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What is Impulse Marketing?

• Impulse marketing encourages spur of the 
moment, emotion-related purchases that are 
triggered by seeing the product or a related 
message. 

• Problematic, because impulsive decisions 
favor the short term, and downplay long-term 
consequences



How much control do people 
really have over their choices?





Why  are People  Vulnerable to 
In-Store Marketing?

• Our decisions are influenced by local conditions 
and context
– Salience
– Framing
– Anchoring

• People don’t always have the capacity to make 
the best choice



Cognitive Processes

• Cognitive (System 1)
– Thoughtful
– Slow
– Self-control, future oriented

• Non-cognitive (System 2)
– Automatic, quick, impulsive
– Based on superficial 

characteristics
– Present-oriented



Our limited cognitive capacity
• We can think about only 

one thing at a time
• Everything else functions 

automatically
- Humans can process 

40-60 bits per second
- But entire processing 

capacity (including visual 
system and unconscious) 
can process ~11 million 
bits per second

- Most actions and 
decisions are NOT 
consciously directed

Impulsive,
automatic
> 95%

Cognitive
< 5%

Brain Processes

Source: Dijksterhuis A, et al The Unconscious Consumer: Effects of Environment on 
Consumer Behavior. Journal of Consumer Psychology 2005;15(3):193-202.



.Cognitive 
Processing 
Capacity



Fruit salad or chocolate cake?

Shiv B, Fedorikin A, 1999



Decision fatigue
• We make automatic, 

impulsive decisions when:
- Tired
- Stressed
- Preoccupied
- Overwhelmed
- Too much information to 

process
- Paying attention to something 

else
- Too many choices



Our limited self-control
• Fatigues like a muscle
• Capacity for self-control 

appears to be genetically 
determined, and stable over 
time
- Among 4 year olds followed for 40 

years
- (Children who could not resist a 

marshmallow at age 4 had lower self-
control over the life span)

Casey BJ, Somerville LH, Gotlib IH, et al. Behavioral and neural correlates of delay of gratification 40 years later. Proc Natl
Acad Sci U S A. 2011; 108: 14998-5003.



Personal behaviors
depend on local conditions



Today’s food swamp



The Food Swamp

• Convenience
• Salience and Ubiquity
• Variety
• Distractions
• Time-Limited Bargains
• Health Claims



Ways we are pressured to buy 
unhealthy foods

• Positioning
• Packaging
• Pricing
• Framing
• Health claims



• Increase sales 
>50%

• Account for 
30% of store 
sales

End aisle 
displays



Pieters and Wedel, 2004; Zhang, Wedel, Pieters, 2009

Eye-tracking studies
Takes a few seconds;
doesn’t require questioning



Wedel & Pieters, 2008

Eye-tracking 
metrics



Increased product variety promotes 
decision fatigue

Choices are especially difficult for low-income 
groups, who have to make trade-offs 



Pricing
• Temporary price reductions can increase energy 

intake.
• People accelerate consumption of products they 

believe were purchased at a lower price,
• Quantity discounts lead to stockpiling, which 

accelerates consumption
• Price reductions mitigate guilt, increasing the 

incentive to buy unhealthy foods.

Chandon, P. and B. Wansink (2012). "Does food marketing need to make us fat? 
A review and solutions." Nutrition Reviews 70(10): 571-593.



Names and Descriptions 
Influence Choice

• Framing influences the effect of nutrient and 
ingredient composition. Eg “75% fat-free” rather 
than “25% fat.” perceived as leaner

• The name and description of a food and its 
ingredients have a strong effect on expected and 
experienced taste and health perceptions, above 
and beyond the description of its ingredients/ 
nutrition content. 

• Packages with logos, licensed characters, or 
special colors can increase the appeal of food.



Health Claims

• Can be confusing 
(Unhealthy food (e.g. 
soda labeled as fat-
free).

• People expect they can 
eat more when 
marketing, nutrition, 
and health claims lead 
them to believe the 
target food is healthy.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwi984eOkJTOAhVL_mMKHUr1DPIQjRwIBw&url=https://docakilah.wordpress.com/2011/12/29/food-label-lies-are-you-falling-for-them/&psig=AFQjCNFSV6xC6kDSSkqFz9CX3vJ9kGOq7w&ust=1469725442778579
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwi984eOkJTOAhVL_mMKHUr1DPIQjRwIBw&url=https://docakilah.wordpress.com/2011/12/29/food-label-lies-are-you-falling-for-them/&psig=AFQjCNFSV6xC6kDSSkqFz9CX3vJ9kGOq7w&ust=1469725442778579


Packaging and Placement
• Package brightness and color
• Number of shelf facings
• Eye level: at, above or below

• Chandon, P., et al. (2009). "Does In-Store Marketing Work? Effects of the 
Number and Position of Shelf Facings on Brand Attention and Evaluation at the 
Point of Purchase." Journal of Marketing 73(6): 1-17.



U.S. obesity trends



The conditions in which we live 
determine our health

• External environmental factors have 
considerable control over what and how much 
most people eat 

• Most people lack insight into the source of 
their eating behaviors

• The deck is stacked against us



Summary

• The obesogenic environment undermines 
and foils most people’s best efforts

• People are doing the best they can, given 
their current capacity

• We have to recognize all the risks inherent in 
the current food/activity environments and 
take steps to limit them.



Let’s change the conversation

• Start the conversation 
about designing 
supermarkets for health

• eg. Cars and buildings 
designed for safety



www.abigfatcrisis.com
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