet-ostoymparistdssd. Vahittdiskaupan toimintaympériston jatkuvasti
kehittyessd, ja uusien, innovatiivisten ostoymparistdjen myotd on tirkedd, ettd kulutta-
jien impulsiivisia ostokokemuksia tarkastellaan my6s muissa kuin perinteisissd ostoym-
paristoissd. Téassd tutkimuksessa olen antanut kuluttajille d4nen, ts. mahdollisuuden
kertoa omin sanoin kokemuksistaan impulssiostoista verkossa. Siten tutkimukseni tar-
kastelee ko. ilmiotd kuluttajista kdsin, pakottamatta ilmiotd mihink&4n aiempaan teo-
reettiseen malliin. Tutkimuksen tulokset tarjoavat lisdksi useita kdytdnnon sovelluksia

erityisesti verkkokauppojen kehittdmiseen.

AVAINSANAT: Impulssiostaminen, herdteostaminen, verkkokauppa, Internet, kulutus-

kayttaytyminen, fenomenologia, tulkitseva kulutustutkimus



CONTENTS

1. INTRODUCTION ..ottt st 17
1.1 Impulsive buying in evolving retail environment..............cccceeevueereennnen. 17
1.2 Research purpose and qUESLIONS ..........cceerieeriierieeriieeieenieeveesiee e 20
1.3 Related research Streams...........occueeviieiieniieiieiieeeeeee e 22
1.4 Structure of the TePOTT.......cccviiiiieiieeie ettt 23

2. CONCEPTUALIZING IMPULSIVE BUYING IN THE ONLINE
SHOPPING ENVIRONMENT ......ooiiiiiiiiiiinieeeeeee e 25
2.1 The concept of iMPUlSIVe BUYING ...ccuveeiieriiiiiiiiiieieceee e, 25

2.1.1 Central characteristics of impulsive buying...........cccccceererenenne.. 27
2.1.2 Impulsive buying as a CONtINUUM .........cceceeeieerveenieenieeieeneeeeneen. 29
2.2 Approaches to impulsive buying research..........c.cccceeeveevieeciieneeeneennen. 32
2.2.1 Affective approach.........cccceeeeiieeciieeeiie e 32
2.2.2 Cognitive approach .........cccceeevieiieriieiieeieeeeee e 33
2.2.3 Economic approach.........ccccueeevieerieeeiiieeiieeecie e eeveeeevee e 36
2.2.4 Social psychological approach...........ccceeeveevieecieenieecieenieeieennen. 36
2.2.5 Trait theoretical approach ...........cccceeveiievciiicieeccie e, 37
2.2.6 Marketing approach ..........ccceeevveviieriienieeiienie et 37
2.3 Previous research on online impulsive buying .........cc.cccocceeviieieeneennen. 38
2.4 Positioning the StUAY.........cccveriierieiiieiieeie ettt 43

3. RESEARCH STRATEGY ...oooiiiiieieiiee ettt 46
3.1 Basic choices of research Strategy ..........coceeevierieeiieenieeiiienieeieesee e 46
3.2 Phenomenological perspective on consumer eXperiences...................... 48
3.3 RESEATCH PrOCESS....ueiieiiieiiieeiiie ettt et e see e e s e e 52
3.4 Generating data..........ccoeeuiriiiiieiiiniee e 55

3.4.1 Personal e-mail INtErVIEWS ......ovueeuirieniieiieieeeieee e 56
3.4.2 Personal face-to-face INterviews ..........cecoeeeueenieiiiienieeiiesie e 58

3.5 Data analysis and interpretation...........c.eeeveeevierieeireenieesieenreeieesee e 63



4. ELEMENTS OF ONLINE IMPULSIVE BUYING ......cccccceciniiiiniininene 67

4.1 Main elements of the analytical framework .............cccccooiviniiininnnennn. 67
4.2 Shopping eNVIrONMENL.......cc.ceevvieriieriieniieeieeneeeteesteeereeseeeeseeseeeesneenanas 69
4.2.1 CONVENICICE. .....viieierieeiiiieeeiteeecireeeitteeesireesteeessseeessseeessseeensseesnssens 70
4.2.2 Delayed gratification...........cccecverveeriienieeniienieeiee e eseee e 73
4.2.3 ProducCt VAriety ........ccccueeiiieiieeiieeiie ettt 79

4.3 WEDSTOTE ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e st et ente st e naeenees 83
4.3.1 Product presentation...........ccceecveeecueeeeiiieesiieesieeeereeeereeeenveesnnens 83
4.3.2 Return POLICIES ....ccvieeieeiieiieeieeite ettt e sre e 87
4.3.3 TruStWOTthINESS ....ccuvvieciiieeiiieeiiee et 90

4.4 PrOQUCT...cueieiiiiieie ettt ettt ettt st 93
o B o o1 RSP RTSR 94
442 RISK oot 99

I 1) 11510114 1<) USRI 103
4.5.1 INEETESES .ottt 103
4.5.2 LOYILY coueeeieeeieeeeeee et e 107
4.5.3 MOOM ..ot 109

4.6 Summary of elements of online impulsive buying.........c.cccceeeveernnenne 111
5. TYPOLOGY OF ONLINE IMPULSIVE BUYING......cccccccenirviinieiennn 114
5.1 Constructing the typology......ccueeeuiieriiieeiieeeee e 114
5.2 OTdET INCICASE .....evveeienieeuieeiteteete ettt ettt ettt st 116
5.2.1 Multiple purchasing ...........ccccccueeeiieeriieeeniieeciee e 116
5.2.2 Complementary purchasing ..........ccceeeeevveeireenieenieeneeenieenneenne 120
5.2.3 Additional purchasing.........ccccceeeeuvieeiieeeniieeriee e 124
5.2.4 Summary of order INCTEASE ..........cccveerieeriieriieiieeieeiee e 128

5.3 WebStore BrOWSING .......coecviieeiiiieciieeciie et e 130
5.3.1 Pastime DIrOWSING ......ceccvieriieiiiieiieeiieeie et 130
5.3.2 Promotional brOWSING .........cccuvieriiieriiieeniie e eree e 134
5.3.3 Summary of webstore browsing ...........cccceeveveeriencieeneencieenneenne 137

5.4 Out-of-conteXt purchasing...........ccceeeeuveeriiieeniieeiiee e 138
5.4.1 Trial purchasing .........ccceeveieeciieriieiiienie et 139
5.4.2 Social purchasing .........cccccveeeviieeeciieeriie e 142

5.4.3 Summary of out-of-context purchasing .............ccccceevvercieennnne. 145



6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS ......cooiiiiiiiiiiieneeeeenee e 147

6.1 Summary and discussion of research..........cccccoevieriiieniinciiinieciiee 147
6.2 Theoretical CONIIDULION. ......coivieiiiiiiiieeieceee e 152
6.3 Managerial impliCations ............ccceerieeriieriieiieeieeee e 156
6.4 Evaluating trustworthiness of research..........c.cccccoveeviieinieiciee e, 160
6.4.1 Validity, reliability, and generalization..............cccceevvrrirennnnne. 161

6.4.2 Post-reflection on experience reflection and interpretation
PTOCESS ..t euvtteeniteeeuiteeeiteeetteeetteesatteesaseeesaseeesseessbeesneeesasaeennneeas 163
6.5 Directions for future research ...........ccoooeeiiiiiiiiinii 169
REFERENCES ......oo oottt e enees 173
APPENDICES ...ttt et saeas 180
Appendix A. Survey for Internet panel members............ccceceeeveeniieneenncn. 180
Appendix B. The interview guide..........cccoevvieriieeiiienieeiieiecie e 182

Appendix C. Example of a case summary...........ccccceveeeiiieniienienieenieenienne 185



FIGURES

Figure 1.
Figure 2.
Figure 3.
Figure 4.
Figure 5.
Figure 6.
Figure 7.
Figure 8.
Figure 9.
Figure 10.
Figure 11.

Relevant research streams of the Study........c.cccveveiierieeiiienieeiieieeeee, 22
Structure 0f the TEPOTt.....cc.viieiieciieeee e e 24
A fuzzy set impulse buying continuum ...........ccceeeveeriieiieniiieniesieeee e 30
Planned — impulsive buying continuum .............cccceereeeviienieecieeneeeieeeene 31
Positioning of the research ............cccoevviiiiiiniiciiieecee e 44
Elements of research Strategy .........ccceeeveeeiiiiiiiiieeniie e 46
Process of experience reflection and interpretation...........cccceeevveeeeveeennennne 50
The order of questionnaire questions for the Internet panel members ........ 59
Analytical framework — main elements.............cceeeeeeiienieniienieeiiecie e 68
Analytical framework — elements and themes.............cccceevveeciieneenneenen. 112

Challenges to trustworthiness in the process of experience reflection and

NI Ce o (o121 (o) o PR RUSRR 164



TABLES

Table 1.
Table 2.
Table 3.
Table 4.
Table S.
Table 6.
Table 7.
Table 8.
Table 9.
Table 10.
Table 11.
Table 12.

Different approaches to impulsive buying research ...........ccccoecveeveveeennenn. 34
Distinctions between goal-directed and experiential online behavior......... 39
Typology of online shopping Strategies............cceevveerieriieniieeieenieeieeeenn 40
Previous research on online impulsive buying...........ccccceevveeeiienieecieennnenne. 41
Characteristics of Internet panel samples ..........cccveeveiieerciieeniie e 60
Profiles Of INtEIVIEWEES ......cccueiiiiiriiiiiieiieeieee et 61
Main types and subtypes of impulsive online buying ..........cc.cceeeeeeeeennee. 115
Summary of the elements of online impulsive buying...........cccceecveennenne. 149
Summary of the typology of online impulsive buying............ccccceceerene. 150
Main characteristics of online impulsive buying types ........ccccceeeevveeenneen. 150

Managerial implications for the elements of online impulsive buying ..... 157

Managerial implications for the typology of online impulsive buying ..... 159






1. INTRODUCTION

A true history of human events would show that a far larger proportion of our acts are
the results of sudden impulses and accident than of that reason of which we so much
boast.

Peter Cooper (1791-1883), an American industrialist, inventor, and philanthropist

1.1 Impulsive buying in evolving retail environment

Acting on an impulse — on sudden urge — is a fundamental part of human nature.
Impulsive decisions can be part of many types of behaviors in our everyday lives, while
disorders in impulse control can even lead to negative outcomes such as addictions. The
focus of this research is on impulsive buying — making purchases on spur of the
moment. The phenomenon of impulsive buying has interested researchers in consumer
research as well as other related disciplines since the 1950s (see e.g. Clover, 1950;
Stern, 1962). Since then, the importance of impulsive buying behavior has increased
continually as consumer society has evolved. Consumer research has acknowledged that
shopping can be pleasurable in itself;, an activity that does not necessarily involve
making purchases at all, but consumers act on an impulse if they encounter something
interesting (see e.g. Lehtonen & Maienpdd, 1997, 142-144). This contrasts the
traditional view that shopping is a necessity — a rational, task-oriented activity which is
directed towards filling a functional need, i.e. making planned purchases. Today,
shopping and shopping related activities are regarded as leisure, and spending time e.g.
in a shopping mall to enjoy oneself can take many forms, in which purchasing products
is not necessarily the main focus (e.g. Lehtonen & Méenpéd, 1997; Méenpai, 2005,
209-231). Consequently, as consumers spend more time in shopping environments,
they are also more likely to make more impulsive purchases. It has even been argued
that ‘discretionary unplanned buying’, a form of impulsive buying behavior, has

become part of the core meaning of consumer society today, as consumers buy goods
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and services with discretionary income intentionally, but without prior planning (Wood,
2005).

As Paco Underhill (1999, 31) puts it: “If we went into stores only when we needed to
buy something, and if once there we bought only what we needed, the economy would
collapse, boom.” Impulsive purchasing is, indeed, also an important source of revenue
for retailing — it has been estimated that as much as 50 per cent of all purchases in brick-
and-mortar retailing are bought on an impulse (Hausman, 2000), and as much as 75 per
cent of buying decisions are made in-store (Iris, 2002). As retailers in traditional brick-
and-mortar stores have realized the importance of the phenomenon, they have
developed strategies to encourage their customers to make more impulsive purchases,
for example through in-store promotions, store packaging, and store layouts (Dholakia,
2000). For instance, as most sweets are bought on an impulse, it has become a popular
strategy for retailers to place sweets at or near checkouts where customers are queuing.
This has even resulted in protests by consumers, as for example the Food Commission
in the UK both in the early 1990’s and in 2003 campaigned against supermarkets and
grocery stores to stop displaying sweets at the checkouts (Benady, 2003).

Over the years, innovations in consumer retailing, such as credit cards,
telemarketing, 24-hour retailing, and home shopping networks, have increased the level
of temptation to make impulsive purchases (Rook, 1987; Rook & Fisher, 1995; Rook,
1999). However, in the last decade, the most striking development changing the
landscape of retailing has been the growth of the Internet and, as a result, the expansion
of Internet commerce. According to Nielsen’s survey conducted in October—November
2007, more than 85 per cent of the world’s online population, that is, over 875 million
people, had made a purchase using the Internet — an increase by 40 per cent in two
years. In addition, more than a half of global Internet users had made at least one
purchase online in the preceding month (Nielsen Media Research, 2008). In the US,
online sales figures have grown during the past few years by over 20 per cent annually
(eMarketer, 2008). Also in Finland, the role of the Internet and online commerce is
important. In Finland, 83 per cent of the population had used the Internet during spring
2008, and 78 per cent had used it at least once a week (Statistics Finland, 2008). Internet
use in Finland is most common among younger generations, as 99 per cent of 16-29-
year-olds, and 97 per cent of 30—39-year-olds had used the Internet during spring 2008

(ibid.). Also ordering or purchasing online is a reality for many Finns, as in spring 2008
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already one third of the Finnish population of 16—74-year-olds had made a purchase
online in the preceding three months (ibid.). As a result of this development, many
consumers can now ‘go shopping’ in the comfort of their own homes, browsing and
ordering from the offerings of the Internet webstores, where purchases are only a few
mouse clicks away, 24 hours a day. This convenience of online shopping has been also
suggested to further increase consumers’ possibilities to act and buy impulsively
(Burton, 2002; Dittmar, Long, & Bond, 2007; Koufaris, 2002; Moe & Fader, 2004;
Rook & Fisher, 1995).

Traditionally, online shopping has been seen as a rational behavior, where efficiency,
price comparisons, and information search play a significant role in consumers’ buying
decisions (see e.g. Jeffrey & Hodge, 2007; Koufaris, 2002; LaRose & Eastin, 2002;
Mathwick & Rigdon, 2004; Parsons, 2002; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001). However,
today also a more experiential side to online behavior and online buying is
acknowledged (see e.g Mathwick & Rigdon, 2004; Novak, Hoffman, & Duhachek,
2003; Shang, Chen, & Shen, 2005). Impulsive buying behavior has been seen as one
manifestation of this more experiential or recreational online behavior (Kim & LaRose,
2004; Novak, Hoffman, & Duhachek, 2003). However, significant part of research on
impulsive buying has concentrated on brick-and-mortar retailing, whereas research on
online impulsive buying has remained few (Adelaar et al., 2003; Costa & Laran, 2003;
Kacen, 2003; LaRose, 2001; LaRose & Eastin, 2002; Madhavaram & Laverie, 2004;
Zhang, Prybutok, & Koh, 2006; Zhang, Prybutok, & Strutton, 2007). Most of the
previous research on online impulsive buying has focused on modeling the behavior,
thus for example utilizing surveys or experimental designs in laboratory settings or in
artificial or modified webstores. As a result, little attention has been paid to how
consumer online impulsive buying unfolds in authentic online shopping environment,
and how consumers experience online impulsive buying.

In this research, I examine consumer online impulsive buying, i.e. consumer
experiences of buying ‘on spur of the moment’ on the Internet. My focus is on enabling
consumers to tell about their experiences in their own words and, as a result, on giving
an interpretation of the phenomenon without imposing any predefined theoretical

models on it.
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1.2 Research purpose and questions

The purpose of this research is to analyze and understand consumer experiences of
impulsive buying in the online shopping environment. In order to achieve the purpose of

this research, the following research questions are addressed:

1. What are the elements of online impulsive buying experience?

2. What types of online impulsive buying experiences can be identified?
The first research question analyzes the phenomenon, breaking the phenomenon into
smaller parts. To answer the first research question, this study describes the elements
that consumer online impulsive buying experiences consist of. The focus of the first
question is on the issues or themes that are part of consumers impulsive buying
experiences online, and thus, can facilitate impulsive buying in the online shopping
environment. As a result of the first research question, an analytical framework on the
elements of consumer online impulsive buying experiences is constructed.

The second research question, on the other hand, aims at understanding the
phenomenon by giving insight into the different forms online impulsive purchasing can
take, i.e. diverse ways in which impulsive buying occurs in consumer experiences. As a
result, a typology of different types of online impulsive buying is developed.

In this research, the focus is on experiences described from a first-person view.
Instead of uncovering structures of consumer decision making, this research seeks to
identify recurring experiential patterns (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989, 137) in
consumers’ online impulsive buying experiences. Understanding of online impulsive
buying is created by giving an interpretive explanation that shows the patterns to action,
making sense within the context of the person’s situation and perceptions
(O'Shaughnessy, 1992, 140). The idea is not to seek causal relationships, but, following
the principles of interpretive research, the primary aim is to portray a holistic picture of
the phenomenon of online impulsive buying behavior while aiming to understand the
fundamental nature of activities related to the phenomenon embedded in a specific
context (see Gummesson, 2005; O'Shaughnessy, 1992, 141; Patton, 2002, 480). Also,
according to the principles of existential-phenomenological consumer research,
understanding of the phenomenon is at the level of actual, lived consumer experiences

(Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989, 139).
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All in all, by addressing these research questions, my research seeks to develop
theory about consumer online impulsive buying, not to test any previous theory of
impulsive buying. Some of the most cited studies on impulsive buying have been made
at least a few decades ago (e.g. Rook, 1987), some of them being as far as from the
1960’s (Stern, 1962). However, the modern consumer is faced with a different shopping
experience or environments from their parents or even grandparents. Not only has the
offline shopping environment changed during the decades, but contemporary consumers
have also incorporated the Internet as part of their daily lives as buyers and consumers.
Therefore, it should no longer be taken for granted that research on impulsive buying
made in offline environment would automatically apply to modern or new buying
environments such as the Internet.

Most of the previous studies on impulsive buying have been made in the brick-and-
mortar shopping environment. However, in my view, examining consumer impulsive
buying also in the online shopping environment is important, as the Internet is not only
a context for buying (such as grocery stores vs. department stores would be), but, as
argued also by Garza (2002), the Internet shifts the structure of (buying) experience. For
instance, on the Internet, physical goods cannot be directly examined with all five
senses, as the product experience is restricted to a computer screen. However, previous
research on impulsive buying made in the brick-and-mortar shopping environment has
assumed that physical and sensory proximity of the product creates strong impulses to
buy (e.g. Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). In addition, on the Internet only electronically
downloadable products are available to the consumer immediately after their purchase,
whereas physical products are delivered later. However, impulsive buying has been
related previously to getting immediate gratification after the purchase. Therefore, the
online and offline contexts in impulsive buying differ in theoretically interesting ways
(for discussion about the role of contexts, see Arnould, Price, & Moisio, 2006), and
thus, my research seeks to fill this gap in the literature by focusing on developing theory

about online impulsive buying.
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1.3 Related research streams

Positioning of this research is based on three research streams that also determine the
areas this research makes contribution in. These are depicted in Figure 1. Firstly, this
research draws from interpretive consumer research. This refers to two interrelated
issues. Methodologically, my research is influenced by the assumptions of interpretive
consumer research paradigm, as the empirical part of the study is based on
phenomenological research methodology and on consumer interviews. I will discuss
these methodological assumptions in detail in the third chapter, which focuses on
research strategy. In addition, I have utilized interpretive consumer research studies,
especially those related to impulsive consumer behavior, to relate the results of my

research to previous research.

Consumer Interpretive
impulse consumer
buying research

Consumer
online
behavior

¥

impulsive online |

™
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Figure 1.  Relevant research streams of the study

Secondly, my research builds on the research stream of consumer impulse buying.
Impulse or impulsive buying has been studied from various conceptual, theoretical, as
well as methodological approaches. I will discuss the different approaches and how my
research relates to them in the second chapter of this report. However, regardless of

their approach, these previous studies have helped me to understand the phenomenon of
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impulse buying itself, the concepts related to it, the various points of view and methods
the phenomenon can be addressed from, as well as the scientific discourses around it.
Thirdly, due to the context, i.e. the Internet, the research on online consumer
behavior is relevant for my research. I have considered valuable especially those few
studies that take an interpretative approach to online consumer behavior, and especially
to buying online. In addition, other studies regarding especially consumer online buying
have been reviewed to increase my understanding. Obviously, the most important area
in this has been research on online impulsive buying and the concepts related to it, such

as online compulsive buying.

1.4 Structure of the report

The structure of the research report is first and foremost designed so as to logically
present and convey the study to the reader. However, it must be noted that the actual
research process has differed from the structure of this report. For example, the research
process was inductive in nature. Although the theoretical foundations are discussed in
the second chapter, and the empirical findings in the fourth and fifth chapters, the results
of the study emerged from the data, not from the theoretical foundations presented in
the second chapter. Figure 2 depicts the structure of the report.

The research report is divided into six main chapters. The second chapter focuses on
theory related to the phenomenon under study, i.e. impulsive buying. In it, I will discuss
previous research as well as different approaches taken previously to examine impulsive
buying. In addition, I will present earlier studies on impulsive online buying. The

second chapter also positions this research in relation to other studies in the area.
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1 Introduction

2 Conceptualizing
impulsive buying in the
online shopping
environment

3 Research strategy

4 Elements of online
impulsive buying

5 Typology of online
impulsive buying

6 Discussion and
conclusions

Figure 2.  Structure of the report

The third chapter concentrates on research strategy and methods. The chapter is
organized around the basic choices of the research strategy taken in my research, i.e.
epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods. Also, the aim of the
third chapter is to describe the research process as detailed and as transparently as
possible.

In the fourth and the fifth chapters I will report the results of the study. Firstly, in
chapter four I will present and discuss the results related to the first research question,
i.e. the elements of the online impulsive buying. The fifth chapter, on the other hand,
focuses on the results concerning the second research question, i.e. on the different
types of online impulsive buying.

The last, sixth chapter begins by a short summary of the study, followed by
discussion about the results of the study. In addition, theoretical contribution and
managerial implications are discussed. The chapter ends by evaluating trustworthiness

of the research and by presenting directions for future research.
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2. CONCEPTUALIZING IMPULSIVE
BUYING IN THE ONLINE
SHOPPING ENVIRONMENT

This chapter focuses on giving theoretical foundations for studying the phenomenon of
online impulsive buying. First, I will discuss the concept of impulsive buying — how it
has been previously defined in the literature, and the view I have adopted in my study,
i.e. conceptualizing impulsive buying as part of a continuum. Secondly, I will present
my views on how previous impulsive buying research can be classified into different
approaches, and discuss how my research can be positioned in relation to this previous
research stream on impulsive buying. Thirdly, I will discuss the previous research into
impulsive online buying. Finally, this chapter concludes with discussion about how my

research is positioned in relation to previous research.

2.1 The concept of impulsive buying

Over the decades, consumer decision making has received extensive amount of interest
from researchers in marketing and consumer research. However, the basic assumption
has usually been that decision making, as well as other individual level consumer
action, is rational, i.e. conscious, foresightful, goal-directed, and intentional (see e.g.
Arndt, 1986). However, impulsive buying presents one of many examples which
challenges this assumption about consumer goal-directedness in decision making.
Indeed, marketing researchers have presented an enduring interest in impulsive buying
behavior, as the first research on the phenomenon dates back to DuPont’s ‘Consumer
Buying Habit Studies’ of 1945 (see Rook, 1999).

Despite the long research tradition into studying consumer impulsive buying, there
still seems to be some controversy over how impulsive buying should be

conceptualized. One indication of this is the diversity of terms that have been used over
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the years to conceptualize impulsive buying, for example “‘unplanned buying’ (Abratt &
Goodey, 1990; Wood, 2005), ‘impulsive buying’ (Kacen & Lee, 2002; Rook & Fisher,
1995; Verplanken et al., 2005; Weinberg & Gottwald, 1982) or ‘impulsive purchasing’
(Baumeister, 2002; Luo, 2005), and ‘impulse buying’ (Baun & Groeppel-Klein, 2003;
Beatty & Ferrell, 1998; Bellenger, Robertson, & Hirschman, 1978; Hausman, 2000;
Jones et al., 2003; Kacen & Lee, 2002; Silvera, Lavack, & Kropp, 2008; Vohs & Faber,
2007; Wood, 1998; Youn & Faber, 2000) or ‘impulse purchasing’ (Bayley &
Nancarrow, 1998; Gardner & Rook, 1988; Kollat & Willett, 1967; Peck & Childers,
2006; Piron, 1991). In my research, I will use both terms ‘impulsive buying’ and

‘impulsive purchasing’, which I consider synonyms.

Impulsive buying and related concepts

In order to understand the concept of impulsive buying, it is also necessary to clarify
how it differs from, or resembles, other related concepts. First, it must be distinguished
from the concept of consumption impulses. As clarified by Dholakia (2000), a
consumption impulse can be related to product purchase (e.g., buying a candy bar at the
supermarket checkout counter), product use (e.g., eating a piece of cheesecake when
watching late-night television) or product disposal (e.g., trading in a serviceable car for
a new model). In my research, the focus is on impulsive buying, i.e. consumption
impulses related to product purchase.

A second distinction should be made between impulses and actual behavior.
Experiencing an impulse, i.e. a temptation to buy, does not necessarily result in
behavior, i.e. in an actual impulsive purchase. Consumers can and often do resist these
types of impulses, so that the actual impulse does not lead into purchasing the product
(Dholakia, 2000). In this research I concentrate on the experiences of impulsive buying,
therefore taking into account only those experiences of impulses that have ended up in
an actual purchase.

Thirdly, impulsive buying must be distinguished from compulsive buying, as these
types of behaviors are related. Compulsive buying refers to a chronic state in which a
consumer has an inability to control impulses to buy (O'Guinn & Faber, 1989).
Compulsive buying behavior is repetitive, and is usually considered abnormal.

Impulsive buying, on the other hand, refers to an acute behavior, to a desire to purchase
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a specific product. In addition, compulsive buying has much more severe consequences
than impulsive purchasing, such as debt, depression and domestic discord. In my
research, I have concentrated on individual experiences of impulsive buying. However,
I cannot rule out the possibility that some of the interviewees in my research could have
compulsive buying tendencies, but this has not consciously been the focus of my

research or data analysis.

2.1.1 Central characteristics of impulsive buying

In previous research, almost every researcher has developed his or her own
interpretation of the definition for impulsive or impulse buying. However, as I
familiarized myself with the previous research on impulsive buying, I noticed that some
common grounds to the definitions can be identified. As a result of analyzing previous
research, I identified five characteristics that, in my view, can be considered central to
the concept of impulsive buying. I am not suggesting that in order to be labeled as an
impulsive purchase, it should encompass all five of these characteristics, but the
characteristics represent more or less the ideal type of an impulsive purchase discussed
in the previous literature.

For a long time in consumer research, impulsive purchases were conceptualized as
those purchases that were unplanned, and they were operationalized as any purchase
made which was not on consumer’s shopping list when entering the store (Rook, 1999).
In fact, this unplanned nature of an impulse purchase has been identified as central to
almost all definitions of impulse buying (Piron, 1991). However, nowadays most
researchers agree that impulsive buying is more than that — a purchase that is unintended
and unplanned is a necessary, but not a sufficient way to categorize a purchase as an
impulsive purchase (see e.g. Weun, Jones, & Beatty, 1998). Therefore, it can be
concluded that all impulsive purchases can be categorized as unplanned purchases, but
not all unplanned purchases can be labeled as impulsive purchases.

Another central element in defining impulsive buying has been that a consumer does
not reflect on the purchase decision, i.e. the purchase is unreflective. In psychology, the
general trait of impulsiveness has been characterized by unreflective actions (see Weun,
Jones, & Beatty, 1998). Equally, when buying on an impulse, the consumer does not

engage in a great deal of evaluation, and is also less likely to consider the consequences
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of buying the product (Jones et al., 2003; Rook, 1987; Weun, Jones, & Beatty, 1998).
The attention is focused on getting immediate gratification from responding to the urge
to buy rather than on a pre-existing problem or on finding an item to fill a
predetermined need (Jones et al., 2003; Weun, Jones, & Beatty, 1998).

Thirdly, impulsive buying has been conceptualized as being immediate. Also this is
consistent with the notion of general impulsiveness (see Jones et al., 2003; Rook, 1987).
The decision to buy the product is made immediately or in a very short time after seeing
the product. The consumer experiences a sudden urge to buy the product immediately
(Rook, 1987). As explained by Jones et al. (2003, 506) and Weun et al. (1998, 1124):
“An individual making an impulse purchase responds quickly to the urge and makes a
spontaneous decision to purchase the item without delay. Furthermore, the individual is
not likely to postpone the purchase in order to gather more information, comparison
shop, seek advice, or simply ‘cool off.””

Fourthly, hedonic components of this behavior have also received a lot of attention.
For example, Rook (1987) has suggested that the impulse to buy is hedonically
complex; impulsive buying can be exciting, can be accompanied by intense feeling
states and a state of psychological disequilibrium that can result in psychological
struggle and conflict (e.g., gaining pleasure when buying the product, but feeling guilt
or regret afterwards). However, these hedonic elements can be also part of planned
purchases, and as proposed by Piron (1991), they do not, as such, distinguish impulsive
purchases from other types of purchases. In fact, Piron (1991) distinguishes between
experiential and non-experiential impulse purchasing depending on whether the impulse
purchase is accompanied with emotional and/or cognitive reactions.

Finally, it has been suggested that an exposure to a stimulus is a central element in
impulsive buying (see Madhavaram & Laverie, 2004). This view is based on the
Stimulus-Organism-Response paradigm, proposing that a stimulus (product) creates
some response (an impulse to buy resulting in a purchase) in an organism (consumer).
The stimulus to buy on an impulse need not be the actual product, but can for example
be the result of marketer’s environmental manipulations through atmospherics,

merchandising stimuli, or an image of the product (Madhavaram & Laverie, 2004).
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2.1.2 Impulsive buying as a continuum

Instead of seeing impulsive buying as a collection or a list of different characteristics, in
this research, I conceive the concept of impulsive buying as part of a continuum of
consumer buying decisions ranging from planned purchases to ‘pure’ impulse
purchases. On that continuum, those purchases that have the characteristics of an
impulse purchase described just earlier represent the other end of the continuum, i.e. the
purest type of an impulse purchase.

As can be seen from the list of central characteristics of the phenomenon, and as
discussed also by Wood (2005), the contemporary consumer behavior literature presents
impulsive buying as something very extraordinary, non-rational, and saturated with
emotion. In addition, impulse buying has often a negative tone in the scientific
literature, as it is often associated with a failure of self-control. Similarly, the popular
press often handles impulse buying as something that should be avoided and regretted.
However, the reality of consumer behavior today is different from these views taken in
the literature. Much of unplanned buying in the contemporary consumer culture is
something that is not regretted or characterized with negative emotion, nor
extraordinary (Wood, 2005). On the contrary, unplanned buying, or ‘discretionary
unplanned buying’ as Wood (2005) has termed it, is characteristic of modern shopping
and retail environments, and instead of regretting it, consumers consider it satisfying,

pleasurable, and fun. To clarify, Wood (2005, 275) describes his choice for the term:

The author suggests the, admittedly awkward, term ‘discretionary unplanned buying’ to
differentiate this type of unplanned buying from ‘impulse’ buying. The addition of
‘discretionary’ to ‘unplanned buying’ serves to emphasise that this mode of consumer
purchase is not compelled, non-rational or inevitably associated with consumer regret. A
key difference here is that it is not being asserted that the kind of buying actions
described are instances of compelled or ‘akratic’ action, i.e. action that is contrary to a
buyer’s better judgment. Use of ‘discretionary’ furthermore highlights the fact that
consumers need to have income available to fund this kind of purchase.

Therefore, instead of conceptualizing impulsive buying behavior as something
extraordinary, I perceive impulsive buying as a phenomenon which can be
conceptualized as a continuum ranging from planned purchase behavior to pure,

extraordinary impulse buying.
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Similar ideas about the range of impulsive buying have been presented also earlier.
Already in 1962 Hawkins Stern suggested that there are different types of impulse
buying. In his classification, Stern (1962, 59—-60) identifies four types of impulse
buying, i.e. pure, reminder, suggestion, and planned impulsive buying. Also later, Cobb
and Hoyer (1986) classified shoppers to three categories: planners, partial planners, and
impulse purchasers. The classification was based on whether the consumer had planned
to purchase a specific brand or a product in some specific product category. Planners
had planned both the brand and product category, partial planners had planned the
product category, but not the specific brand, and impulse purchasers had planned neither
before entering the store. However, although this classification also takes into account
the continuum of planned-impulse purchases, it is based solely on the level of planning,
therefore omitting other aspects of impulsive purchasing, such as emotional aspects.
More recently, Rook (1999, 330-331) has proposed a more holistic view of impulsive
buying by placing the phenomenon on a continuum that has rational choice on the other
end, and impulse disorder behavior at other (see Figure 3). Impulsive buying differs
from rational buying behavior by having “an increasing presence of emotional factors,
an urgency to consume, and a psychophysical proclivity to make an immediate

purchase” (Rook, 1999, 330).

Rational Impulsive Impulse
choice buying disorder
Perfect ~ Contingent Casual Prototypic Compelling  Borderline Compulsive
planning buying impulse Impulse impulse compulsive buying

Figure 3. A fuzzy set impulse buying continuum (Rook, 1999, 330)

According to this continuum by Rook (1999, 330), impulsive buying should be
categorized into three distinctive behavioral manifestations: casual, prototypic, and
compelling. Casual impulse buying is the least intense one, being manifested in
situations when consumer spots something interesting, new, different, pretty, sexy or

tasty and becomes suddenly motivated to buy it. In addition, casual impulse purchases
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are relatively low-priced items that make consumers feel good. Prototypic impulse
buying, on the other hand, are episodes that represent the behavior’s prototypic
expression, being more arousing and urgent than casual impulse buying, and having
more stakes, involving more money, more purchases and more personal meaning.
According to Rook (1999, 331), “[s]Juch an episode might begin with a spontaneous
encounter with a jacket, followed by subsequent impulsive purchases to create a new
‘outfit’”. Lastly, in compelling impulse buying a consumer experiences a sense of
diminishing self-control, strong feelings of having to have, and a growing disregard of
consequences. Also Rook (1999, 331) points out that the previous literature has had a
tendency to exaggerate these more compelling episodes of impulse buying.

In this research, I take the assumption that impulsive buying can be conceptualized
being part of a continuum ranging from planned purchases to pure impulsive purchases.
Some of the previous literature has considered that only those purchases that fulfill a list
of characteristics can be labeled as impulse purchases. However, it presents only the
most extreme part of the phenomenon of impulsive buying, and therefore, as discussed,
might not be the best way to capture the reality of consumer behavior. I have depicted
some of the previous studies with their terms and definitions on a continuum in Figure

4.

A
v

A
- N
Unplanned buying
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buying planned and unplanned buying  (e.g. Rook, 1987; Rook &
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Hoyer, 1986) buying pleasure and fun of the moment
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product or explicit buying e sudden and spontaneous
category intentions desire to act
planned e must have o state of psychological
income available disequilibrium
e not compelling or e psychological conflict and
contrary to struggle
buyer’s better e reduction of cognitive
judgment evaluation
e can be rational e no evaluation of
consequences

Figure 4.  Planned — impulsive buying continuum
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In this research, I have decided not to impose any objectively defined list of
characteristics to the buying situations to be labeled as ‘impulsive’. Rather, the
definition of impulsive buying taken in this research is based on consumers’ own
conceptions of the buying decisions they have made ‘on spur of the moment’ (‘hetken
mielijohteesta’ in Finnish). In my view, making a purchase on spur of the moment
represents the most crucial aspect of impulsive buying. Accordingly, in the empirical
part of this research, instead of using the term impulsive buying, I have interviewed

consumers about their experiences of purchase decisions made on spur of the moment.

2.2 Approaches to impulsive buying research

As also the abundance of different definitions presented earlier indicate, the research on
the area of impulsive buying is still unorganized and incoherent. However, some
research traditions or approaches can be identified. I have categorized previous research
on the subject into six different approaches or orientations: affective, cognitive,
economic, social psychological, trait theoretical, and marketing (cf. Dittmar & Beattie,
1998). The perspectives, their assumptions as well as examples of research areas,
methodology, and previous research are shown in Table 1.

In Table 1, the approaches are presented in alphabetical order according to their
name. However, marketing approach is presented and discussed last, as it relates most
to my research, and as it is also the most incoherent and varied of the approaches. Some
research approaches, such as cognitive and social psychological, were easier to identify
due to more distinctive assumptions in them. Because identifying research approaches
has required some simplifications to be made, some previous studies could be placed in
more than one category. In addition, it should be noted that every study listed as an
example of previous research does not necessarily involve impulsive buying as such,

but some of them are related more to general impulsive consumer behavior.

2.2.1 Affective approach

In affective approach, a basic assumption is that there exists a relationship between

consumer affective states, such as moods, and impulse buying. The relationship can be
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studied either way, 1.e. the effect of affective states on impulse buying or the effect of
impulse buying on affective states. Both positive, such as excitement and pleasure, and
negative affective states, such as anxiety and guilt, have been studied (see Gardner &
Rook, 1988; Piron, 1993). In addition to these studies that concentrate only on affective
states and impulse purchases, affective elements are present in many other studies on
impulse purchasing. For example, a study by Beatty and Ferrell (1998), modeling the
precursors of impulse buying, suggests that positive affect while shopping increases the
felt urge to buy impulsively, while negative affect while shopping does not seem to
influence impulse buying urges. In affective approach to impulsive buying, the main
methodological choice has been quantitative, although a few studies have used

qualitative methods, as well.

2.2.2 Cognitive approach

In cognitive approach, the focus is on mental processing and psychological processes.
Impulsive purchasing is seen in the general framework of impulse and self-control.
Humans are tempted to yield to several types of impulses and impulse purchasing is one
type of these impulses. Research in this area is especially interested in formation,
control, and resistance of those impulses. This approach considers impulsive purchasing
to be a result of self-control failure, i.e. the consumer is not able to resist or control the
impulse of buying. For example, self-control failure, resulting in an impulse purchase, is
suggested to be a consequence of three causes: 1) conflicting goals and standards
undermine control, such as when the goal of feeling better immediately conflicts with
the goal of saving money; 2) failure to keep track of one’s own behavior, such as
monitoring your spending, makes control difficult; and 3) self-control depends on a
resource that operates like strength or energy, and depletion of this resource makes self-
control less effective (Baumeister, 2002). Methodologically, this approach has used

quantitative methods, mostly experiments.
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Table 1.  Different approaches to impulsive buying research
Approach Assumptions Impuls_e b‘fY'“g sxplained Research areas, e.qg. Methodology Exarpples of
(in a simplified manner) previous research
Affective ethere is a relationship between internal | eimpulse buying is likely to be e relationship between affective e quantitative Baun & Groeppel-Klein
affective states and impulse buying facilitated by affective states states and impulse buying e qualitative (2003); Gardner & Rook
eimpulse buying is likely to be e consumer affective states before, (1988); Maclnnis &
followed by affective states during and after an impulse Patrick (2006); Piron
purchase (1993); Rook (1987);
Tice et al. (2001);
Weinberg & Gottwald
(1982)
Cognitive e focuses on internal mental processing, | eimpulse purchase occurs as a eimpulse enactment process, e quantitative Baumeister (2002);
i.e. psychological processes result of failure in self-regulation impulse formation, control and (experiments) Dholakia (2000; 2005);
ebased on a general framework of i.e. self-control and willpower resistance o theoretical Hoch & Loewenstein
impulse control and self-control modeling (1991); Karlsson (2003);
Puri (1996); Strack et al.
(2006); Vohs (2006;
2007)
Economic ¢ how to fit impulse buying to rational e impulse buyers discount the future | e discounting and preference models | ¢ theoretical Hoch & Loewenstein
choice models at too rapid a rate and have modeling (1991); O'Donoghue &
e modifications to traditional, rational shifting preferences Rabin (2000)
choice models within utility framework
Social o takes into account the cultural context | eimpulse purchases are especially | eimpulse buying in relation to self- | e qualitative Dittmar & Beattie (1998);
psychological | of shopping likely to be goods that project a concept and identity (personal Dittmar & Drury (2000);
e goods are linked to consumers’ self- person’s self-image interviews) Dittmar et al. (1995;
concept (symbolic self-completion e quantitative 1996)
theory) (surveys)
Trait e consumers vary in their general e the more impulsive consumer, the | e development of scales to measure | e quantitative Jones et al. (2003);
theoretical impulsiveness (tendency to act on an more likely also an impulse impulse buying tendency Kacen & Lee (2002);

impulse)
eimpulsiveness is seen as a personality
trait

purchase

e relationship between buying
impulsiveness and other personal
constructs (e.g. age, culture)

Rook & Fisher (1995);
Weun et al. (1998);
Wood (1998); Youn &
Faber (2000; 2002)




Impulse buying explained

Examples of

Approach Assumptions (in a simplified manner) Research areas, e.qg. Methodology previous research
Marketing °?7? e some products are more e products bought on an impulse e quantitative Bellenger et al. (1978);
e behavioral definitions of an impulse susceptible to impulse buying than Jones et al. (2003)
purchase others
* managerial implications provided eimpulse purchases conceptualized | e the extent of pre-purchase e conceptual Cobb & Hoyer (1986);
mainly by the level of pre-purchase | planning analysis Kollat & Willett (1967);
planning « shopper or impulse purchase e quantitative Stern (1962)

typologies

e impulse buying is a process that
can be modeled

e environmental influences on
impulse buying

eimpulse buying process:
antecedents, motivations, and/or
consequences

¢ quantitative with
some qualitative
exploratory
research

Abratt & Goodey (1990);
Beatty & Ferrell (1998);
Hausman (2000); Peck &
Childers (2006)

eimpulse buying as respondents
experience it

e consumer’s subjective experience
of impulse buying

¢ qualitative

Bayley & Nancarrow
(1998); Rook (1987);
Thompson et al. (1990)

S¢




2.2.3 Economic approach

Microeconomic theory assumes consumers to be rational decision-makers. The
existence of impulse purchases is, however, a challenge to the standard microeconomic
theory. Economic approach to impulsive buying, therefore, has modified those rational
choice models to better suit the phenomenon of impulse buying. The basic assumption
behind these models is that impulse buyers discount the future at a too rapid rate. Thus,
the benefits of the desired object at the point of purchase outweigh the future problem of
paying the bill (see Dittmar & Beattie, 1998, 127). The main models in this approach
are known as discounting and preference models. Methodologically, research in this
approach has been mainly theoretical, attempting to build theoretical models of

impulsive behavior.

2.2.4 Social psychological approach

The basic assumption in social psychological approach is that impulse purchases fulfill
social psychological functions; that goods are linked to consumers’ self-concept — an
idea behind symbolic self-completion theory. Much of the research relies on the social
psychological model of impulse buying proposed by Dittmar et al. (1996, 192). In the
model, social and environmental factors, such as individual factors and social category
membership (for example gender), create self-discrepancies between the actual and
ideal self, which, on the other hand, can lead to compensation mechanisms such as
impulsive and compulsive buying. Therefore, a conjunction of high self-discrepancies
and materialism will lead to impulse buying. According to social psychological
approach, impulse buys are mostly directed to those products that project the
consumer’s self-image or that have potential for self-presentation, self-expression,
mood adjustment or diversion, such as music, clothing, make-up, magazines, and
jewelry, rather than to simple utility items. Research in this approach has used both

qualitative as well as quantitative methods.
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2.2.5 Trait theoretical approach

In trait theoretical approach, the main area of interest is in the consumer’s tendency to
act impulsively, i.e. the degree to which the consumer is likely to make impulse
purchases. The basic assumption behind these studies is that individuals vary in their
general impulsivity, which has an effect also on proclivity to buy on an impulse. In
addition, research in this approach assumes that impulsivity is a more or less permanent
and constant part of our personality; one of our traits. These studies have developed
quantitative scales that measure consumer’s impulse buying tendency. Originally, scales
were used in psychology to measure the general trait of impulsiveness, but this research
approach has adapted those scales to consumer behavior purposes to measure consumer
impulsiveness and impulse buying tendency. Studies in this approach are often
connected to cognitive approach, as cognitive models of impulse buying often include
scales of consumer impulse buying tendency (see e.g. Dholakia, 2000; Puri, 1996). Also
other scales of psychological constructs, such as stress reaction, have been linked to
impulse purchase behavior (see e.g. Youn & Faber, 2000; 2002). It has also been
suggested that impulse buying tendency is product-specific (Jones et al., 2003). As the
trait theoretical approach has concentrated on developing quantifiable scales, also

methodologically the main focus has been on utilizing quantitative methods.

2.2.6 Marketing approach

Marketing approach to impulsive buying research can be regarded as the most
incoherent of the approaches, because it includes research that does not have as easily
identifiable basic assumptions as the other approaches have. Impulsive buying research
in the marketing approach has, however, a more managerial approach, providing also
managerial implications as how to encourage impulsive buying with especially
marketing stimuli. Therefore, due to these practical implications, this approach is based
more than the other approaches on the interest of knowledge, i.e. for whom the research
information is directed. In addition, often research in this approach, especially in the
early years, has had the assumption that impulse purchases can be measured with purely
behavioral measures, such as whether or not the purchase was on the consumer’s

shopping list when entering the store (see Dittmar & Beattie, 1998, 128). These
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behavioral definitions of impulse purchases have produced also some shopper or
purchase typologies based for example on the level of pre-purchase planning (e.g. Cobb
& Hoyer, 1986). Also, the products bought on an impulse have been focal in research,
suggesting that some products are more susceptible to impulse buying than others (e.g.
Bellenger, Robertson, & Hirschman, 1978). In addition, the research in marketing
approach has concentrated on modeling or describing the whole impulse purchase
process; on consumer motivations to impulse buying (Hausman, 2000), and on the
antecedents and consequences of impulse buying (Beatty & Ferrell, 1998). Another,
distinctive direction in marketing approach has been to examine subjective viewpoint of
consumers, i.e. how they experience impulsive buying (Rook, 1987; Thompson,
Locander, & Pollio, 1990). Only in this subjective view into impulse buying, the
research methodology has been mainly qualitative. Otherwise, the research in the
marketing approach, as in other approaches, has used mainly quantitative methods.

My research can be considered to be part of the marketing approach to impulsive
buying, as I provide and also take into account managerial implications. Within the
marketing approach, my research can be placed especially in the research area labeled
as ‘consumer subjective experiences of impulse buying’. Like previous research in that
area, also my research utilizes qualitative methodology and concentrates on consumers’
subjective experiences of (online) impulse buying. However, the results of previous
research in other approaches are utilized in especially discussing the findings of my

research.

2.3 Previous research on online impulsive buying

Traditionally, online shopping has been seen as a rational behavior, where efficiency,
price comparisons, and information search play a significant role (see e.g.
Jayawardhena, Wright, & Masterson, 2003; Koufaris, 2002; LaRose & Eastin, 2002;
Parsons, 2002; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001). Consequently, previous research has
usually assumed that online buying is a goal-oriented task, where consumers know what
they are looking for (see e.g. Shang, Chen, & Shen, 2005). However, currently it is
acknowledged that consumer online behavior is much more versatile than the rational

approach assumes, and, as a consequence, several studies have identified two broad
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categories of consumer behavior on the Internet: goal-directed vs. experiential behavior
(e.g. Childers et al., 2001; Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Novak, Hoffman, & Duhachek,
2003; Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001). The main differences between experiential and

goal-directed online behavior are depicted in Table 2.

Table 2.  Distinctions between goal-directed and experiential online behavior (Novak,
Hoffman, & Duhachek, 2003, 4)

Goal-directed Experiential

Extrinsic motivation Intrinsic motivation

Instrumental motivation Ritualized orientation

Situational involvement Enduring involvement

Utilitarian benefits / value Hedonic benefits / value

Directed (prepurchase) search Nondirected (ongoing) search; browsing
Goal-directed choice Navigational choice

Cognitive Affective

Work Fun

Planned purchases; repurchasing Compulsive shopping; impulse buys

As can be seen in Table 2, impulse buying has been perceived as one manifestation of
experiential consumer online behavior (Novak, Hoffman, & Duhachek, 2003). In goal-
directed behavior the involvement is situational, as the consumer is motivated by
completing some specific task or deliberating on some specific purchase, thus resulting
in planned purchases. However, in experiential behavior, there is not any specific task at
hand and the process of browsing can be motivating and offering hedonic value.
Therefore, this type of behavior can lead to impulse buys and even to compulsive
shopping. In their study on Internet shoppers dating back a few years, Mathwick et al.
(2002) found that a majority (64 %) of Internet shoppers were more goal-directed, with
an intention to purchase a general category of product or a specific brand, whereas 36
per cent of shoppers were categorized as more experiential — they were browsing either
without an intent to purchase, or with a general intent to purchase but without any
specific product in mind.

After analyzing consumer in-store online behavior and especially shopping strategies
using navigational clickstream data, Moe (2003) proposed that online impulsive buying
may occur as part of a shopping strategy labeled as hedonic browsing. The different

shopping strategies suggested by Moe (2003) are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3. Typology of online shopping strategies (Moe, 2003, 30)

Search behavior
Purchasing horizon Directed Exploratory
Immediate DIRECTED BUYING HEDONIC BROWSING
Future SEARCH/DELIBERATION KNOWLEDGE BUILDING

According to Moe (2003), hedonic browsing consists of exploratory search behavior
and of an immediate purchasing horizon. In exploratory search behavior, consumer is
less deliberate and focused than in directed search, in which the consumer has a specific
purchase in mind. Also, in exploratory search, the search process is more stimulus-
driven than goal-driven. Therefore, if confronted with a right type of stimuli, the
consumer might end up purchasing on an impulse. As opposed to knowledge building
strategy, in which the purchase is postponed to the future, in hedonic browsing the
purchase is made immediately. Therefore, all in all, online impulsive buying behavior
has in previous research been related to experiential behavior, and specifically to
hedonic browsing.

The discussion above has concentrated on presenting online impulsive buying as part
of a wider stream of research on online consumer behavior. However, there are a few
previous studies that have more or less directly dealt with online impulsive buying. In
general, at least during the early days of online commerce, online shoppers were found
to be more impulsive than non-shoppers (Donthu & Garcia, 1999). Also, previous
research on unregulated buying on the Internet has identified features in webstores, such
as product recommendations and suggestions, point programs, sale notices, and repeat
purchase reminders that can encourage unregulated buying (LaRose, 2001). In addition,
those studies that have more specifically examined impulsive buying behavior or

intentions are presented in more detail in chronological order in Table 4.

40



Table 4.  Previous research on online impulsive buying
Author i _ Main res-ults )
Title Aim Methodology concerning online
(year) ; : :
impulsive buying |
Adelaar et Effects of media | To understand | Quantitative: Displaying the text
al. (2003) formats on the effects of experimental of the lyrics had a
emotions and different media | design on greater effect on the
impulse buying | formats (text, university impulse buying
intent still images undergraduates; | intent than showing
and video) on exposed to three | still images of the
purchasing different music video
intent of experimental
participants stimuli of a
music CD in an
laboratory
setting
Costa & Impulse buying | To evaluate Quantitative: Found support for
Laran (2003) | on the Internet: | the online survey to positive influences
Antecedents antecedents Brazilian between: a)
and and consumers who | impulsivity and 1)
consequences consequences | had bought intensity of in-store
of impulse online in the past | browsing and 2)
buying in six months; tendency to impulse
virtual stores confirmatory buying
on the Internet | factor analysis/ b) environmental
structural elements of the web
modeling site and 1)
impulsivity, 2)
intensity of in-store
browsing, and 3)
incidence of
impulse purchases
c) incidence of
impulse purchases
and positive
emotions
Kacen Bricks & clicks To compare Quantitative, 1) Consumers
(2003) & the buying impulsive grocery reports made fewer impulse
impulse: An consumer about buying purchases from an
investigation of | buying trips from 34 online grocery store
consumer behavior in an | MBA students than from traditional
impulse buying online grocery grocery store, and
behavior in an store with that 2) when items are
online and a in a traditional on sale, consumers
traditional retail | bricks-and- made more
environment mortar grocery impulsive
store purchases online
than offline
Kim et al. Interactive E- To propose Quantitative: Usage of
(2004) commerce: and test a online survey on | recreational
Promoting model of the student sample; | shopping features
consumer Internet structural (e.g. e-mail alerts
efficiency or shopping equation and lists of new or
impulsivity? experience, modeling best selling items)

integrating an
understanding
of the
phenomenon
of unregulated
buying and the
differing
shopping
orientations

increases deficient
self-regulation,
which in turn
increases online
buying activity
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Main results

el Title Aim Methodology concerning online
(year) . : :
impulsive buying
Madhavaram | Exploring To explore the | Qualitative: in- In addition to
& Laverie impulse concept of depth product, there are
(2004) purchasing on impulse questionnaire other stimuli that
the Internet purchasing with open-ended | may influence
behavior questions; impulse purchasing;
online convenience atmospheric cues
sample of are likely to
consumers who | influence impulse
had made online | purchases; mood,
purchases; affect, and hedonic
content analysis | experiences are
related to impulse
purchases online
Zhang et al. The role of To identify the | Quantitative: There is a
(2006) impulsiveness factors that web or paper relationship
in a TAM-based | affect online survey on between
online transactions as | student sample; impulsiveness and
purchasing well as to LISREL intention to shop
behavior model | evaluate how confirmatory online
consumer analysis
impulsiveness
affects online
intention to
purchase
Jeffrey & Factors To examine Quantitative: Purchase of the
Hodge influencing how 1) mental | experimental impulse item
(2007) impulse buying accounting design; increases
during an online | and 2) offering an 1) with the total
purchase providing a opportunity to amount spent on
reason to purchase an other items
purchase impulse item 2) by providing a
increase the during checkout | reason to purchase
likelihood of an | process in areal | ($1 donation)
impulse online
purchase purchasing
transaction
(high-school
reunion website)
Zhang et al. Modeling To identify and | Quantitative: Impulsivity is
(2007) influences on test various web-based positively
impulse factors that survey on a associated with 1)
purchasing may influence | college student purchase intention
behaviors impulse sample; and
during online purchasing LISREL 2) consumers’
marketing during online confirmatory subjective norms;
transactions transactions analysis male consumers
(research exhibit greater
model based impulsivity than
on TAM) female consumers

From Table 4 it can be concluded that most of the previous research on impulse buying
on the Internet has involved attempts to explain the behavior by modeling the
phenomenon, often concentrating on only a few factors or variables at a time.
Consequently, methodologically the focus has been on quantitative methods, such as on

collecting surveys on mostly student samples and on analyzing the data using structural
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modeling. Also, many studies have relied on measures of impulsive buying intentions'
instead of focusing on actual, realized impulse buying episodes. Furthermore, the
general trait of impulsiveness or impulsivity of consumers has been in an extensive role
in previous studies.

Compared to this previous research on online impulsive buying, my research can be
positioned firstly by its aim to understand the phenomenon instead of modeling it. By
that, [ aspire to give a fresh look at the phenomenon without imposing previous theories
on it. Also, I provide a holistic view of online impulsive buying that, unlike most
previous research that has focused only on a few factors, attempts to look at the
phenomenon in its totality. Moreover, in this research, I do not take into account the
general impulsiveness trait of the consumer, but rather assume that anyone, regardless
of their general impulsiveness level can make impulsive buying decisions once in a
while. In addition, instead of using students as sample, my research generates its data
purposefully from those consumers that have personal experience of impulsive buying

on the Internet.

2.4 Positioning the study

The aim for the discussion earlier in this chapter has been on laying the ground for
positioning my research in relation to previous research. Therefore, I have not dealt in
detail with that many individual previous studies, but preferred to stay on a more meta-
analytical level. As a summary, the positioning of my research is depicted in Figure 5.
In Figure 5, I have positioned the mainstream research streams of consumer online
behavior and impulsive buying on two dimensions. Firstly, I have depicted the previous
research on the continuum of planned — impulse purchases, based on my reasoning of
where the research has concentrated on the continuum. Secondly, the main research
methodology or research approach of these research streams, i.e. quantitative or
positivistic and qualitative or interpretive is depicted in the figure, the qualitative

research being below the line, whereas quantitative is above the line.

" As many consumers abandon their shopping carts online during the checkout process, it has been
suggested that intentions of buying might not be that good a measure of actual behavior in the online

context (see e.g. Lim et al., 20006).
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impulse purchases

qualitative/interpretive research
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Figure 5.  Positioning of the research

It can be concluded from Figure 5 that, first of all, previous mainstream research on
online consumer behavior has been mostly concentrating more on the planned
purchases, whereas research on online impulsive purchasing has remained few. Also,
the research on online consumer behavior and on impulsive online buying behavior has
been mainly quantitative or positivistic in nature. Secondly, impulsive buying has been
studied from different conceptual, theoretical, as well as methodological approaches.
However, the mainstream research on impulsive buying has previously been studied
using mainly quantitative methods. Quantitative methodologies, such as experiments or
surveys, have been employed to develop scales to measure impulse buying tendency, or
to model different variables’ relation to each other. In addition, as discussed earlier in
this chapter, previous research on impulsive buying has concentrated mostly on the
extreme end of the continuum, i.e. focusing on the theoretically ‘purest’ type of
impulsive buying. Also, the previous research on impulsive buying has been conducted
mainly elsewhere than in an online shopping context, i.e. in offline shopping context.
Finally, the positioning of my research is depicted in Figure 5 as interpretive and
qualitative, but also as encompassing a larger area in the impulsive side of the
continuum. As discussed earlier, this research takes the view that also other types of

impulsive buying should be examined than only the ones that have the list of theoretical
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characteristics suggested by the previous research. In addition, in my view,
questionnaires with short answers and Likert scales are insufficient to capture the full
essence and richness of human experience (see also Polkinghorne, 2005), and therefore,
in order to address the research questions of this study, a more interpretive approach is

needed.
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3. RESEARCH STRATEGY

3.1 Basic choices of research strategy

According to Crotty (1998, 2-3), there are four elements that any research strategy
should encompass: epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods.
These elements, along with the choices I have made for my study, are depicted in Figure

6.

Epistemology

Constructionism

Theoretical perspective
Interpretivism (phenomenology)

Methodology
Phenomenological research

Methods
Interviews
Thematic analysis

Typology

Figure 6.  Elements of research strategy (modified from Crotty, 1998, 4)

2 Crotty (1998, 4) calls these the elements of the research process, but I do not see these elements
necessarily as a dynamic process, but more as choices made as part of the research strategy. Therefore, [

call this figure “Elements of research strategy”.
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Epistemology refers to how we know what we know (Crotty, 1998, 8).
Epistemologically, my research is based on constructionism. In constructionism, truth
cannot be described as objective3 , but “truth, or meaning, comes into existence in and
out of our engagement with the realities in our world” (Crotty, 1998, 8). This means that
a real world with objects exists out there, but the world and the objects do not have any
meaning until we construct meaning for them. Therefore, experience cannot be
described in isolation from its object, and, as a result, experiences cannot constitute a
totally subjective reality separate from the objective external world. In my research area,
impulsive buying, this epistemological view means that consumers I have interviewed
construct the meaning of impulsive buying as they engage with the external world they
are interpreting. This interpretation process is further discussed in the following
chapters.

The theoretical perspective in this study is interpretivism with influences from
phenomenology. Theoretical perspective refers to “the philosophical stance informing
the methodology and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic
and criteria” (Crotty, 1998, 3). Therefore, theoretical perspective provides the basic
assumptions embedded in the methodology. In general, interpretivism can be
summarized as trying to understand (Verstehen) the social life-world instead of trying
to offer explanations (see e.g. Crotty, 1998, 67; Tadajewski, 2006). In consumer
research, interpretive consumer research has, depending on the view", complemented or
competed with the positivist consumer research during the last about 20 years (for a
discussion of the history and current position of qualitative and interpretive consumer
research in marketing, see e.g. Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Levy, 2005; Szmigin &
Foxall, 2000; Tadajewski, 2006). During that period, multiple interpretive approaches
have been developed in consumer research. These approaches differ for example in their
basic assumption about whether to study consumers as individuals or consumer culture
and cultural consumption practices (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006, 5-6, 203-204;

Ostergaard & Jantzen, 2002). For example, ethnographic consumer research, also

3 Objectivism, which is the epistemological view in e.g. positivism, on the other hand, sees that things
exist as meaningful entities independently of consciousness and experience, and that objective truth and
meaning is attainable by research (Crotty, 1998).

* See discussion on whether interpretivism is opposite or complementary to positivism in Cova and

Elliott (2008).
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referred to as “naturalistic inquiry” (e.g. Belk, Sherry, & Wallendorf, 1988; Belk,
Wallendorf, & Sherry, 1989) rests on symbolic interactionism, that emphasizes “putting
oneself in the place of the other and seeing things from the perspective of others”
(Crotty, 1998, 76), and accordingly, perceives marketing and consumption as cultural
phenomena with shared cultural meanings (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006, 5). On the
other hand, in my research I look at the phenomenon of online impulsive buying from
the viewpoint of an individual consumer, seeking to describe lived experiences from the
life-world of the individual (see e.g. Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989).

In this study, methodological and philosophical foundations for studying consumer
experiences are further influenced by assumptions of existential phenomenology (see
Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989, 135-137). Existential phenomenology subscribes
to a contextualist world view, meaning that it seeks to describe human experience as it
is lived, always emerging from some context. Ontologically, experience and physical
world are viewed as “co-constituting” (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989, 137).
Therefore, this is consistent with the epistemological assumptions of constructionism
discussed above. In addition, the focus is to describe the experience from a first-person
view, and to give a thematic description of the experience by having a holistic strategy
that relates descriptions of experiences both to each other and to the context.

In the following sections of this chapter, the other elements of the research strategy
are discussed. First, phenomenological research methodology is examined, followed by
chapters about the methods taken in this study that provide detailed description about
research process, data generation through consumer interviews, as well as about data

analysis, i.e. thematic analysis and typology development.

3.2 Phenomenological perspective on consumer
experiences

The research strategy chosen for this study has phenomenology both as a theoretical
perspective as well as a choice of methodology. A central element in this research is
indeed consumer experience, i.e. how consumers experience the phenomenon of
impulsive online buying. In this section, I will first shortly examine the history of

research on experiences in consumer research, followed by a detailed description of the
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reflection and interpretation process of consumer experiences as part of my research
process. This discussion will further shed light on the assumptions I have taken in this
study.

Consumer experiences were brought to consumer researchers’ attention in the early
1980’s by Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) by their seminal article “The experiential
aspects of consumption: Consumer fantasies, feelings, and fun” (see also Caru & Cova,
2007, 3). Since then, consumer experiences have received increasing interest among
consumer researchers in different disciplines, including marketing, and resulting in such
popular concepts in marketing management literature as ‘experience economy’ (Pine &
Gilmore, 1999) and ‘experiential marketing’ (Schmitt, 1999; Schmitt, 2003). Actually,
it has been suggested that the dominance of selling products for concrete use has
changed into selling experiences, lifestyles, and identities, and therefore, gaining
knowledge about consumers’ experiences through qualitative interviews has become
essential for modern marketing (e.g. Kvale, 2006).

In consumer research, phenomenological research concentrating on the first-person
view of lived experiences has received attention in various areas of consumption.
Examples include research on meanings of self-gifts (Mick & Demoss, 1990), everyday
consumption experiences of married women (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1990) and
professional working mothers (Thompson, 1996), consumers’ relationship with brands
(Fournier, 1998), Internet use among older consumers (Trocchia & Janda, 2000),
perceived Internet retail service quality (Trocchia & Janda, 2003), adolescent girls’ mall
experiences (Haytko & Baker, 2004), and meanings of consumer normalcy in shopping
(Baker, 2006). As also this array of examples demonstrates, consumer experiences can
be and have been studied from different approaches, such as marketplace experience,
extraordinary experience, and experiential experience (Ahola, 2005; Ahola, 2007, 24—
33). These approaches also define the concept of experience differently. The
marketplace experience approach emphasizes the consumers’ daily, ordinary
experiences and the everyday negotiation on cultural meanings that are circulating in the
marketplace (Ahola, 2007, 30-33). On the other hand, extraordinary experience
approach studies experiences that are activated by unusual events and are characterized
by high levels of emotional intensity and experience (Ahola, 2007, 28-30). Creating
these types of extraordinary and unforgettable experiences for consumers has been the

main aim in experiential marketing view (Caru & Cova, 2007, 9—10). Thirdly, the
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experiential experience approach defines experiences as subjective, inner episodes, that
are personally unique and that are associated with significant emotions (Ahola, 2007,
24-27; Caru & Cova, 2007, 11). This study is concerned with the latter approach, as I
examine experiences that are subjective, but not necessarily that extraordinary. This
aspect of studying casual, i.e. not so extraordinary experiences, is related also to the
study of impulsive buying. Some criticism has been presented that earlier research on
impulsive buying has regarded impulse buying as an out of the ordinary consumer
buying behavior, and therefore, more research attention should be paid to more casual

impulse buying experiences (Rook, 1999; Wood, 2005).

The process of experience reflection and interpretation

My research process has involved several stages of both reflection as well as
interpretation of the consumer experiences. Although it has not been a totally
chronologically linear process all the way, I have depicted the order of the main phases
in the process on a timeline in Figure 7. This process exemplifies also some basic
assumptions about consumer experiences taken in my research. Later, in the last chapter

of this report, I will discuss the challenges that might occur during this process.

interpreting
story about the
experience

reflecting
on the
experience

)
telling about
the
experience
(interview)

constructing
research
report

impulsive
buying
experience

time \/A\/ 14 V

v

Figure 7.  Process of experience reflection and interpretation

As can be seen from Figure 7, the end result of the reflection and interpretation process,
i.e. this research report, is both chronologically as well as on an interpretative level

quite far away from the actual impulsive buying experience of the consumer.
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Chronologically, in the first instance the impulsive buying experience occurs. At that
point, the consumer might not be reflecting on the details of the experience as such.
However, later, when in the interview situation, the interviewee reflects on the
experience he or she has previously encountered. Actually, in the interview situation the
interviewee’s reflection of a specific lived event can allow emergence of aspects of the
shopping experience that have previously been unreflected, for example realizing
patterns in the experience that the consumer has not seen prior to the interview
(Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989).

As a result of reflecting on the experience, the interviewee tells his or her description
of the experience in the interview. These respondent descriptions form the empirical
evidence in phenomenological research (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989). Telling
narratives is considered to be an interpretative tool by which we look at the world
around us, give it a purpose, and help to make sense of our experiences (Shkedi, 2005,
11).

In the next phase of the interpretation process, I as a researcher interpret the
description of the experience produced by the interviewee. Every interpretation made
must be supported by the evidence, i.e. the founded by the interviewees’ descriptions of
their experiences (Thompson, Locander, & Pollio, 1989).

Finally, the last stage of interpretation occurs when writing this research report.
Writing is a process of “creating and re-creating coherent research narratives” (Shkedi,
2005, 159). Although chronologically this final stage follows the data analysis phase, it
does not mean that analysis of the data would be over when writing stage begins. Quite
the contrary, according to van Manen (1997, 124—129), writing is not just reporting the
results of the study, but an essential stage in phenomenological reflection: writing, for
instance, involves a textual reflection and fixes our thought on paper. It is “not until we
had written this down did we quite know what we knew” (van Manen, 1997, 127). Also
in my research process, writing of the research report allowed for a review of the data

analysis that resulted in some modifications to the analysis.
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3.3 Research process

In this section, before going into details of data generation and analysis, I will describe
my journey into this research area, i.e. my research process as a whole.

My initial interest in both consumer research as well as in consumer online behavior
can be traced back to my master’s thesis, which was related to consumer perceived
benefits of Internet banking. When starting my PhD studies, I decided that I want to
continue to examine consumers. However, the selection process of the topic for my
doctoral dissertation was more or less an adventure into the world of consumer research.
I was open to all kinds of topics related to consumer research, and read journal articles
quite widely in the area. At first, I became interested in and read consumer research
articles especially with an interpretive approach.

Somehow I ended up reading more and more on the subject of impulse buying. |
remember being first of all impressed and enchanted by Dennis W. Rook’s seminal
article “The Buying Impulse”, published in the Journal of Consumer Research in 1987. 1
widened the journal article pool to be read on impulse buying from that article onwards.
The reason I ended up choosing online impulsive buying as the topic of my doctoral
dissertation can be traced back to both previous research on impulse buying as well as
to my personal experiences on the area. While reading articles on impulse buying, I
noticed that several articles discussed online impulse buying in their directions for
future research, while, at the same time, research on the area of online impulsive buying
was just starting. In addition, at that time I as a consumer became more and more
involved in buying from the Internet. By that time, I considered myself quite an
experienced consumer with online buying, having made several orders from webstores.
I also had made some purchases online that I considered impulsive purchase decisions”.
After I talked to some of my friends about this issue, I realized that this phenomenon of
online impulsive buying is part of consumers’ activities online. As a result of all of this,

and after presenting my research proposal at both our PhD seminar and at the national

’ Van Manen (1997, 54-58) actually sees that personal experiences can be a good starting point for
phenomenological researcher for directing oneself to the phenomenon. One’s own experiences are also

the possible experiences of others.
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tutorial of marketing, I decided to strive forward with the research theme of online
impulsive buying.

Shortly after deciding on the research area, I became interested in comparing
impulsive buying in the online and offline shopping environments. For that purpose, in
October 2003, I collected my first research data: 100 stories from university students
attending a marketing course. Data collection was based a method known as empathy-
based stories, which involved students to use their imagination and to write a story of an
impulse buying episode in either online or offline shopping environment. This pre-pilot
data collection stage is not reported in more detail in this report, as I later decided that it
is crucial to include only those data sets that are based on actual consumer experiences.
However, this data set gave me pre-understanding about student conceptions about both
online and offline impulsive buying, and helped me to focus my research further. In
addition, during the data analysis of this data set, I already began to draft the ‘main
factors influencing impulse buying in online shopping environment’, which later
became called the ‘elements’ of online impulsive buying. At this point, I divided the
factors into four main classes: process, product, consumer, marketing stimuli, and
situational factors. These initial thoughts about organizing the data must have
influenced my thinking also during the data analysis stage of the actual research data,
i.e. the interviews.

During April-September 2005, I generated pilot data by interviewing consumers by
e-mail about their online and offline impulsive buying experiences (data generation is
discussed in detail in the next section). At this point, I wanted to examine which factors
encourage and/or discourage impulsive buying in the online shopping environment
compared to the offline shopping environment. Also, I wanted to include mixed
methods, i.e. also quantitative data about the research area. However, towards the end of
year 2005 I had realized the problems with this research design. Firstly, I had become
confident that I wanted to adhere to interpretive research, and consequently, due to the
contextualist world view of phenomenology, it seemed no longer logical to aim to
compare experiences that had taken place in different contexts. Therefore, I decided to
focus my research on consumer experiences of online impulsive buying. This decision
simplified my research setting further, and helped to focus my attention.

During years 2006 and 2007 the main focus was on data generation and data

analysis. First, during March—June 2006 I conducted face-to-face personal interviews,
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which were followed by data transcription in April-September 2006. Data analysis has
been long and an ongoing process, but the main working phase took place in September
2007-May 2008.

As is evident from this summary, my research journey towards a PhD degree has
most certainly not been linear, but has included many bypaths. Traditionally, research
process and research logic are described as either deductive or inductive, or as their
systematic combining, i.e. abductive logic (e.g. Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Qualitative
research is primarily characterized by the inductive logic of inquiry (Patton, 2002, 454).
As Patton (2002, 56) explains:

The strategy of inductive designs is to allow the important analysis dimensions to
emerge from patterns found in the cases under study without presupposing in advance
what the important dimensions will be. The qualitative analyst seeks to understand the
multiple interrelationships among dimensions that emerge from the data without making
prior hypotheses about the linear or correlative relationships among narrowly defined,
operationalized variables.

In this study, the research process has been inductive in nature, as prior to generating the
research data, no hypotheses or theoretical frameworks about the phenomenon were
made. In addition, the different phases of my research process have been intertwined,
reflecting the circularity of research process which is characteristic to qualitative
research (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Thus, the research process has been suggestive
of a hermeneutic helix, in which “we move from pre-understanding to understanding on
a higher level; we move from parts to the whole and to parts again, but now with greater
understanding” (Gummesson, 2005, 314-315). In my research process, this movement
from phase to phase with a greater understanding has involved many areas of research,
all the way from the focus of this research to creating understanding about what kind of
research approach or methodology I should employ to the various stages of the data

analysis.
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3.4 Generating data

In this section, I will go into the details of how I have generated® my research data. This
is part of the ‘methods’ section of the research strategy outlined previously in Figure 6.
As evident from the previous section, the data generation included two phases. At first, I
will discuss the principles of sampling that relate to both of these phases. Then, I will
outline the specifics of both data generation phases in their own sections.

According to the principles of qualitative research, sampling was done according to
the logics of purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002, 230) or purposive selection
(Polkinghorne, 2005). This strategy involves selecting cases that are information-rich
about the issues related to the focus of the study. According to Polkinghorne (2005), as
the unit of analysis in qualitative research is experience, individuals who have had the
experience under study, and are willing to describe it to the researcher, are primarily
sought. Also, usually multiple participants are interviewed to provide accounts of
different perspectives about an experience, which serves as a form of triangulation on
the experience. As a result, by comparing and contrasting these different experiences of
the phenomenon, the researcher can examine the essential aspects of the experience as
well as recognize variations in how the experience appears (Polkinghorne, 2005).

For the rationale of my research, purposeful sampling meant selecting those
consumers who had personal experience with the phenomenon, i.e. those consumers
who had experienced online impulsive buying. The data generation involved two steps.
Firstly, I wanted to gain pre-understanding about the focus of the research by
interviewing consumers by e-mail. Therefore, this data generated in the first phase is
considered pilot data. The second phase, which forms the actual research data for my
research, consists of personal face-to-face interviews with consumers. In both of the
phases, it was of fundamental importance for me that the interviewees had faced a real-
life impulsive purchasing situation in the online shopping environment, i.e. on the

Internet.

% According to Gummesson (2005, 312), data generation as a term is more preferable than data
collection, because “data in a social environment do not consist of objects, which can be readily
collected”, but which are “the construction of the researcher”. Also I agree that I have not only collected

interview data from the participants, but generated the data together in interaction with the interviewees.
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3.4.1 Personal e-mail interviews

In the first phase of data generation in April-September 2005, I interviewed altogether
six consumers by e-mail. The purpose of this phase was to create an initial
understanding about consumers’ actual experiences on the phenomenon under study by
letting them describe their experiences freely. Therefore, all the interviewees had
experience with online impulsive buying. I recruited these respondents for the e-mail
interviews from two popular Finnish online discussion forums. I registered on the
forums, and sent a message first explaining the purpose of the research (a dissertation
on impulsive buying) and then requesting consumers that have made an “impulse
purchase” on the Internet during the past 12 months to report to me by e-mail.

A total of ten consumers reported that they would be willing to participate in the
interview. In the first e-mail, I explained the purpose of the interview and the
practicalities of participating. The interview process was started with all of the
volunteered consumers, but the interview process was finished with only six of them, as
at some point during the interview process some participants no longer replied to my e-
mails with the interview questions. All six finished interviews were made with women,
aged 22 to 29 years. In addition, one woman aged 25 living in the same city reported her
willingness to participate in the research. I decided to interview her face-to-face, as her
home was within a few kilometers from mine. Therefore, altogether seven full
interviews were conducted in this phase, six of which by e-mail and one face-to-face.
All interviewees finishing the interview were sent a small reward worth about 10 euros
for participating in the research.

I used an interview guide to help present the questions to the respondents in about in
about the same way and order. The questions encouraged the interviewee to describe
actual impulse buying episodes in both online and offline settings. Besides questions
listed in the interview guide, in almost every e-mail I also introduced follow-up
questions about the previous answer, for example if the answers required clarification or
more description from the respondents. In most e-mails during the interview, I first
asked a follow-up question about the previous e-mail, and only after that raised a new
question. In order to finish the interviews, several e-mails were sent between the

researcher and the interviewee. I included a maximum of two open-ended questions in
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each e-mail, thus aiming to encourage the respondents to write in length and in detail.
However, despite that, some interviewees’ responses were quite short.

At that point (during spring 2005), the focus of my research was in comparing
consumer experiences of online and offline impulse buying, and especially in
discouraging and encouraging factors in both environments. Therefore, also the
interviews focused getting descriptions about consumers’ both online and offline
experiences. After these interviews, I understood the challenges of comparing these two
shopping environments, and ended up focusing only on impulsive buying on the
Internet. Therefore, and due to the weaknesses of the data (unfinished interviews and
not getting as rich written descriptions of experiences as I had hoped), I decided to leave
this data generation phase to a pilot role. Therefore, interview data from this phase is are
not reported here in detail, and I have not included any extracts from these interviews in
the results sections of this report.

However, these e-mail interviews were useful in my research process in multiple
ways. Firstly, as the purpose initially was, this material offered me some valuable
material in examining online impulsive behavior, which increased my understanding on
the area. Secondly, the pre-understanding I gained was useful in the next phase of the
data generation. For example, it gave me insight about the possible themes and
questions to be included in the interview guide in the second phase. Also, conducting
the e-mail interviews convinced me of how to proceed in data generation. I became
aware of that in order to generate rich data about these types of consumer experiences, I
need to conduct interviews face-to-face. The one interview I had already made face-to-
face also helped me to understand this further, as with her, I was able to interact more
and generate richer data about her experiences. It seemed that at least for some people,
talking about their online experiences in person was much more natural than writing
about them in e-mails. This could be also related to asynchronicity of e-mail interviews,
i.e. to the delay in interaction between interviewer and interviewee. As a result,
spontaneity in answers could be lost in e-mail interviews, when the interviewees can see
the questions in e-mail and reflect on their answers for a while before responding
(Bampton & Cowton, 2002). I see this especially problematic when examining issues
related to spontaneous human behavior, such as impulse buying. Face-to-face
interviewing, on the other hand, requires that consumers respond to questions more

spontaneously.
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3.4.2 Personal face-to-face interviews

In the second phase, to gain insight about the phenomenon of impulsive buying online, I
interviewed consumers with an experience of buying from the Internet on spur of the
moment. The interviews were open-ended and personal, and were conducted face-to-
face. A total of 17 Finnish consumers participated in the interviews in March—June
2006. I recruited the interviewees through an Internet panel maintained by a Finnish
market research company called Taloustutkimus Oy. Their Internet panel is the longest
running Internet panel in Finland, having at that time about 13 000 panelists throughout
Finland. Taloustutkimus Oy recruits new members to the panel from participants in
some other of their research channels, such as from consumer omnibus surveys (face-to-
face, telephone, or postal). Thus, consumers cannot volunteer to enroll in the panel.

The role of the Internet panel was to find consumers that would have experiences of
online impulsive buying and that would live in the same region so that they could be
interviewed face-to-face. In practice, this meant that I wanted to utilize the large pool of
Internet panel members to get contact with those panelists living in the Tampere region
that had made an impulsive purchase on the Internet in the past 12 months, and who
would be willing to meet me for a face-to-face interview. Impulsive purchase was
operationalized as ‘spur of the moment decision’ (in Finnish ‘hetken mielijohteesta’). In
order to find these consumers, a short survey containing three questions was sent to a
sample of panelists living in the Tampere region. The process of presenting the three
questions is depicted in Figure 8, whereas the full questionnaire can be found in
Appendix A.

In the first phase at the beginning of March 2006, the short questionnaire was sent to
187 panelists, of which 110 replied to the questionnaire. Thus, the sample represented a
response rate of 59 per cent. From the first phase, a total of 15 panel members met the
criteria of the research by having had an online impulsive buying experience during the
past 12 months, and by willing to participate in a personal face-to-face interview. Of
these, one interviewee refused to participate in the study after all, and during one
interview it became apparent that the interviewee had not had any online impulsive

experiences. As a result, this phase yielded a sample of 13 usable interviews.
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Q1: Have you made any purchases on the
Internet during the past year (12 months)?

Yes

1T

No

—

Thank you for your answer! For the
interview study, we are looking for
consumers who have made
purchases on the Internet during the
past year, so this time the survey
ends here for you.

Q2: During the past year (12 months), have
you made any purchases on the Internet
on spur of the moment?

Yes

No, all the purchases

that | have made on the
Internet have been
planned purchases.

Q3: Would you like to participate in an
interview study focusing on purchase
behavior on the Internet, and especially on
purchases made on spur of the moment?

Yes

1§

No

—

Please fill out your contact information

Thank you for your answers! For the
interview study, we are looking for
consumers who have bought
something on the Internet on spur of
the moment, so this time the survey
ends here for you.

Thank you for your answers and
have a nice spring!

Figure 8.  The order of questionnaire questions for the Internet panel members

Initially, my purpose was to recruit all interviewees from the same sample. However, as

two interviewees were not available for my study, I decided to send another similar

short survey to the panelists to recruit a few additional interviewees. As a result, the

short questionnaire was sent again to 47 Internet panel members in May 2006. Of these,

22 replied to the questionnaire (a response rate of 47 %), and four met the criteria and

were willing to participate in the personal interviews. All four consumers were

interviewed. Further information about both samples can be found in Table 5.
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Table 5.

As Table 5 indicates, the questionnaire was sent in the two phases to 234 consumers, of
which over a half replied to the questionnaire. Over four fifths of consumers in the two
samples had made an Internet purchase in the past 12 months. Over 40 per cent of these
had also made a spur-of-the-moment purchase decision on the Internet. As a result, the
two samples yielded altogether 17 usable personal, face-to-face interviews, of which 11
were conducted with women and six with men. Ages of the interviewees ranged from
25 to 44. In order to protect the privacy of the interviewees, I changed their names. New
names, i.e. the pseudonyms for the participants, were selected from the statistics of the
50 most popular first names for babies born in Finland in 2006. Interviewees got a

pseudonym that had the same initial letter (or next in alphabet that was listed) as their

Characteristics of Internet panel samples
Additional
Sample sample Total
(March 2006) (May 2006)
Invitations sent out 187 47 234
Replies received 110 22 132
P (59 %) (47 %) (56 %)
Questions: yes no yes no yes no
Q 1: Any Internet purchases
made during the past 12 90 20 19 3 109 23
months? (82%) | (18%) | (86%) | (14 %) | (83 %) | (17 %)
(n=110/22)
Q2: Any Internet purchases
made on spur of the moment 38 52 7 12 45 64
during the past 12 months? (42 %) | (58 %) | (37 %) | (63 %) | (41 %) | (59 %)
(n=90/19)
Q3: Would you like to
participate in an interview 15 23 4 3 19 26
study? (39%) | (61%) | (57 %) | (43 %) | (42 %) | (58 %)
(n=38/7)
Number of usable interviews 13 4 17

real name. Detailed information about interviewees is listed in Table 6.
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Table 6.  Profiles of interviewees

Length | First

Pseudo- | Gender . of Internet Interview
Occupation Date . Length

nym & age Internet | purchase location

use since

Emma | F42 physio- 5 yrs 3-4yrs | 14.3.06 | home 56 min.
therapist

Aino F30 researcher 11 yrs 6—7 yrs 15.3.06 | home 58 min.

Venla F41 secretary 10 yrs 8 yrs 30.3.06 | university | 56 min.

Anni F32 private 6-7yrs | 6-7yrs | 3.4.06 | home 54 min.
entrepreneur

Aleksi M32 cnc machinist | 12yrs | 7 yrs 4.4.06 ‘;"I‘;rc‘; 59 min.

Julia F44 telemarketer 1yr 1yr 6.4.06 university | 44 min.

Tuomas | M28 storeman 5yrs 2yrs 12.4.06 | home 49 min.
kindergarten

Lotta F25 teacher/ on 8 yrs 2 yrs 18.4.06 | home 43 min.
maternity
leave

Santeri M30 software 16 yrs 10 yrs 24.4.06 | university | 66 min.
tester

Rasmus | M36 student 16 yrs 3-4 yrs 2.5.06 | home 46 min.

Aada F28 teacher 9yrs 9yrs 3.5.06 university | 67 min.

Joona M32 post handler 9yrs 2yrs 4.5.06 university | 43 min.

- service . . .

Pinja F44 advisor 5yrs S5yrs 17.5.06 | university | 60 min.
housewife /

Helmi F29 graduate 10 yrs 3-5yrs 1.6.06 home 50 min.
engineer

Juho M30 R&D manager | 11 yrs 7 yrs 6.6.06 university | 57 min.
production

Alisa F42 secretary / 14yrs | 10yrs 8.6.06 | university | 66 min.
private
entrepreneur

lida F31 researcher 13 yrs 6 yrs 13.6.06 | university | 45 min.

All interviews were conducted either at home of the respondent, at my office at the
University of Tampere, or, in one case, at the workplace of the respondent — whichever
option suited interviewee the best. The interviews lasted from 43 minutes to one hour 7
minutes. All but one interview were tape-recorded on digital voice recorder. During the
last interview, batteries of the voice recorder ran out. Therefore, I could not tape the
whole interview with lida, but I made notes during the interview and wrote up the
description of the interview immediately afterwards. However, because of the lack of

verbatim transcription, I could not use lida’s interview citations as examples in this
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report. Nevertheless, lida’s interview was used to increase my understanding of the
research phenomenon.

The structure of the interview had influences from the principles of episodic
interviewing’ which is based on narrative theoretical assumptions about the human
experience. The episodic interview was developed in order to gain access to both
episodic and semantic knowledge (Flick, 2000). According to Flick (2000, 77), in this
type of interview, informants are invited both to recount concrete events which are
relevant to the issue under study and to consider answers to more general questions of
topical relevance, such as definitions. The interview should be open enough to allow the
interviewee to select the episodes or situations to recount and also to decide which form
of presentation to provide (a narrative or a description).

In my study, I wanted interviewees to tell narratives or descriptions especially about
their experiences of concrete events of online impulsive buying. However, according to
the principles of episodic interviewing, I wanted to examine those experiences in a
larger context. Therefore, the interviews covered also more general issues, such as the
interviewees’ online buying behavior in general and their experiences of online buying,
conceptions about spur-of-the-moment purchase decisions in general and their
experiences of them, their shopping style in general, as well as their interests and
hobbies.

My objective was to keep the interview as conversational as possible, to create a
confidential atmosphere that would resemble more of an informal conversation between
friends or acquaintances than an examination or questioning. I used an interview guide,
mostly in order to check if I had covered all the areas that I wanted. For some
informants that were less talkative, the interview guide helped to keep the conversation
flowing. The interview guide is presented in Appendix B.

I transcribed the interviews verbatim in April-September 2006. The seventeen
interviews produced altogether about 200 pages of transcribed text (typed single spaced

with Times New Roman 12 pts).

7 . . . . .

Often in phenomenological consumer research, phenomenological interviews are used when
generating the interview data. However, I decided to conduct the interviews more in line with episodic
interviewing instead. The reasons behind this decision and its potential consequences are discussed

further in the last chapter of this report.
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3.5 Data analysis and interpretation

Data analysis and interpretation in qualitative analysis is often a highly intuitive
process, in which different phases of the process do not necessarily follow each other
logically and systematically, but in more like a cyclical process (see e.g. Gummesson,
2003; Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). This was the case also in my data analysis. However,
I have identified four main phases in my data analysis and interpretation.

In the first phase, I printed out the transcribed interviews and read all the interviews
twice in order to become acquainted with the data. In phenomenological hermeneutical
terms, this can be called naive reading (see Lindseth & Norberg, 2004), and its purpose
is to grasp the meaning of the interview text as a whole. While reading through the
interviews for the first two times, I underlined those phrases or sections of the
interviews that seemed especially interesting to the phenomenon of online impulsive
buying. In addition, I wrote some short remarks depicting the essence of that section on
the margins.

In the second phase of the data analysis, I wrote case descriptions or summaries of
each of the interviews. The summaries, each about 1.5 to 2 pages in length, included my
interpretation of the interview and the interviewee, especially in regard to the
interviewee’s experiences of buying on the Internet, of impulsive buying, and of online
impulsive buying. The purpose of writing these summaries was to understand the
interview in its totality, taking into account the background information of the
interviewee, and to summarize my initial thoughts about which themes seemed
important for further analysis. An example of a case description is presented in
Appendix C. As a result of these first two phases, I had interpreted each interview in its
own context, thus creating a pre-understanding about the essential issues in each
interviewee’s online buying behavior and impulsive buying experiences.

In the third phase of the data analysis, I started to examine the elements related to the
online impulsive buying experiences through coding, categorizing, and thematizing the
data. Therefore, I moved away from the holistic interpretation mode that I had been in
the previous phases to a more analytical mode. However, also in this phase I tried to
take into account the context of the interview when categorizing the data. I used NVivo
software to help me to organize and manage coding of the data. First, I used a coding

technique called initial coding (see Charmaz, 2006, 47-57). In this type of coding,
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coding is made quickly and spontaneously. It should remain open to categories of the
data, stay close to the data, i.e. fit the data, and keep the codes simple and precise. This
open coding produced over 450 coding categories. It was obvious that this included
categories that were overlapping or even were of the same contents but named
somewhat differently. In addition, I noticed that some of the categories I had coded
were not necessarily related to online impulsive buying, but more to online buying or to
impulsive buying in general. Therefore, after a few rounds of reviewing, combining and
deleting, I ended up in less than 20 categories. After all this analysis of individual
categories, at this point I felt that I had become somewhat disconnected from the actual
interview data. Therefore, at this point I read through the interviews once more also in
order to check the relevancy of my categorization of the data. When I wrote the results
sections of this research report, these categories were further reviewed. Also at the
writing stage I ended up combining some of the categories and even abandoning some
that were not after all related to online impulsive buying as such. As a result of this
phase, I ended up in categories that form the themes of the analytical framework that
constitute the first results chapter of this report.

During the analysis of both pilot and actual research data I realized that the themes of
online impulsive buying experiences could be conceptualized by four larger entities,
referred to as elements, i.e. shopping environment, webstore, product, and consumer.
These became the main elements in my analytical framework. When conceptualizing
themes into these four main elements, in addition to NVivo, I uti