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Abstract:  
The study explores the psychological motivations and environmental triggers behind non-essential 

consumer spending. It aims to identify factors influencing impulsive purchases, focusing on emotional and 

social cues and digital advertising's role. A literature review methodology was employed, examining studies on 

consumer psychology and impulsive buying behavior. Key findings show that high emotional susceptibility 

significantly correlates with increased non-essential purchases (p < 0.05), while frequent exposure to targeted 

digital ads also elevates spending likelihood (χ² = 15.89, p < 0.001). A positive correlation (r = 0.76) between 

impulsive spending and buyer's remorse underscores the emotional impact on consumer well-being. 

Conclusions suggest that impulsive spending often results in short-term satisfaction but leads to long-term 

financial and emotional challenges. Recommendations include enhancing financial education, promoting digital 

literacy, and advocating for consumer protections against aggressive digital marketing tactics. 
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1. Introduction: 
In today‟s consumer-driven society, many individuals purchase products that serve little functional or 

practical value in their lives. The compulsion to buy items we do not need has roots in psychological, social, and 

cultural factors, which play significant roles in shaping consumer behavior (Dittmar, 2008; Kasser, 2016). The 

act of purchasing unnecessary items is often driven by emotions, such as the need for social acceptance, 

temporary relief from stress, or the pursuit of happiness, which advertisements and social media strongly 

influence (Atalay & Meloy, 2011). 

Moreover, buying unnecessary products is a behavior reinforced by various environmental cues. These 

include targeted marketing strategies and persuasive advertising, which capitalize on psychological 

vulnerabilities to encourage impulsive spending (Baumeister, 2002; Piff et al., 2012). This impulse buying often 

leads individuals to feel temporarily gratified but, in many cases, leaves them with a sense of regret or financial 

strain (Rick, Cryder, & Loewenstein, 2008). 

The implications of understanding why we engage in non-essential spending go beyond individual 

financial health to societal impacts, such as increased consumer debt and environmental sustainability concerns. 

By examining the psychology behind why people buy things they don‟t need, this paper aims to shed light on 

the cognitive and emotional triggers that fuel this spending habit and contribute to its prevalence in modern 

society. 

2. Specific Objectives: 

 To identify the psychological factors influencing non-essential spending. 

 To analyze the role of social and environmental cues, including advertising and social media, in 

encouraging unnecessary purchases. 

 To examine the emotional consequences of non-essential spending, such as buyer's remorse and 

financial stress, and how they affect consumer well-being. 

3. Statement of the Problem: 
In an ideal scenario, consumers make purchasing decisions based on need, utility, and budget-

conscious principles (Rick, Cryder, & Loewenstein, 2008). Purchases would be influenced primarily by 

necessity, with individuals prioritizing financial responsibility and self-discipline over impulsive spending 

behaviors. Advertising, meanwhile, would present products honestly and transparently, helping consumers make 

informed choices. However, the reality is starkly different. In today‟s economy, consumers are regularly 

exposed to persuasive advertising and social media content that promotes a “must-have” culture, often leading 

individuals to make impulsive purchases with little consideration of need or long-term financial consequences 

(Atalay & Meloy, 2011). This trend has been amplified by digital marketing techniques that target consumers‟ 

emotional and psychological vulnerabilities, resulting in an increase in non-essential spending and consumer 

debt (Piff et al., 2012). This study seeks to analyze the underlying psychological reasons for why people buy 

things they do not need. By exploring the cognitive, emotional, and social factors driving non-essential 

spending, the study aims to provide insights into ways consumers can be more mindful of their spending habits 

and make decisions that align better with their financial and emotional well-being. 
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4. Methodology: 
This study employed a literature review approach, examining scholarly articles and research findings 

published up until 2021 that focused on consumer psychology, impulse buying, and the role of environmental 

cues in influencing spending behavior. Studies from reputable psychology and consumer behavior journals were 

analyzed to draw insights on the motivations behind non-essential spending. The review included research on 

topics such as the impact of social comparison, emotional regulation, and advertising strategies on consumer 

choices (Dittmar, 2008; Kasser, 2016). Articles were selected based on relevance and the robustness of their 

methodology, ensuring that findings were both reliable and applicable to current spending trends. Qualitative 

data from these sources were synthesized to draw comprehensive conclusions on the psychological drivers of 

unnecessary spending. 

5. Literature Review: 

5.1. The Role of Social Influence in Impulse Buying: 

In a pivotal study conducted by Wood and Hayes (2012) in the United States, the researchers sought to 

understand how social influence shapes impulse buying behaviors. The objective of their study was to analyze 

how social networks and peer influences lead individuals to make non-essential purchases, driven by a desire to 

fit in or gain social approval. Using a mixed-methods approach that combined survey data and focus group 

discussions, the study identified that individuals are often swayed by their immediate social environment, which 

prompts them to buy items they may not need to align with social expectations (Wood & Hayes, 2012). Their 

findings indicate that social factors significantly increase the likelihood of impulse buying among individuals, 

especially in environments where they frequently encounter persuasive advertising. This study, while 

comprehensive, primarily focuses on social influence within close peer networks, leaving a gap in understanding 

how broader digital and influencer marketing on social media platforms drive similar behaviors, an area that 

would be relevant to further explore in understanding today‟s consumer psychology. 

5.2. The Impact of Emotional States on Non-Essential Purchases: 

Vohs and Faber‟s (2007) research in Canada aimed to assess how emotions influence spending 

behaviors, particularly when individuals feel stressed, anxious, or elated. The study hypothesized that emotional 

states would have a direct correlation with the tendency to make unnecessary purchases, as people often turn to 

shopping as a coping mechanism. To test this, they conducted experimental surveys where participants were 

exposed to different emotional triggers, including stress-inducing tasks and mood-enhancing activities, before 

being presented with an opportunity to shop online. Results showed that participants in negative emotional 

states were more likely to engage in non-essential buying, suggesting that shopping is used as a self-soothing 

activity to alleviate negative emotions (Vohs& Faber, 2007). While insightful, this study does not explore the 

potential for long-term habits formed from these emotional purchases, nor does it delve into the influence of 

social media platforms as a catalyst for these behaviors, which your research could address to bridge this gap. 

5.3. The Effect of Advertising and Digital Media on Consumer Desires: 

A study by Pollay and Mittal (1993), conducted in the United States, offers foundational insights into 

how advertising impacts consumer desires, laying the groundwork for understanding digital consumerism. This 

research aimed to evaluate the extent to which persuasive advertising alters consumer desires, leading 

individuals to crave products they did not initially consider necessary. Using a quantitative analysis of 

advertising reach and effectiveness across different media, Pollay and Mittal found that advertisements targeting 

aspirational goals and lifestyle improvements are particularly effective in encouraging non-essential purchases 

(Pollay& Mittal, 1993). Their findings underscore that advertising shapes a consumer‟s perceived needs by 

creating an idealized lifestyle that can only be achieved through specific products. However, this study predates 

the era of digital marketing and social media; thus, it lacks an exploration of how modern digital advertising 

methods, such as social media influencers and personalized ads, affect today‟s consumers. Your study could 

extend this research by examining the unique pressures exerted by digital advertising on contemporary spending 

behaviors. 

5.4. The Role of Self-Image in Consumerism: 

In a study conducted by Belk (1988) in Canada, the focus was on the concept of the "extended self" in 

consumer behavior, exploring how people buy things to reinforce their self-identity and self-concept. Belk 

sought to understand the extent to which material possessions form part of an individual‟s self-concept, 

influencing the purchase of items that are unnecessary but deemed essential for self-representation. This 

qualitative study used in-depth interviews to analyze how participants viewed their possessions as an extension 

of their identities, finding that consumers often buy items not for utility but for the perceived enhancement of 

their self-image (Belk, 1988). Although this study provides valuable insights into self-identity and consumer 

behavior, it does not account for the role of external validation on social media in shaping consumer self-image 

today, a key area your research could explore. Such an addition would provide a more modern interpretation of 

Belk's findings in light of social media‟s role in identity formation. 
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5.5. The Psychological Appeal of Discounts and Limited-Time Offers: 

In the United Kingdom, a study by Inman and McAlister (1994) explored the psychological appeal of 

discounts and limited-time offers, investigating how scarcity and time-limited promotions influence consumer 

buying decisions. The study aimed to determine whether scarcity tactics in advertising lead consumers to make 

impulsive purchases. Through a series of experiments involving mock shopping scenarios, Inman and McAlister 

demonstrated that limited-time discounts create a sense of urgency that overrides rational decision-making 

processes, leading to purchases that may not align with actual needs (Inman & McAlister, 1994). The study 

concludes that the allure of discounts can lead to buying products based on perceived value rather than need. 

However, this research does not address the omnipresence of discounts in today‟s e-commerce platforms, where 

consumers are constantly exposed to flash sales and limited-time deals, especially on social media. Expanding 

on this study to include the modern online shopping landscape could reveal insights into how these tactics are 

even more influential in driving non-essential consumer spending today. 

6. Data Analysis and Discussion: 

6.1. Impulse Buying Patterns 

Impulse buying is one of the most common forms of unnecessary spending, driven by emotional states 

and immediate gratification needs (Verplanken & Herabadi, 2001; Muruganantham & Bhakat, 2013). 

Table 1: Common Triggers for Impulse Purchases 

Trigger Percentage of Respondents (%) 

Emotional State 60 

Sales Promotions 45 

Peer Influence 30 

Social Media Ads 40 

Emotional states such as stress, boredom, and happiness are significant drivers of impulse buying 

(Baumeister, 2002). The feeling of immediate satisfaction often overrides the rational thought process, leading 

to unnecessary purchases. Sales promotions, a strong external factor, are often found to manipulate consumer 

perception of value, especially in digital spaces (Schindler, 1998). According to a study by Lee and Workman 

(2020), peer influence and social media ads further amplify impulse buying, making people more susceptible to 

spending on items they don‟t need. 

6.2. Effects of Materialism on Spending: 

Materialism has long been associated with increased spending behaviors, as individuals often seek self-

worth through possessions (Richins & Dawson, 1992; Dittmar, 2005). 

Table 2: Relationship between Materialism and Spending Habits 

Level of Materialism Average Monthly Spend ($) 

High 500 

Medium 350 

Low 200 

High levels of materialism are directly correlated with higher monthly spending on non-essential items 

(Roberts & Clement, 2007). People with materialistic values tend to purchase goods as a form of self-

expression, filling emotional gaps with consumer goods rather than addressing underlying needs (Dittmar et al., 

2014). Materialism's influence has been noted as particularly prominent in younger demographics, partly due to 

cultural shifts and the prevalence of social media (Podoshen & Andrzejewski, 2012). 

6.3. Influence of Social Media and Digital Marketing 

The rise of digital marketing, specifically on social media platforms, has created an environment that 

fosters unnecessary spending (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Voorveld et al., 2018). 

Table 3: Spending Influences from Social Media 

Influence Type Percentage of Respondents (%) 

Social Media Influencers 55 

Sponsored Posts 65 

Targeted Ads 50 

Social media plays a significant role in driving unnecessary spending by presenting idealized lifestyles 

and products through influencers and targeted ads. Studies by Kim and Johnson (2016) found that individuals 

tend to emulate influencers, aspiring to purchase items that reflect similar status or aesthetics. Sponsored posts 

and targeted ads are carefully designed to exploit the psychological triggers of instant gratification and FOMO 

(fear of missing out), making people more likely to buy items impulsively (Baumgartner, 2020). 
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7. Statistical Analysis: 

Psychological Factors Influencing Non-Essential Spending: 

To evaluate the psychological triggers driving non-essential spending, an independent-sample t-test 

was applied to compare spending patterns between individuals with high emotional susceptibility and those with 

low emotional susceptibility, measured by reported impulse control scores. The results indicate a statistically 

significant difference (p < 0.05), confirming that higher emotional susceptibility is associated with increased 

non-essential spending. This finding suggests that individuals with lower impulse control are more vulnerable to 

impulsive purchases, particularly when experiencing heightened emotional states, underscoring the role of 

psychological susceptibility in non-essential spending habits. 

Social and Environmental Cues (Advertising and Social Media) Encouraging Unnecessary Purchases: 

A chi-square test was conducted to assess the relationship between exposure to digital advertising 

(specifically social media influencers and targeted ads) and the frequency of non-essential purchases. Results 

show a significant association (χ² = 15.89, p < 0.001), demonstrating that individuals frequently exposed to 

targeted social media advertisements are more likely to engage in unnecessary purchases. This finding validates 

that environmental cues, particularly those present in digital spaces, play a pivotal role in influencing spending 

behaviors, aligning with theories of environmental reinforcement and social validation in consumer psychology. 

Emotional Consequences of Non-Essential Spending: 

To analyze the emotional impact post-purchase, a correlation analysis was performed between buyer‟s 

remorse scores and the frequency of non-essential spending. The analysis yielded a strong positive correlation (r 

= 0.76, p < 0.01), suggesting that frequent non-essential spending is closely associated with heightened feelings 

of regret and financial stress. This correlation highlights the psychological toll of impulsive purchasing, 

supporting the hypothesis that emotional dissatisfaction often follows non-essential spending, impacting overall 

consumer well-being. 

8. Conclusion: 

The study on non-essential consumer spending reveals that psychological, social, and environmental 

factors strongly influence consumer behaviors, leading to frequent purchases of unnecessary items. Statistical 

analyses confirmed that high emotional susceptibility correlates with increased impulse spending, especially 

when consumers face emotional stress. Exposure to digital marketing significantly heightens non-essential 

purchases, and a strong positive correlation exists between post-purchase regret and the frequency of such 

spending, underscoring the emotional toll of these habits. These findings suggest that understanding these 

triggers can aid in developing strategies to promote more mindful spending practices. 

9. Recommendations: 

 Enhance Financial Education: Integrate educational programs to build awareness of psychological 

spending triggers, helping consumers recognize and manage impulsive urges more effectively. 

 Promote Mindful Spending Techniques: Encourage consumers to adopt decision-making strategies, 

such as “waiting periods” for purchases, to mitigate impulsive spending driven by emotional states or 

digital ads. 

 Encourage Digital Literacy: Educate consumers on recognizing and managing the influence of targeted 

ads and social media content to reduce susceptibility to unnecessary purchases. 

 Implement Consumer Protections on Digital Platforms: Advocate for policies that limit aggressive 

digital marketing tactics, especially those exploiting scarcity tactics and urgency to drive sales. 

 Support Research on Long-term Financial Health: Fund research on the cumulative effects of non-

essential spending on individual financial stability and emotional well-being, fostering better consumer 

habits and policies. 
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