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Abstract

In the digital environment, consumers are continuously exposed to stimuli such as time-
limited discounts, special offers, social media advertisements, influencer
recommendations, displays of other users’ experiences, and personalized suggestions.
These stimuli can influence rational and planned decision-making processes. The present
study aimed to develop a qualitative model to explain consumers’ impulse-buying
behaviors in the digital environment. In terms of its purpose, the study was applied, while
in terms of its nature and method, it employed a qualitative and exploratory approach. The
research data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 10
participants who had considerable experience in online shopping. Data analysis was
conducted through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA software. During the
open-coding stage, 98 initial codes were extracted from the interview data. The findings
indicated that the antecedents of impulse-buying behavior include economic stimuli,
media-related stimuli, the technological environment, trust in online stores, and
psychological factors. The main dimensions of impulse buying were also identified as
emotional reactions, unplanned decision-making, and a sense of urgency. The
consequences of this behavior were categorized into short-term satisfaction and
gratification, post-purchase regret and dissatisfaction, repeat purchasing, recommendation,
and loyalty. During the axial-coding stage, the findings were organized into four main
categories: environmental drivers, individual drivers, the decision-making process, and
behavioral consequences. During the selective-coding stage, online impulse buying was
identified as the central phenomenon of the model. The findings demonstrate that impulse
buying in the digital environment results from a dynamic interaction between external
stimuli and consumers’ internal predispositions. Through emotional responses, an
enhanced sense of urgency, and a decline in planned decision-making, this interaction leads
to purchasing behavior and generates both positive and negative short- and long-term
consequences for consumers and digital businesses. The proposed model can contribute to
the development of the literature on digital consumer behavior and promote a deeper
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understanding of the mechanisms underlying the formation and consequences of impulse
buying, particularly across different generational groups.

Keywords: Online impulse buying; digital consumer behavior; unplanned purchasing;
emotional response; digital environment.

Extended Abstract

The fundamental transformation of the business ecosystem and the rapid transition from
traditional patterns of trade to digital platforms and social networks have exposed
consumer purchasing behavior to profound structural and psychological changes. Among
the phenomena that have increasingly attracted the attention of marketing and behavioral
science researchers is impulse buying, namely sudden purchasing decisions made without
prior intention and under the influence of momentary arousal in the online environment.
Online impulse buying can no longer be regarded merely as a temporary deviation from
economic rationality. Rather, it is the interactive outcome of a complex relationship among
the technological features of platforms, the extensive flow of information, appealing visual
stimuli, and the psychological and emotional mechanisms of consumers. In encounters with
different generational cohorts—particularly Generations X, Y, and Z—these factors
reproduce distinct behavioral patterns. To explain this multidimensional phenomenon, a
detailed review of the literature indicates that numerous studies have examined the
antecedents and dimensions of impulse buying behavior. In domestic studies, researchers
such as Rezaei and Mirabi (2024), Saghatforoush (2023), Yadollahi and Hashemi (2022),
Hej bari and Ghanbari (2022), Bagheri-Ghareh-Balag (2022), Nowbahari (2022),
Khosravilaghb (2022), Abbasi-Seir (2022), and Khodayari (2022) have investigated factors
such as content marketing, website user experience, augmented reality technologies,
institutional trust, perceived value, and the effects of price-related stimuli on encouraging
impulsive purchases. At the international level, studies conducted by Kumar (2024), Tseng
(2024), Li (2024), Gurnathan and Kiyas (2023), Palmgren (2023), Bargoni (2023), Fazaleh
and Arvan (2023), Stefko (2022), and Albarq (2022) have demonstrated that social
interactions on virtual networks, the psychological characteristics of digital consumers,
algorithmic personalization, and cognitive biases arising from textual and visual
advertising play a decisive role in stimulating sudden purchasing desires among different
generations. Despite this considerable body of research, there remains a lack of a
comprehensive and context-sensitive model capable of systematically integrating product-
related, technological, cognitive, economic, and media dimensions within a grounded
theory framework.

Accordingly, the present study adopted a qualitative and exploratory approach and
employed thematic analysis and grounded theory to develop a coherent conceptual model
of consumers’ impulse-buying behavior in the virtual environment. The expert population
consisted of 10 experienced specialists and scholars in digital marketing, consumer
behavior, electronic commerce, and technology management. The participants had a mean
age of 38.1 years and substantial research and online-shopping experience, averaging 13.2
years. They were selected through purposive sampling with maximum variation, and data
collection continued through in-depth semi-structured interviews until complete theoretical
saturation was achieved. The textual data obtained from the interviews were entered into
MAXQDA and analyzed through a structured three-stage coding process consisting of
open, axial, and selective coding. During the open-coding stage, 98 initial codes were
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extracted. Following the integration, consolidation, and classification of similar concepts,
these codes were reduced to 16 subcategories, which were organized into six axial
categories: environmental and platform drivers; product characteristics and stimuli;
individual cognitive and emotional factors; social and media influences; economic and
temporal variables; and, ultimately, the decision-making process and behavioral
consequences. During selective coding, the core phenomenon was identified as the “pattern
of impulse-buying behaviors in the digital ecosystem.”

The analytical findings of the structural model indicate that online impulse buying rests on
five fundamental dimensions. The first dimension consists of product-related variables,
including visual appeal, digital packaging, product exclusivity, and the perception of
unique value. The second dimension encompasses individual, cognitive, and emotional
stimuli, such as positive or negative mood states, hedonic tendencies, psychological
impulsivity, variety seeking, and emotional involvement with the product. The third
dimension includes social and media-related factors, such as social approval, conformity
with reference groups, susceptibility to influencers, and the fear-of-missing-out bias,
commonly referred to as FOMO. The fourth dimension comprises technological and
platform-related drivers, including ease of navigation, frictionless user-experience design,
one-click payment, algorithmic personalization mechanisms, and augmented reality. The
fifth dimension consists of economic and temporal stimuli, such as time-limited discounts,
volume discounts, surprise offers, and the creation of a sense of urgency and artificial
scarcity.

When these dimensions converge within an environment supported by technical
facilitators, the consumer’s cognitive process shifts away from rational evaluation. Under
the dominance of rapid and intuitive processing, the consumer arrives at an impulsive
decision followed by an immediate financial transaction. Nevertheless, this behavioral
process is not confined to a single stage and may generate dual consequences. On the one
hand, it can produce immediate hedonic gratification and short-term happiness; on the other
hand, it may lead to post-purchase cognitive dissonance, regret, order cancellation, or
product return. If brands manage this experience effectively, the resulting feedback may
be transformed into enduring customer loyalty; otherwise, it may lead to avoidance of
future repurchases.

The findings further emphasize that generational responses to these variables are not
uniform. Younger generations, particularly Generations Z and Y, demonstrate greater
exposure and susceptibility to FOMO stimuli and online recommendations because of their
deeper immersion in social networks. By contrast, Generation X consumers are more
inclined to evaluate functional value and validate electronic trust signals before yielding to
purchasing impulses. Despite the analytical depth of the study, its findings should be
interpreted in light of its methodological limitations. Exclusive reliance on a qualitative
approach, the limited number of expert participants, dependence on self-reported
information, and the absence of empirical and quantitative testing of the relative weights
of the variables through structural equation modeling constitute important boundaries of
the research and constrain the generalizability of its findings.

From a practical and managerial perspective, the findings provide a comprehensive
roadmap for online-store managers, user-interface and user-experience designers, and
marketing strategists. This roadmap can assist them in optimizing the purchasing journey,
implementing secure and rapid payment systems, using time-urgency stimuli ethically and
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transparently, intelligently personalizing recommendations, and establishing customer-
friendly return policies to reduce post-purchase cognitive tension. Such measures can
ultimately improve conversion rates and enhance users’ long-term satisfaction. The study’s
principal contribution to the literature on consumer behavior lies in presenting an integrated
and context-sensitive framework that explains the pre-purchase, purchase, and post-
purchase mechanisms of online impulse buying as an interconnected causal network within
the digital ecosystem.
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