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Abstract

General trait-based approaches to the study of impulsive buying fail to explain
the product-specific nature of this behavior and the relevance of specific self-motives
in this context. Two related studies were conducted to understand the role of
domain-specific physical self-perceptions on the context dependent nature of
impulsive buying. The first study showed that physical self-perceptions are better
predictors of context-specific impulsive buying than global self-measures. The
second study grouped people with high and low physical self-esteem (PSE) to
understand the role of PSE on product-specific, impulsive buying tendencies.
Results showed that the impulsive buying tendency of individuals toward dif-
ferent products changes as a function of the relevance of product to physical
self-perceptions. It was also found that perceived importance in the physical
domain (PIP) may be an underlying factor. Overall, current research suggests
impulsive buying is a product-specific behavior such that physical self-images
along with perceived importance attributed to these images may affect individ-
uals’ impulsive buying tendencies, depending on the self-related function of
products.
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1. Introduction

Many economists and social-cognitive psychologists consider economic behaviors

as purely rational, carefully planned, and intentional activities [1]. In economics,
for example, the concept of “homo economicus” theorizes that people are rational
market consumers with the ability to make stable economic judgments to maximize
their savings and profits in marketing activities [2] [3]. Well known socio-cognitive
behavior models (i.e., theory of reasoned action and theory of planned behavior) also
suggest that people engage in considerable cognition such as considering behav-

ioral intentions along with perceived personal and social norms before engaging in
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any social behavior [4] [5]. Although these well-established rational choice behavior
models can account for many economic behaviors in which people search for the
lowest prices, compare products, and make careful decisions before purchasing
goods or making investments, they fail to explain the globally recognized eco-
nomic behavior of impulsive buying.

In today’s market place, unplanned and immediate purchases have been widely
considered as pervasive and distinctive characteristics of consumers’ buying be-
havior [6] [7] [8] [9]. In 1977, for example, the Point of Purchase Advertising In-
stitute’s 8th DuPont Consumer Buying Habits Study indicated the prevalence of
unplanned purchases among American consumers when it declared that, “nearly 66%
of every dollar spent results from some decision were made in the store”. The valid-
ity of this observation is clearly sup-ported by a recent CreditCards.com poll in
which 5 of 6 Americans reported making impulse purchases often [10]. Recent
marketing research on unplanned purchasing has also shown that buying on im-
pulse can account for 40% to 80% of all purchases, depending on the product cate-
gory [11] [12] [13] [14] [15]. Recognition of the growing trend of impulsive buy-
ing across all segments of society has prompted consumer researchers to begin fo-
cusing on understanding the behavioral antecedents, correlations, and consequences of
impulsive buying, and they are doing so from a wide spectrum of theoretical per-
spectives and research approaches [6] [16]-[21].

Impulsive buying was once commonly defined as “an unplanned purchase” [22]
[23]. Stern [24] enriched this definition by suggesting that planned, pure, reminder
and suggestion could be considered four major types of impulse purchasing (p. 59).
Adding a fifth dimension, “without regard for the consequences”, Rook [22] further
deepened the definition of impulsive buying as, “a sudden, powerful and persistent
urge to buy some-thing immediately” (p. 191). Unlike planned purchasing behavior,
impulsive buying is, “less deliberate and more arousing and irresistible” (p. 164)
[23]. Due to its importance, impulsive buying has been receiving increased atten-
tion from researchers, especially those in consumer behavior and retailing
re-search.

Initial studies on impulse buying were conducted primarily for retailing pur-
poses [13] [25] [26] [27]. The main motivation was to categorize products, based
on product characteristics, as impulsive or non-impulsive items. This product-based
marketing led retailers to redesign shopping environments to maximize customers’
exposure to impulsive products. They reorganized in-store display stands and
promotions so as to increase point of purchase sales [24] [28] [29]. Business
scholars, however, criticized this early retailing approach for having definitional
and conceptual limitations. From the definitional standpoint, impulse buying be-
havior was simply regarded as an unplanned purchase for only certain types of
items, whereas the conceptual focus was limited to the way in which products
were offered to consumers (i.e., physical proximity, appearance, and presentation)
without considering individual consumer characteristics. Later research, however,
has consistently shown that almost any type of product can be bought on impulse,
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and not all unplanned purchases can be considered as impulse buying [30] [31].

Consequently, many researchers have come to agree that impulsive buying is
a complex behavioral phenomenon that depends on various personality character-
istics, inner psychological states and social-environmental settings, for instance
[6] [20] [32] [33]. In his seminal paper, Rock [22] touched upon most of these
aspects and defined impulsive buying as, “sudden, often powerful and persistent
urge to buy something immediately”. He also emphasized the psycho-emotional
aspects of impulsive buying with pre-behavior ‘“hedonistic motives” and
post-behavior “emotional conflicts” (p. 191). In addition to these psycho- emo-
tional attributes, a wide set of socio-demographic characteristics including age
[34], gender [18], and culture [23] have been recognized as predictors of impulse
buying. Several studies have extensively studied a variety of cognitive characteris-
tics ranging from self-related concepts (i.e., self-esteem or self-control) to person-
ality traits (i.e., general impulsiveness, identity concerns, or a narcissistic person-
ality) to explain the psychological underlying mechanisms of impulsive buying
[35]-[40].

Although this large body of research significantly contributed to our under-
standing of impulsive buying behavior, inconsistent results over time confounded
conceptualizations for the role of certain psychological constructs in impulsive
buying [20]. Both positive and negative feelings, for example, are found to be sig-
nificant predictors of impulse buying [21] [41]. With respect to personality factors
and using an individual’s relatively stable and general tendency to impulsivity,
previous researchers relied primarily on psychological trait models to explain im-
pulsive buying [7]. Because they have general impulsivity as a personality trait,
individuals are assumed to be potential impulsive buyers for all product categories
[27]. This understanding, however, fails to account for recently reported findings
that specific products (such as fashionable clothing) are consistently purchased
impulsively, while other products (such as housing consumables) are not [36].

Self-esteem and self-control mechanisms are also two recently centralized
psycho-logical constructs in research on impulsive buying [36] [39] [42] [43]
[44]. Although impulsive buying has generally been linked to low self-esteem,
threatened self-views, and the negative effects associated with damaged self-worth,
underlying motivations of these relationships are still unclear and under debate [17]
[42]. The promising arguments for the relationship between distorted self-views and
excessive buying are provided by the theory of symbolic self-completion (SCT)
[45]. Briefly, SCT contends that impulse buying is employed as a compensatory
action to avoid negative feelings associated with low self-esteem and to restore
one’s self-status through identity-relevant possessions. When individuals perceive
a discrepancy between their ideals and perceived self-images, they may tend to
seek compensatory possessions and may invest their economic resources in ac-
quiring these self-image related possessions for self-presentational motives in an
impulsive manner [46]. In a series of connected studies, Dittmar and colleagues
provided convincing evidence that self-related psychological functions of impulsive
consuming are consistent with symbolic self-completion theory [33] [36] [42] [43].
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In one of their in-depth qualitative studies, Dittmar and Drury [36] reported that
consumers who have high self-discrepancies are more likely to buy on impulse
and are motivated mainly by self-related reasons. While these studies extend our
preliminary understanding of the self-related mechanisms that motivate impulsive
buying, they are primarily limited to general impulsive buying tendencies, and,
thus, do not address the context-specific nature of impulsive buying in relation to
self-related motives. Moreover, previous research on consumer behavior treated
the self-system as a unidimensional psychological construct, and it focused ex-
clusively on the link between global self-esteem and impulsive buying tendencies
[36] [39] [44]. Today, many social psychologists have recognized the mul-
ti-dimensional nature of the self-system and convincingly showed that domain
specific self-perceptions such as academic, emotional and physical self-esteem are
better predictors of context-specific behaviors than global self-beliefs. One im-
portant aspect of this multi-dimensional self- structure is physical self-esteem be-
cause of its strong influence on global self- worth and sense of individual integ-
rity [47]. A variety of studies have documented the proposition that physical
self-perceptions are associated with exercise behavior in all age groups, adherence
to rehabilitation in patient populations, eating disorders, social anxiety among
women, depression, psychological well-being, and self-presentational concerns in
the general population [47] [48] [49] [50] [51].

Given the close connections between self-presentational concerns and impulsive
buying tendencies, individual perceptions in the multi-dimensional structure of the
physical self-system may also provide valuable insights into the complex nature of
impulsive buying. To date, however, no systematic research has been conducted to
understand the role of domain-specific physical self-perceptions on the prod-
uct-specific nature of impulsive buying tendencies. Moreover, the effects of
well-established personality concepts in consumer research, concepts such as
self-control and general impulsivity, have not been controlled for the role of physi-
cal self-perceptions in impulsive buying behavior.

Therefore, this article examines the relationships between physical self-perceptions
and the product-specific nature of impulsive buying after controlling for the ef-
fects of the degree of self-control and general impulsivity. Three main assump-
tions are hypothesized and tested by two separate studies. First, we assume im-
pulse buying behavior can be better explained by specified psychological charac-
teristics (i.e., physical self-perceptions) rather than by general trait measures (global
self-esteem). Second, we believe the relationship between physical self-perceptions
and impulsive buying is independent of the effects of self-control and general im-
pulsivity. Third, we propose that the relevance of the product type to physical
self-motives may change the nature of impulsive buying tendencies. Following
this introduction, we briefly discuss our theoretical foundation. After that, we test
our first two assumptions through study 1 and investigate our last assumption in
study 2. We then present our results. Lastly, we discuss our findings and contribu-
tions.
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2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Multidimensional Self System and the Physical Self Esteem

During the past 40 years, a large body of research in social psychology has pro-
vided important empirical findings on the nature of our self-system. One essential
point has been the recognition that the self-system is constructed out of multiple
domain specific selves and organized in a hierarchical manner. Within this multi-
dimensional and hierarchical conceptualization of the self-system, global
self-esteem (GSE) is placed at the apex of the hierarchy [52] which is then divided
into specific domains such as the academic, social, emotional, and physical self
(Figure 1). In this framework, positive evaluations, self-sub-domains are assumed
to improve GSE [53] [54]. Each sub-domain is also proposed to organize in a mul-
ti-dimensional structure with domain specific perceptions such that, for example,
evaluations and feelings about physical health, body fat and appearance contribute
to our physical self-esteem (PSE) (Figure 1).

Although social psychological research has shown that perceived efficacy in these
lower order self domains (such as sub-domains of physical self-esteem) is a better
predictor of actual behaviors than global self domains (i.e. global self-esteem), impulsive
buying studies in consumer and marketing literature have exclusively focused on the
role of GSE in relation to buying preferences. Domain specific physical
self-perceptions, however, have been considered as the primary component of our
global self-system and evaluations in the physical domain are assumed to be the
essential underlying motives of many social behaviors [55].

2.2. The Physical Body and the Self

A growing body of literature shows the essential role of bodily perceptions in the
construction of our self-identities in today’s contemporary cultures. In their semi-
nal studies Shilling [56] and Giddens [57] have clearly pointed out the ultimate

Global Self Esteem

Social Self Esteem| Physical Self Esteem

’Academic Self Esteem| | Emotional Self Esteeml

IAppearancel I Body Fatl I Health I

Figure 1. Hierarchical and multi-dimensional self-esteem model.

connections between the self and the physical body throughout the life span. Synnott
[58] considers the physical body as the prime symbol and determinant of our selves.
Prominent self-researchers also suggest that developmental roots of the
self-system originate from the physical body in the sense that first notions about
the self are based on the physical self during childhood years [59]. According to
Baumeister [60], for example, learning to distinguish one’s own body from the rest

of the environment is the first step in the formation of “self-concept” in early
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childhood. During adolescent and adulthood periods, the physical body along with its
abilities and attributes, such as its shape, size, appearance and content not only re-
flect personal idiosyncrasies but are also indicative of certain socio-demographic
characteristics, such as social class, health, success and wealth [61]. Kirk [61] ar-
gues that the presentation of the physical body as a social symbol, critical sign of
success and personal worthiness are becoming especially salient in contemporary
western societies due to changes in the psychological meaning and functions of con-
suming. In today’s consumer culture, the body is no longer considered just a
physical entity with its physiological functions but an important consumer good
with its own exchange value if it adopts the social norms of physical beauty and
attractiveness. This understanding suggests a new type of relationship between the
physical body and the self, in which individuals are excessively self-conscious
about physical changes in their bodies, fighting against aging, constantly searching
for signs of physical deformation and are more sensitive than ever to evaluations
about their physical characteristics [61]. A typical person in the 21st century tends
to invest more time, effort and financial sources on monitoring and controlling
his/her physical appearance and develops long-term behavioral strategies to be able
to be in line with the cultural standards of physical beauty. It is therefore not sur-
prising that dieting and regular exercise regimens are essential long-term behav-
ioral strategies for transforming body size and shape in accordance with cultural
norms, whereas fashionable clothing, accessories, cosmetic products and cosmetic
surgery increasingly become important segments of today’s consumer market.

Given the changing nature of social meaning of the physical body in our consumer
culture, body related perceptions have now become core elements of individuals’
self-integrity. Indeed, research has shown that physical self-perceptions (PSPs), for
example, are substantially associated with the global sense of self-esteem. People who
think they look physically attractive or get positive evaluations from others with
respect to their physical appearance have higher general self-esteem than people
who are not happy or satisfied with how they look or are negatively evaluated on
their physical appearance. Thus, feelings and perceptions in the physical domain
have been considered as crucial aspects in the multidimensional and hierarchical
model of the self-system [47]. Accordingly, physical self-evaluations are widely
and frequently investigated psychological constructs in a variety of contexts. It has
been, for example, documented that the physical self is associated with a variety of
health-related behaviors, including exercise maintenance and dieting, as well as
various other psychological well-being indicators such as social anxiety, depres-
sion and self-presentational concerns [50]. It is, therefore, quite reasonable to as-
sume that such an essential psychological construct should also play an important
role in individuals’ buying habits/preferences, and specifically affect individuals’
impulsive buying tendencies as an underlying motive, depending on the buying
context.

2.3. The Current Study
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In the consumer psychology literature, it is now well acknowledged that impulsive
buying behavior is primarily driven by certain personality characteristics, such as
general impulsivity, or various psychological needs, ranging from hedonistic or
positive feelings to negative mood states, rather than physical necessities. These
studies regarded impulse buying as a general and relatively stable consumer trait
that is associated with general impulsivity, low self-control, and lack of delibera-
tion on the cognitive dimension [20]. On the affective dimension, it was also re-
ported to be associated with the need for immediate gratification, excitement, and
avoidance of negative feelings [20]. Thus, the traditional approach based on trait
theories mainly assume that consumers having certain psychological profiles, as
explained above, should also have a general tendency to purchase any type of
product on impulse. However, this research fails to explain the context specific
nature of impulsive buying behavior and, especially, the relevance of this context
to domain specific self-motives. Although Dittmar and Drury [36] showed that
discrepancies between ideal and perceived selves drive people to engage in impul-
sive buying for certain products to compensate for perceived self-discrepancies,
they treated the self-system as a unidimensional construct and, thus, did not specify
the multidimensional aspects of the perceived self-discrepancies. Consequently,
how the specific aspects of the self-system, such as the PSPs, are related to im-
pulsive buying in a product specific manner is largely unknown. Therefore, based
on the discussions above, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Domain specific physical self-perceptions will be better predic-
tors of impulsive buying tendencies than global self-perceptions.

The research from [18] [36] also primarily relied on symbolic self-completion
theory which mainly posits that many products may have symbolic meanings for
reflecting individuals’ identities, personal values, social status and life styles. Pur-
chasing these products may, thus, have self-serving functions in a way that they
can help to define and reflect personal identities, and verify selves. The theory also
proposes that self-affirmation based assumptions especially becomes salient when
perceived inadequacies threaten or compromise current self-images and thus motivate
people to purchase products that represent threatened or compromised aspects of the
self for compensation motives [44]. This explanation, however, seems only suita-
ble for “reactive” strategies where the ideal self-image is already wounded or still
not attained. However, the social psychological literature has shown that people
not only display “reactive” behaviors with self-enhancement motives in response
to threatened self-images or increased self-discrepancies, but also “pro-actively” em-
ploy preventive strategies with self-protection motives to deal with future situations
that can distort current self-images [60]. Within the context of buying, for example,
people with high physical self-esteem may tend to spend more money on fashion
clothes with the intention of exhibiting their attractiveness to garner positive evalua-
tions (Self-enhancement) and, thus, may engage more in impulsive buying depending
on the product context. On the other hand, they may avoid buying snack foods or
binge eating since excessive caloric consumption may distort their current physi-
cal appearance and increase the discrepancy between ideal and actual physical
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self-images. Although these propositions intuitively sound reasonable, empirical
conclusions have yet to be observed in the impulsive buying literature.

The current literature proposes that specific self-perceptions in the physical domain,
such as perceived physical health, physical appearance, body fat and physical
self-esteem will be related to impulsive buying tendencies depending on the context of
buying, such as whether the product has relevance to physical self-perceptions or not.
Taken together, the literature led to the development of the following two hypoth-
eses:

Hypothesis 2: The role of physical self-perceptions on impulsive buying
tendencies will be independent of the effects of self-control and impulsivity levels.

Hypothesis 3: Impulsive buying intentions of individuals will change as a func-
tion of the relevance of the product to physical self-motives.

In order to test the hypotheses, we conducted two related studies to understand
the role of domain specific physical self-perceptions on the context dependent na-
ture of impulsive buying. Study 1 was conducted to test the assumptions men-
tioned in Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2. Then we conducted study 2 to test the
nature of impulsive buying tendency depending on the relevance of the product
type to physical self-motives, which proposed in our Hypothesis 3. In the next
section, we present the sampling methodology, survey design, data collection and
analysis as well as results and discussion for both study 1 and study 2.

3. Study 1

This study was designed to explore relationships between domain specific self-
perceptions and product specific impulsive buying tendencies. The main argu-
ment underlying the current design is to study whether: 1) impulse buying be-
havior can be better explained by specified psychological characteristics (i.e.
physical self-perceptions) rather than general trait measures (global self-esteem);
and 2) the relationship between physical self-perceptions and impulsive buying
tendencies is independent of the effects of self-control and general impulsivity. As
a preliminary step, therefore, it was hypothesized that domain specific physical
self-perceptions, but not global self-esteem, are significantly correlated with
product-specific impulsive buying tendencies. In the context of impulsive buying,
physical self-perceptions should predict product-specific impulsive buying
tendencies better than global measures of self-esteem. In previous research, for
example, Jones and colleagues [62] showed that product-specific measures of im-
pulse buying tendencies are highly correlated to actual impulsive purchasing be-
havior when compared to general impulsivity. However, the role of domain spe-
cific self-perceptions, as compared to the global self, on product specific impul-
sive buying is not examined.

3.1. Methods

Participants were 198 undergraduate business-major students (90 males with Mage
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= 22.02, SD = 3.03 and 108 females with Mage = 21.47, SD = 2.63) attending a
large US university in the Houston metropolitan area. All participants were of-
fered partial course credit for their participation in the study. At the beginning of
the study, informed consent forms were distributed describing the general nature
of the study’s procedures. The voluntary and confidential nature of the study was
emphasized, and students were asked, “not” to write their names on any of the
questionnaires. Questionnaires were coded with unique 1D numbers in advance.

Global self-esteem was measured by using the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (RSE)
[63] which is one of the most widely used instruments for measuring global
self-esteem in research settings. RSE consists of 10 items on a 4-point Likert
type scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”. The scale has five
positively worded (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”), and five neg-
atively worded items (e.g., “I certainly feel useless at times”). For this study, internal
consistency of the overall scale was 0.89. The Physical Self-Description Ques-
tionnaire (PSDQ) [64] was used to measure domain specific physical perceptions of
participants. The scale originally consists of 70 items designed to measure nine
specific subscales of the physical self-concept (health, coordination, physical ac-
tivity level, body fat, sport, appearance, strength, flexibility and endurance), as well
as a general component of physical self-concept and global self-esteem. Each
subscale is represented by 6 or 8 items; each item in these scales is a simple de-
clarative statement and participants respond using a 5-point true-false response
scale. 3 subscales of the PSDQ measuring “perceived appearance” (e.g., “I am
better looking than most of my friends.”), “physical health” (e.g., “I have to go to
the doctor because of illness more than most people my age.”), “body fat” (e.g., “My
waist is too large.”), and a general component of “physical self-esteem” (e.g., “I
am satisfied with the kind of person I am physically”) were used in this study. Each
subscale has acceptable internal consistency levels including 0.79 for physical ap-
pearance, 0.82 for physical health, 0.85 for body fat and 0.89 for general physical
self-esteem. Self-control was measured with the Brief Self-Control Scale devel-
oped by Tangney and colleagues [65]. The self-control scale originally consisted
of 36 items to measure individuals’ perceived self-control over their thoughts (e.g.,
“I have trouble concentrating”), emotions (e.g., “I say inappropriate things”), im-
pulses (e.g., “I am good at resisting temptation™), performance regulation (e.g., “I
am able to work effectively toward long-term goals™), and habits (e.g., “I have a hard
time breaking bad habits). The brief version of the self-control scale is reported to
be highly correlated with (0.93) the original scale, thus covering the same content
[65]. The brief self-control scale consists of 13 items on a 5-point Likert type scale
ranging from “not at all like me” to “very much like me”. Internal consistency of the
scale was 0.88 for this study.

Impulsiveness was measured by using the “Impulsivity (or Lack of Control)”
sub-scale of the Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire—MPQ [66]. MPQ
was originally developed to quantify primary personality dimensions ranging from
wellbeing to aggression. The Impulsivity (or Lack of Control) subscale focuses on
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the degree to which individuals have control over spontaneous, reckless and careless
behaviors. The impulsivity sub-scale consists of 24 items and participants were
asked to indicate if each item (e.g., “People consider me a rather freewheeling and
spontaneous person”) is a “True” or “False” description of themselves on a 2-point
scale.

Finally, both general impulsive buying and product specific impulsive buying
tendencies were measured by using Rook and Fisher’s [9] 9-item buying impul-
siveness scale (e.g., “Sometimes I feel like buying things on the spur-of-the-moment.”).
The wording of the scale was altered appropriately to assess the impulsive buying
tendency toward specific products including clothing (e.g., “Sometimes I feel like
buying my clothes on the spur-of-the-moment.”), and snack food (e.g., “Sometimes |
feel like buying snack food—chocolate, candies or chips—on the spur-of-the-
moment.”). The items were rated on a 5-point Likert type scale ranging from
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”.

3.2. Results

Descriptive (mean and standard deviations) characteristics of all measures are
provided in Table 1 both for men and women. Preliminary analyses were per-
formed by using independent t-tests to identify possible gender differences both
for independent (psychological measures) and dependent variables (impulsive
buying tendencies). Among the independent variables, on average, women re-
ported higher perceived body-fat (t (196) = 4.53, p < 0.05) as compared to men
with a medium effect size (r = 0.30). In regard to the impulsive buying variables,
women also reported having significantly higher general impulsive (t (196) = 4.56,
p < 0.05), clothing impulsive (t (196) = 3.13, p < 0.05) and snhack-food impulsive
(t (196) = 3.39, p < 0.05) buying tendencies when compared to men, with medium
(r = 0.31), small (r = 0.22), and small (r = 0.23) effect sizes respectively. In both
groups, clothing impulsive buying was significantly higher than all other types of
impulsive buying tendencies (p < 0.05) with moderate effect sizes (r > 0.30).

Initial relationships among study variables were identified by bivariate Pearson
Table 1. Mean and standard deviations of all measures.

Men Women

Mean Std Mean Std

Psychological Variables
Global Self Esteem 31.86 343 30.89 3.55
Physical Self Esteem 26.48 4.87 25.32 473
Perceived Appearance 25.03 4.64 24.00 4.82
Perceived Body Fat 17.74 4.44 20.89 5.20
Perceived Health 17.25 3.19 17.36 3.36
Self-Control 4041 9.28 38.41 8.74
Impulsiveness 10.44 3.60 09.94 3.82
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Buying Tendencies

General Impulsive 23.03 4.30 26.04 4.87
Clothing Impulsive 26.46 4.16 28.59 5.18
Snack Food Impulsive 22.74 4.16 24.89 4.67

correlations and presented in Table 2. The highest positive correlations were
achieved among general impulsive buying and context specific impulsive buying
tendencies, indicating that people with impulsive buying characteristics are also
more frequent impulsive buyers in different contexts.

GSE was found to be positively associated with PSE (r = 0.22, p < 0.01), ap-
pearance (r = 0.26, p < 0.01) and negatively related with body fat (r =-0.21, p <
0.01). Significantly negative but weak correlations were also found between GSE
and general impulsive buying tendency (r = —0.14, p < 0.05) indicating that those
with low global self-esteem tend to be more impulse buyers in general. No sig-
nificant correlations, however, were found between global self-esteem and context
specific impulsive buying tendencies (Table 2). PSE, on the other hand, were
found to be significantly, but differentially, correlated with context specific impul-
sive buying tendencies. Results indicated that PSE is positively related with im-
pulsive clothing buying (r = 0.33, p < 0.01), but negatively with impulsive snack
food buying (r = —0.23, p < 0.01) tendencies suggesting the context-specific role
of physical self-perceptions on impulsive buying behavior. Appearance was also
found to be negatively, but weakly, associated with impulsive snack food buying
(r = —0.15, p < 0.05). Here those results partially supported our hypothesis 1,
which indicated that PSE could better explain the impulse buying behavior than
general trait measures such as GSE. However, based on different types of prod-
ucts, PSE may explain impulse buying behavior differentially.

To better understand the relationships between self-perceptions and impulsive
buying tendencies a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses were con-
ducted. Self-control and impulsivity scores were entered in a regression

Table 2. Bivariate relationships among self perceptions, impulsive buying tendencies and control variables (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01).

1 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1-GSE 0.260**  —0.209** 0.054 0.012 —-0.057 —0.143* 0.052 -0.053
2-PSE 0.405**  —-0.206**  —0.001 0.099 -0.180* -0.073 0.328**  —0.226**
3-Appearance -0.385**  -0.013 0.087 —-0.168 —-0.084 0.099 -0.147*
4-Body Fat -0.004 -0.002 0.035 0.151* —-0.018 0.114
5-P. Health 0.093 -0.075 —-0.037 0.023 -0.058
6-Self Control -0.461**  -0.067 0.017 0.014
7-Impulsivity 0.167* —-0.096 —-0.093
8-Gen. IBT 0.517**  0.683**
9-Cloth IBT 0.394**
10-Snack IBT
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model at the first step to control their possible confounding effects for the predictive
role of self-perceptions on impulsive buying tendencies. All self-perception varia-
bles (GSE, PSE, Appearance and Body-fat) were entered into the model at the
second step as independent predictors for impulsive buying tendencies. Scatter
plots of relationship between self-perceptions and impulsive buying tendencies are
provided in Figure 2. In detail, the fit lines in Figure 2 present the bivariate cor-
relations between physical self-perceptions and impulsive buying tendencies. Re-
sults of the hierarchical multiple regression analyses are also provided in Table 3.
Regression analyses showed that control variables (self-control and impulsivity)
significantly predicted general impulsive buying tendencies in the first step but
accounted only for 3% of variability (R? = 0.031, F = 3.13, p < 0.05).

Although the self-perception variables significantly improved the regression
model in the second step with an additional 3% of explained variance, predictor
coefficients showed that only perceived body fat scores significantly (8 = 0.149, t
= 2.25, p < 0.05) contributed to the regression model (Table 3). The regression
model for impulsive clothing buying tendency was significant when
self-perception variables entered the model after controlling for the effects of
self-control and impulsivity (R? = 0.114, F = 7.08, p < 0.01) with 11% of explained
variance. Therefore, our hypothesis 2 is supported by showing the independent ef-
fect (11% of variance) of physical self-perceptions on impulsive buying tenden-
cies with the controlled effect of self-control and impulsivity levels (3% of vari-
ance).

In addition, we found that predictor coefficients were only significant for phys-
ical self-esteem (B = 0.345, t = 4.53, p < 0.01) indicating that individuals with
higher PSE scores are more likely to be impulsive buyers for clothing. The regres-
sion model for impulsive snack-food buying tendency was also significant (R? =
0.078, F = 2.70, p < 0.05) in which the only significant predictor was physical
self-esteem. The direction of the relationship, however, was opposite with a
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Figure 2. Scatter plots with fit lines for the bivariate correlations between physical self-perceptions and
impulsive buying tendencies.

Table 3. Hierarchical regression results.

General Impulsive

Model 1: Self Control, Impulsivity 0.176  0.031 3.13 0.04*

Model 2: Self Perceptions 0236 0.056 249 0.02*
Coefficients p t p
Global Self Esteem -0.159 -158 0.11
Physical Self Esteem -0.039 -05 0.61
Appearance -0.013 -0.16 0.88
Body Fat 0.149 2.25 0.02*

Clothing Impulsive
Model 1: Self Control, Impulsivity 0.101 0.01 1.01 037

Model 2: Self Perceptions 0.337 0114 7.08 0.00**
Coefficients p t p
Global Self Esteem -0.013 -0.132 0.9
Physical Self Esteem 0.345 453  0.00**
Appearance -0.028 -0.347 0.73
Body Fat 0.04 0572 057

Snack Impulsive
Model 1: Self Control, Impulsivity 0.099 0.01 096  0.39

Model 2: Self Perceptions 0.28 0.078 27  0.02*
Coefficients p t p
Global Self Esteem 0.017 0183 0.85
Physical Self Esteem -0.205 -2.8 0.02*
Appearance -0.064 -0.806 0.42
Body Fat 0.047 0.692 0.49
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negative coefficient (8 = —0.205, t = —2.80, p < 0.05) indicating that high physical
self-esteem is associated with decreased impulsive buying tendency for snack-food.

3.3. Study 1 Discussion

This exploratory study 1 was designed to understand relationships between do-
main specific self-perceptions and product specific impulsive buying tendencies.
Preliminary comparisons on impulse buying products revealed that clothing prod-
ucts, regardless of gender, are bought more on impulse than snack food, support-
ing the previous observations that certain product types are more likely to be the
object of impulse buying than others [36]. A high level of impulse buying tenden-
cy among women is also in line with the literature confirming gender differences
in impulse buying [18]. The main findings provided initial and partial support for
our hypotheses that impulsive buying behavior can be better explained by domain
specific psychological metrics such as physical self-percep- tions as compared to
trait measures of GSE. Another unique finding of the current study is also the ob-
servation that the impulse buying tendency may change as a function of the rele-
vance of the product context to domain-specific self-per- ceptions.

Previous marketing research has traditionally considered impulse buying
tendency as a general personality trait that is primarily consistent across different
product categories [7] [27]. Our correlation analyses also support this well- estab-
lished view that global measures of impulsivity and self-esteem, but not PSPs, are
significantly related to the general impulse buying tendency, and general impulse
buying tendency is the strongest predictor of product specific impulse buying
tendencies. This suggests that people with a high general impulsive buying ten-
dency are also impulse buyers for different product types and general impulse
buying tendency is better explained by measures of impulsivity and self-esteem,
indicating a structural (latent) model from global measures of self-system to
product specific impulsive buying tendencies through the general impulsivity trait.
These general personality measures, however, fail to explain product specific im-
pulse buying tendencies directly, as well as how they change in relation to rele-
vance of the product with the specific aspects of the self. Moreover, the relation-
ship between GSE and impulsive buying disappears after controlling for the ef-
fects of self-control and impulsivity. On the other hand, specific self-perceptions
such as PSE and body fat were better predictors of product specific impulsive
buying tendencies. The observed relationships among physical self-perceptions
and product specific impulsive buying tendency were also independent from the
effects of self-control and general impulsivity measures.

These preliminary results were also partially supported by some recent previous
research reports, e.g., [36] [37] [62]. In their research, Jones and colleagues [62],
for example, reported that actual impulse buying behavior is better explained by
product specific conceptualizations of impulse buying tendency rather than general
measures of impulsivity. Dittmar [17] [36] also emphasized self-related motivations
of impulse buying tendency towards certain product categories (i.e. fashionable
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clothing and accessories) among excessive shoppers. Relying on the symbolic
self-completion theory, they suggest that perceived discrepancies between the actual
and ideal self-images motivate people to consume goods for their symbolic meanings
as a compensatory motive. The specific sub-components of the self-system underlying
such impulsive buying tendencies, however, remained unexplained.

Study 1 supports and extends previous research on self-related mechanisms of
impulsive buying tendencies by showing how impulsive buying tendency to-
wards certain products can be better understood with specific self-perceptions ra-
ther than global measures of self-esteem. More importantly, study 1 also confirms
the proposed expectation concerning the self-related roles of certain products by
implying, for the first time, that the impulsive buying tendency of individuals to-
wards different products may differ depending on the symbolic function of the
product in terms of achieving and maintaining specific self-images.

4. Study 2

The observed relationships between physical self-esteem and product specific im-
pulsive buying tendencies in study 1 partially supported our initial hypothesis and
provided preliminary data on how individuals’ impulsive buying tendencies may
change depending on the product type. Although these relationships for physical
self-esteem were significant, they were, however, weak in general, explaining only
4% to 11% of variance in product specific impulsive buying tendencies, and thus
were not sufficient to provide convincing evidence. Therefore, Study 2 was mainly
designed to further understand the changing nature of impulsive buying tendencies
depending on the relevance of the product type to physical self-motives. In this
regard, study 2 focused on two selective groups: people with: 1) high; and 2) low
physical self-esteem. It was declared that understanding certain psychological
characteristic differences between these groups would be helpful to elucidate how
impulsive buying tendency may change from one product to another in these se-
lected groups.

In social psychology literature, it has been well documented that people with
high physical self-esteem exercise more regularly with health and appear-
ance-related motivations, perceive themselves to be more attractive than others,
have high self-presentational confidence, and attribute more importance to physical
appearance and more importantly to physical appearance related feedback [50].
However, placing high importance on physical appearance may make these indi-
viduals vulnerable to impulsive purchases in situations where they think they can
increase the likelihood of receiving positive feedback in social settings regarding
their appearance. People with high physical self-esteem will seek situations in
which they can maintain their high physical self-esteem and avoid behaviors that
may threaten their physical self-images. Regarding impulsive buying contexts, this
suggests that people with high physical self-esteem may be more inclined to buy
fashionable clothes on impulse since they may expect to get favorable evaluations.
These individuals, however, may have more control on their impulsive buying
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tendencies in situations and behaviors that may potentially to distort their physical
appearance, such as buying snack foods or binge eating. Moreover, the impulsive
buying tendency towards a neutral product in terms of its relevance to physical
self-esteem, for example a portable music player, should remain similar regardless
of the level of physical self-esteem. Figure 3 summarizes the proposed model for
study 2. In addition to clothing and snack food impulsive buying conditions, tech-
nological products (music players) were also used as a neutral condition in study 2
in terms of their relevance to physical self-motives.

Thus, study 2 proposes that the impulsive buying tendency of an individual to-
ward different products will differ depending on the relevance of the product to
physical self-motives, and perceived importance differences in the physical do-
main may be a potential underlying factor in the changing nature of relationships
between physical self-esteem and product specific impulsive buying tendencies.

4.1. Methods

In study 2, it was specifically aimed to select two skewed groups (high and low
PSE) in terms of their physical self-esteem scores. It was considered that those
who are at the opposite poles of the distribution in terms of physical self-esteem
levels would make the role of physical self-esteem more salient in their purchasing
decisions. The first pool of participants was 339 undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents, from numerous majors such as business, and pre-medical (189 males with
Mage = 26.41, SD = 3.17 and 150 females with Mage = 24.38, SD = 4.20) attend-
ing a large US university in the Houston metropolitan area. At the beginning of the
study, informed consent forms were distributed describing the general nature of
the procedures. The voluntary and confidential nature of the study was empha-
sized, and students were asked “not” to write their names on any of the question-
naires. Questionnaires were coded with unique ID numbers in advance. Question-
naires were coded with unique ID numbers in advance to protect confidentiality
and anonymity. That is, only the investigators can identify

Increased impulsive
buying tendency for
fashion clothing

Decreased impulsive
> buying tendency for
snack food

High Physical Self . |High Perceived importance
Esteem in the physical domain

Neutral impulsive buying
tendency for music player

Figure 3. Proposed relationships among variables.
the responses of individual subjects and the confidentiality of information collect-
ed from research participants was maintained. Also, the project cannot link indi-
vidual responses with participants’ identities.

The 7 item PSE subscale of the PSDQ, used in study 1, was administered to all
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participants to determine their physical self-esteem level. Purposive sampling pro-
cedures were followed to specifically focus on individuals with high and low physi-
cal self-esteem. Therefore, each participants’ physical self-esteem score was de-
termined right after they completed the PSDQ scale. Participants for the high PSE
group were selected among those who had scores of 35 - 40 (where the possible
range of scores was from 8 to 40) whereas participants for the low PSE group
were selected among those who scored 20 and lower in PSE. Based on this selec-
tion, however, the number of participants was not equal in each group (51 partici-
pants in the high PSE group and 25 participants in the low PSE group). Therefore
25 participants were randomly selected among the high PSE group to finalize
grouping.

The selected participants in each group were then asked to complete a modified
version of the Perceived Importance Profile (PIP) [67]. The modified PIP allows
individuals to assign importance weights to each item in the PSE scale such that a
PSE and its perceived importance item are, “I look physically attractive for my
age” and “How important is it to you that you look physically attractive for your
age”.

The modified PIP also consists of 8 items on a 5-point Likert type scale ranging
from “very important” to “not important at all”.

All participants in each group were also asked to respond to the three different
versions of an impulsive buying scenario, originally adopted from [9] that was
developed to measure participants’ impulse buying decisions for clothing, snack
food and music players. The content of each scenario was provided in Table 4.
After reading each scenario, participants were asked to indicate their urge and in-
tentions to buy the described product on a 10-point Likert type single item ranging
from “T would definitely buy” to “I would definitely NOT buy”.

4.2. Results

Descriptive (mean and standard deviations) characteristics of all measures are pro-
vided in Table 5 both for high PSE and low PSE groups. A series of independent
sample t-tests were performed to make preliminary comparisons between high
PSE and low PSE groups. Results showed that the high PSE group also has high
perceived importance scores in the physical domain (t (48) = 3.94, p < 0.05). Sig-
nificant differences on impulsive buying tendencies were also found. The impul-
sive buying tendency for clothing was significantly higher among individuals with
high PSE (t (48) = 2.70, p < 0.05) whereas individuals with low PSE have a higher
tendency to buy snack food on impulse (t (48) = 2.12, p < 0.05). No significant
difference, on the other hand, was found between PSE groups on impulsive buy-
ing tendency for the music player (t (48) = —0.697, p > 0.05). This supported the

argument in our Hypothesis 3 towards people’s different
Table 4. Impulse buying scenarios.

Conditions Scenario
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You have a part-time job and you will get your next paycheck two days

from now, and you have only $50 left in your debit account. But you also have
2 credit cards you can use. You need to buy a pair of shoes for an outdoor

party this weekend. After work, you go to a mall with your friend to buy shoes.
As you are walking through the mall you see a great looking popular brand

shirt on sale for $60. You check the size of the shirt and realize it perfectly fits
on you. Your friend also gives you a positive comment that you look so good
with the shirt. The helpful salesperson tells you that they have just one piece left
in this size, and it is unlikely that they will get more pieces in this style in the
future. What would be your intention to buy the described shirt from 1 to 10?

Clothing

You have a part-time job and you will get your next paycheck two days
from now, and you have only $50 left in your debit account. But you also
have 2 credit cards you can use. You need to do some grocery shopping.
After work you go a market to do grocery. You buy everything you wrote
Snack-Food  down earlier; As you are waiting on the cashier line you start feeling hungry
and you saw one of your favorite chocolate bars on the shelves next to
cashier zone. You check the chocolate bar has 1000 calories which if you eat
will make you take extra calories and distort your daily diet.
What would be your intention to buy the described product from 1 to 10?

You have a part-time job and you will get your next paycheck two days

from now, and you have only $50 left in your debit account. But you also

have 2 credit cards you can use. Your friend asks you to accompany him/her

in an electronics store when he/she wants to look for a computer. Although you
have no intention to buy anything from this store, you see a popular brand
portable music player on sale for $60. The music player is also coming with
one of your favorite bands playlist loaded in it as part of the promotion.

The helpful salesperson tells you that they have only few items left for this
promotion, and it is unlikely that they will launch such a promotion soon.
What would be your intention to buy the described product from 1 to 10?

Music Player

Table 5. Mean and standard deviations of product specific IBT and PSPs between groups.

High PSE Low PSE
Mean Std Mean Std
Physical Self Esteem 36.64 1.15 18.92 1.28
Perceived Importance Profile 33.88 3.25 30.00 3.69
IBT-Clothing 7.36 1.28 6.40 1.22
IBT-Snack Food 5.04 181 6.20 1.97
IBT-Music Player 4.76 1.45 5.08 1.77

impulsive buying tendencies of diverse products, depending on the relevance of
the product to their physical self-motives.

For main analyses, 2 (Group: High PSE, Low PSE) =3 (Product type: clothing,
snack food, music player) mixed design repeated measure ANOVAs were con-
ducted, both with and without perceived importance as a covariate, to understand:
1) whether impulsive buying tendencies between groups are different as a function
of product type; and if so, 2) how this group x product type interaction changes
after controlling for the effects of perceived importance on impulsive buying
tendencies. A significant multivariate main effect was found for product type
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(Wilks’ lambda = 0.49, F(, 47y = 24.57, p = 0.000, 77§ = 0.51, Power = 1.00) in-
dicating that when both groups are combined, impulsive buying tendency is sig-
nificantly different for different product types. Follow up pairwise comparisons
with Bonferroni corrections showed that clothing impulsive buying is significantly
higher than both snack food (p = 0.002) and music player (p = 0.000) impulsive
buying tendencies. More importantly, a significant multivariate “group > product
type” interaction (Wilks’ lambda = 0.81, F, 47y = 5.56, p = 0.007, 77§ = 0.19,
Power = 0.83) was found, further confirming our hypothesis 3 that impulsive buy-
ing tendencies between high PSE and low PSE groups change as a function of prod-
uct type. Impulsive buying tendencies were plotted in Figure 4 for both groups to
display the interaction effect. No significant multivariate main effect for “group”
was found (p > 0.05) showing that when combined, both high PSE and low PSE
groups have similar impulsive buying tendencies towards different products.

Perceived importance in the physical domain was used as a covariate in the
second set of analyses to examine how the “group X product type” interaction
changes after controlling for the effects of PIP scores. No significant multivariate
main effect was found for both product type (p > 0.05) and group (p > 0.05) indi-
cating that on average the impulsive buying tendency does not change among
product types and between groups, respectively. On the other hand, Group x
product type interaction was significant (Wilks’ lambda = 0.87, F(, 47y = 3.27, p =
0.047, 775 = 0.12, Power = 0.59) indicating that impulsive buying tendency dif-
ferences between high PSE and low PSE groups change as a function of product
type even after controlling for the effects of PIP.
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Figure 4. Impulse buying tendency for different products for high PSE and Low PSE
groups.
However, comparing the statistical parameters of two analyses showed that,
when PIP is used as a covariate, p-values increase (p = 0.007 vs p = 0.047), and
both effect size (r7§ =0.19 vs 77§ = 0.12) and power (0.83 vs 0.59) decreases
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considerably, suggesting a partial effect of PIP on impulsive buying tendencies.

4.3. Study 2 Discussion

Study 2 was designed to further investigate the changing nature of impulsive buying
tendencies depending on the relevance of products to physical self-motives. Indi-
viduals with high and low physical self-esteem were specifically selected and
grouped to examine role of PSE on buying tendencies. Preliminary analyses of the
data from study 2 further confirmed the primary propositions of the current re-
search that, in addition to be a general personality characteristic, impulsive buying
is also a product specific tendency regardless of PSE level. Compared to impulsive
buying levels for snack food and the music player, a higher impulsive buying ten-
dency for clothing in both groups suggests that certain products are more likely to
be bought on impulse than others. In a series of studies, Ditmarr and colleagues
[17] [18] [36] [42] also consistently showed products closely related to self-image
and self- presentation, such as fashion clothing, jewelry, and accessories, are re-
ported to be bought more on impulse than other products as a coping strategy to
reduce the perceived gap between desired and actual self-images. The current
study also supports and further extends support Dittmar and colleagues’ findings
by showing that physical self-esteem levels, along with perceived importance of
the physical domain, may change the nature of the impulse buying tendency of the
individual depending on the relevance of the product to physical self-motive.
However, apart from previous interpretations, current results also suggest that
people who have impulsive buying tendencies for certain products may not
necessarily be motivated by impaired or wounded self-images in a “reactive”
manner but may also be motivated by self-protective reasons in a “pro-active” way
to maintain their already enhanced self-images in future social settings.

Results from study 1 and study 2 imply a product-specific cognitive evaluation
component even in impulsive purchases based on both how individuals perceive
themselves physically and the relevance of specified products to their physical
image. Impulsive buying behavior, however, has traditionally been characterized
as a general tendency to buy in a spontaneous, unplanned and thoughtless way.
High impulsive buyers are assumed to act unreflectively in shopping realms. There-
fore, current results, at the first glance, may seem to conflict with the traditional
conceptualizations of impulsive buying since it suggests self-image related cogni-
tions as moderating factors in the relationship between certain products and impulsive
buying tendencies. This traditional understanding, however, is undermined and
questioned by some prominent studies. For example, Rook and Fisher [9] also ex-
amined how individuals’ normative evaluations regarding purchase decisions
change the strength of the relationship between impulse buying tendency and sub-
sequent impulse buying behavior. They reported that individuals’ tendency to buy
on impulse is not correlated with their actual impulse buying decisions if they
have negative normative evaluations towards the buying context [9]. In accord-
ance with Dittmar and colleagues propositions in [17] [18] [36] [42], these results
also suggest that although impulsive buying tendency of the individual is a main
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motivator for actual impulse buying behaviors, various factors such as economic
position of the person, normative evaluations regarding buying context, social
visibility of impulsive buying and symbolic meanings of the products may poten-
tially influence impulsive buying behaviors. In this regard, physical-self perceptions
can also be considered as one of the subjective norms that may modulate purchasing
decisions depending on the buying context. The perceived function or relevance of
the specified product to the currently held physical self-images may change the level
of impulsive buying tendency and, thus, may impact whether the product will be
bought on impulse or not.

Study 2 also provides some clear insights regarding underlying factors for the
role of physical self-perception on the nature of impulsive buying tendencies. Peo-
ple with high physical self-esteem, for example, also reported that they attribute im-
portance to their physical characteristics, abilities and the impressions they made
on others. Results indicated that when this perceived importance in the physical
domain is accompanied by high physical self-esteem it may create a specific impul-
sive buying profile that reacts selectively to different items as a function of their
relevance to physical-self-images. In the snack-food scenario, for example, since
people with high PSE have also reported high PIP they may consider unplanned
and excessive snack food consumption as a potential future threat to distort their
physical appearance and thus may increase the probability of getting negative
evaluations in the physical domain. Although product specific impulsive buying
tendencies were significantly different between high PSE and low PSE groups, the
magnitude of significance considerably diminished after controlling for the effect of
perceived importance in the physical domain, suggesting a partial effect of per-
ceived importance for the role of physical self-esteem level on product-specific
impulsive buying tendencies.

Despite consistent findings, the current results should be considered cautiously
due to some limitations of the study. The unrepresentative nature of the sample re-
stricts the generalizability of the results since both study 1 and study 2 were mostly
conducted with undergrad level university students. The sample size is relatively
small in study 2 and restricted to specifically selected groups, thus making it dif-
ficult to extend findings to other populations. In addition, correlational analyses
with cross sectional design does not allow one to establish solid causational inter-
pretations for the role of physical self-perceptions on impulsive buying tendencies.
Moreover, current studies did not attempt model testing, which could provide more
clear insights regarding the underlying mechanisms of observed relationships. Ra-
ther, it was primarily designed to explore relationships between domain specific
self-perceptions and product specific impulsive buying tendencies and confirm
these preliminary findings in specifically selected groups. Further studies, therefore,
should be conducted with larger sample sizes in selected groups and employ
structural equation modeling (SEM) to further elucidate the underlying mechanisms
by which the physical self-esteem level of the individual changes the nature of im-
pulsive buying tendencies. Qualitative research designs can also be integrated with
quantitative methods to better understand individual factors affecting why people
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who have high PSE and PIP are impulsive buyers for certain products but not oth-
ers.

5. General Conclusions

Impulsive buying is a complex behavior that occurs because of the interactions
among various psychological, social and personality factors. General trait approaches,
relating impulsive buying behavior primarily to the general impulsiveness level of
the individual and assuming that individuals are impulsive buyers for all products,
still explain most of the variance in the impulsive buying tendency but are not ad-
equate to explain the product-specific nature of impulsive buying tendencies and
how these tendencies are changing because of the symbolic and psychological func-
tions of the products. Taken together, the present results indicated that physical
self-images and perceived importance attributed to these images should also be consid-
ered as perceptual variables with the potential to change impulsive buying tenden-
cies in a context-specific manner.
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