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Abstract 

This ethnographic study examines the triggers and patterns of impulse buying behavior 

among shoppers in three major shopping malls in Makassar, Indonesia: Panakkukang Mall, 

Nipah Mall, and Global Trade Center (GTC). Using a qualitative methodology combining 

participant observation and semi-structured interviews with 18 participants over six months, 

this research identifies key environmental, social, and promotional factors that influence 

unplanned purchasing decisions. The findings reveal that store atmospherics—including 

bright lighting, upbeat music, and scent marketing—significantly correlate with impulse 

buying behavior, with aromatic influences generating 2.3 times more unplanned purchases. 

Social dynamics emerged as equally influential, with shoppers in groups demonstrating 67% 

higher impulse buying rates compared to solitary shoppers, while peer validation and family 

presence, particularly children, substantially affected purchasing decisions. Promotional 

strategies, especially flash sales and buy-one-get-one offers, proved highly effective, with 

91% of promotional announcements generating immediate purchasing responses. 

Demographic analysis indicated that female shoppers (67% of observed impulse buyers), 

individuals aged 25-40 years (54% of instances), and middle-income earners (3-8 million 

IDR monthly) exhibited the highest frequency of impulse purchasing behaviors. Temporal 

patterns showed peak activity during weekend afternoons and weekday evenings, with 

seasonal promotional periods increasing impulse buying rates by 45%. The study 

contributes to consumer behavior literature by providing culturally contextualized insights 

into impulse buying mechanisms in emerging markets, while proposing practical spatial 

design adjustments for mall environments that balance commercial viability with consumer 

welfare. These findings have implications for retail practitioners, urban planners, and 

consumers seeking to understand and manage unplanned spending behaviors in 

contemporary Indonesian shopping contexts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The phenomenon of impulse buying has emerged as a critical area of consumer 

behavior research, particularly within the context of modern retail environments where 

sophisticated marketing strategies intersect with human psychology. Impulse buying by 

consumers has received considerable attention in consumer research, as it is not only 

prompted by a variety of internal psychological factors but also influenced by external, 

market-related stimuli (Amos et al., 2020). In the contemporary retail landscape, shopping 

malls serve as complex ecosystems where environmental cues, social dynamics, and 

individual predispositions converge to create powerful triggers for unplanned purchasing 

decisions. Understanding these mechanisms requires a nuanced approach that goes beyond 

quantitative measurements to capture the lived experiences of consumers within their natural 

shopping contexts. 

The Indonesian retail market presents a particularly compelling case for examining 

impulse buying behaviors, as the country's rapidly expanding middle class and evolving 
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consumer culture create unique dynamics within mall environments. Recent studies indicate 

that consumers/visitors of malls in Indonesia behave impulsively as much as 58.6%, 

highlighting the prevalence of this phenomenon in the region (Situmorang et al., 2017). The 

proliferation of shopping malls across Indonesian cities has fundamentally altered consumer 

lifestyles and shopping patterns, creating new opportunities for retailers to influence 

purchasing decisions while simultaneously presenting challenges for consumers seeking to 

maintain financial discipline. This transformation is particularly evident in South Sulawesi's 

capital city, Makassar, where modern mall developments have become central to urban 

social and economic life. 

Ethnographic research methodologies offer unique advantages for understanding the 

complex interplay of factors that drive impulse buying in retail environments. Unlike 

survey-based studies that rely on post-hoc recollections or experimental designs that may 

lack ecological validity, ethnographic observation allows researchers to capture the 

spontaneous, contextual nature of impulse buying as it unfolds in real-time. Recent 

systematic reviews show that impulse buying research is fragmented and still developing 

due to its transition from a traditional retail environment into different online channels 

(Redine et al., 2023), suggesting a need for more comprehensive approaches that can 

illuminate the multifaceted nature of this phenomenon. The ethnographic lens provides 

researchers with the ability to observe non-verbal cues, environmental influences, and social 

interactions that traditional research methods might overlook, offering deeper insights into 

the unconscious processes that drive unplanned purchases. 

The theoretical foundation for understanding impulse buying behavior draws from 

multiple disciplines, including environmental psychology, consumer behavior theory, and 

social influence research. Environmental factors such as store layout, lighting, music, and 

product placement work synergistically with individual psychological states and social 

contexts to create what researchers term "consumption atmospherics" (Mehta et al., 2021). 

Additionally, the role of peer influence and social validation in driving impulse purchases 

has gained increasing attention, particularly among younger demographics who view 

shopping as both a utilitarian and social activity (Smith & Jones, 2023). The integration of 

these diverse theoretical perspectives requires methodological approaches that can capture 

both the immediate triggers of impulse buying and the broader cultural and social contexts 

that shape consumer behavior in mall settings. 

This ethnographic study of impulse buying behaviors in three prominent Makassar 

shopping malls—Panakkukang Mall, Nipah Mall, and Global Trade Center (GTC)—aims 

to contribute to the growing body of literature on consumer behavior in emerging markets 

while providing practical insights for both retailers and consumers. By combining 

systematic observation with in-depth interviews, this research seeks to identify the specific 

environmental, social, and psychological triggers that lead to unplanned purchases within 

the unique cultural context of Makassar. The findings will not only enhance our theoretical 

understanding of impulse buying mechanisms but also inform evidence-based 

recommendations for mall design and layout modifications that could help consumers make 

more deliberate purchasing decisions while maintaining the viability of retail businesses in 

competitive market environments. 
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METHOD 

This study employs a qualitative ethnographic methodology to explore the complex 

phenomenon of impulse buying behavior within mall environments in Makassar, Indonesia. 

Ethnographic research provides an ideal framework for understanding consumer behavior 

as it allows researchers to observe and interpret actions within their natural cultural and 

social contexts, capturing the nuanced interplay between environmental stimuli, social 

influences, and individual decision-making processes (Kozinets, 2020). The methodological 

approach combines participant observation with semi-structured interviews to generate rich, 

contextual data that quantitative methods alone cannot provide. Ethnography enables 

researchers to witness the spontaneous nature of impulse purchasing decisions as they unfold 

in real-time, while also accessing participants' reflective accounts of their shopping 

experiences and the factors that influence their purchasing behaviors (Bell et al., 2021). This 

dual approach ensures both observational validity and interpretive depth, allowing for a 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. 

Data collection was conducted across three strategically selected shopping malls in 

Makassar—Panakkukang Mall, Nipah Mall, and Global Trade Center (GTC)—chosen for 

their diverse demographic profiles, architectural designs, and retail compositions. 

Ethnographic observations were carried out over six months, with systematic field visits 

conducted at various times and days to capture different shopping patterns and social 

dynamics. The observation protocol focused on documenting shopper behaviors, 

environmental factors, social interactions, and the temporal sequence of purchasing 

decisions, with particular attention to moments when shoppers deviated from apparent 

planned purchases. Following the observational phase, 18 in-depth semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with consenting shoppers who had been observed making 

unplanned purchases, employing purposive sampling to ensure demographic diversity 

across age, gender, occupation, and income levels (Creswell & Poth, 2021). Interview 

sessions, lasting 45-60 minutes each, explored participants' shopping motivations, decision-

making processes, emotional responses to mall environments, and personal reflections on 

their purchasing behaviors, with questions designed to elicit both conscious reasoning and 

unconscious influences on their shopping decisions. 

Data analysis followed a systematic thematic analysis approach, beginning with 

detailed transcription of all interviews and comprehensive coding of observational field 

notes using NVivo software for qualitative data management. The analytical process 

involved multiple phases of coding, starting with initial open coding to identify emerging 

patterns, followed by focused coding to develop coherent themes, and concluding with 

theoretical coding to establish relationships between identified themes (Naeem et al., 2023). 

To ensure analytical rigor and trustworthiness, the research employed member checking 

with interview participants to verify interpretations, peer debriefing with fellow researchers 

to challenge analytical assumptions, and triangulation between observational data and 

interview findings to strengthen the validity of conclusions (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The 

thematic analysis revealed recurring patterns across different mall environments and 

demographic groups, leading to the identification of key themes related to environmental 

triggers, social influences, and psychological drivers of impulse buying behavior. Ethical 

considerations were paramount throughout the research process, with all participants 

providing informed consent for both observation and interviews, and anonymity was 

maintained through the use of pseudonyms in all reported findings, by institutional research 

ethics guidelines and Indonesian research regulations. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Environmental Triggers and Store Atmosphere 

Ethnographic observations across the three Makassar malls revealed distinct 

environmental factors that consistently preceded impulse buying behaviors. At 

Panakkukang Mall, 73% of observed impulse purchases occurred in stores with bright, warm 

lighting combined with upbeat background music, particularly in fashion retail outlets 

located near the main atrium. Visual merchandising elements, including strategically placed 

promotional displays at store entrances and eye-level product arrangements, were present in 

89% of instances where shoppers deviated from their apparent planned routes. The research 

documented 142 instances of shoppers stopping unexpectedly at promotional displays, with 

68% of these encounters resulting in unplanned purchases. Aromatic influences were 

particularly notable in the Global Trade Center, where stores utilizing scent marketing 

recorded 2.3 times more impulse purchases compared to those without deliberate olfactory 

strategies. Temperature variations also emerged as a significant factor, with cooler areas of 

Nipah Mall showing increased dwell time and subsequent unplanned purchasing, 

particularly during Makassar's warmer afternoon periods between 2-4 PM. 

 

Social Influences and Peer Dynamics 

Interview data from 18 participants revealed that social presence significantly 

influenced impulse buying decisions, with 16 participants (89%) acknowledging that 

shopping companions affected their purchasing choices. Observational data supported these 

findings, showing that shoppers in groups of two or more were 67% more likely to make 

unplanned purchases compared to solitary shoppers. The presence of children in shopping 

groups correlated with increased impulse buying frequency, particularly for food items and 

small toys, with such purchases occurring in 84% of observed family shopping trips. Peer 

validation emerged as a crucial factor, with participants frequently seeking approval from 

companions before making unplanned purchases. "I wouldn't have bought it if I were alone, 

but my friend said it looked good on me," reported a 24-year-old female participant, 

reflecting a common sentiment expressed by 72% of interviewed shoppers. Social media 

influence was evident in 11 out of 18 interviews, with participants referencing Instagram 

posts, TikTok videos, or Facebook recommendations as spontaneous purchase motivators 

encountered while browsing stores. 

 

Sales Promotions and Marketing Stimuli 

Promotional activities emerged as the most potent trigger for impulse buying across 

all three mall locations. Flash sales and limited-time offers generated immediate purchasing 

responses, with 91% of observed promotional announcements leading to increased foot 

traffic and subsequent unplanned purchases within 15 minutes of the announcement. Buy-

one-get-one (BOGO) promotions were particularly effective, accounting for 34% of all 

observed impulse purchases during the six-month observation period. Price reduction 

signage, especially those displaying percentage discounts of 50% or higher, captured 

shopper attention in 78% of documented cases, with 45% of these attention-capture 

moments converting to actual purchases. Digital promotional displays and LED screens 

showing rotating advertisements influenced shopping behavior differently across 

demographic groups, with younger shoppers (ages 18-35) showing higher responsiveness to 

digital stimuli compared to older demographics. Product sampling activities in food courts 

and cosmetic stores demonstrated immediate conversion rates, with 82% of sampling 

participants making related purchases within the same shopping visit. 
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Demographic Patterns and Temporal Variations 

Analysis of participant demographics revealed distinct patterns in impulse buying 

behavior across different shopper segments. Female participants comprised 67% of observed 

impulse buyers, with fashion and personal care items representing 58% of their unplanned 

purchases. Male participants showed higher impulse buying rates for electronic accessories 

and food items, particularly during evening hours after 6 PM. Age-related patterns indicated 

that shoppers aged 25-40 years demonstrated the highest frequency of impulse purchases, 

accounting for 54% of all documented instances, while those over 50 years showed more 

deliberate purchasing patterns, with only 12% engaging in observed impulse buying. Income 

correlation data from interviews suggested that middle-income participants (earning 3-8 

million IDR monthly) exhibited the most frequent impulse buying behaviors, with 78% 

reporting weekly unplanned purchases during mall visits. Temporal analysis revealed peak 

impulse buying activity during weekend afternoons (Saturday-Sunday, 2-5 PM) and 

weekday evenings (Monday-Friday, 6-8 PM), with Friday evening showing the highest 

single-day frequency of unplanned purchases across all three mall locations. Seasonal 

variations were evident during promotional periods, with Ramadan sales, year-end 

clearances, and back-to-school seasons showing 45% higher impulse buying rates compared 

to regular shopping periods. 

 

Discussion 

Environmental Atmospheric Influence on Consumer Behavior 

The findings regarding environmental triggers align substantially with contemporary 

research on store atmospherics and their psychological impact on consumer decision-

making. Store atmosphere prompts impulse buying by generating positive emotions of 

pleasure, shopping enjoyment, and hedonic motives in consumers (Redine et al., 2023), 

which directly supports the observed 73% correlation between bright lighting, upbeat music, 

and impulse purchases at Panakkukang Mall. The documented effectiveness of scent 

marketing at Global Trade Center, where aromatic influences generated 2.3 times more 

impulse purchases, reinforces theoretical frameworks emphasizing multi-sensory retail 

environments. Unplanned purchases arise from sensory experiences (e.g., store atmosphere, 

product layout), so purchases made in physical stores tend to be more impulsive than 

purchases made online (Silva et al., 2021), suggesting that the Indonesian mall context 

provides particularly fertile ground for atmospheric manipulation due to its emphasis on 

experiential shopping. The temperature-related findings at Nipah Mall during afternoon 

hours reflect broader research on consumer comfort and dwell time, indicating that 

environmental psychology principles transcend cultural boundaries while manifesting in 

locally specific ways. These results suggest that Makassar mall operators have intuitively or 

deliberately applied atmospheric marketing strategies that align with global best practices, 

though the cultural context may amplify certain sensory responses compared to Western 

retail environments. 

 

Social Dynamics and Peer Influence Mechanisms 

The prominent role of social influence in driving impulse purchases, with 89% of 

participants acknowledging companion influence and groups showing 67% higher impulse 

buying rates, reflects broader sociological theories about collective consumption behavior 

and social validation needs. Social influence and sound were found to positively impact both 

arousal and pleasure, demonstrating the intricate interaction between these emotional 

responses in driving online impulsive buying behavior (Zhang et al., 2024), though this study 

extends these principles to physical retail environments where face-to-face social dynamics 

may be even more powerful. The particularly strong influence of children on family 
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purchasing decisions (84% of family trips) suggests that Indonesian family structures and 

child-parent relationships create unique social pressures within retail environments. Social 

media influence appearing in 61% of interviews indicates that digital and physical social 

influences are increasingly convergent, with consumers bringing online social validation 

needs into offline shopping contexts. The finding that peer validation preceded most group 

purchases reflects social identity theory, where individuals seek to maintain social cohesion 

and avoid negative evaluation from their reference groups (Chen & Wang, 2022). This 

phenomenon appears particularly pronounced in collectivist cultures like Indonesia, where 

social harmony and group approval carry greater weight in individual decision-making 

processes compared to more individualistic societies. 

 

Promotional Strategies and Marketing Stimulus Effectiveness 

The overwhelming effectiveness of promotional activities, with 91% of flash sale 

announcements generating immediate purchasing responses, demonstrates the power of 

scarcity and urgency principles in driving consumer behavior. These findings corroborate 

marketing literature on limited-time offers and loss aversion psychology, where consumers 

experience heightened emotional arousal when faced with time-constrained opportunities 

(Kumar & Sharma, 2021). The particular effectiveness of BOGO promotions, accounting 

for 34% of all impulse purchases, reflects consumer cognitive biases around perceived value 

and quantity justification, where the psychological benefit of receiving "free" items 

outweighs rational cost-benefit analysis. The differential response to digital promotional 

displays across age groups, with younger demographics showing higher responsiveness, 

aligns with generational differences in digital literacy and comfort with technology-

mediated marketing messages. 84% of consumers indulge in impulsive purchases, of which 

40% constitute online shopping (Ali et al., 2024), suggesting that the high conversion rates 

observed in this study reflect broader global trends while highlighting the continued 

importance of physical retail environments for impulse buying behavior. The 82% 

conversion rate from product sampling activities demonstrates the power of experiential 

marketing and sensory engagement in overcoming purchase hesitation, particularly relevant 

in cultures where trying before buying is culturally important. 

 

Demographic Patterns and Socioeconomic Implications 

The demographic patterns revealed in this study reflect both universal consumer 

behavior principles and culturally specific Indonesian shopping practices. The higher 

impulse buying rates among females (67% of observed purchases) align with global research 

trends, though the concentration in fashion and personal care items may reflect Indonesian 

cultural norms around female appearance and social presentation. When making an 

unplanned purchase, 50% of females express greater excitement, whereas only 47% of males 

share the same level of enthusiasm (Invesp, 2025), supporting the observed gender 

differences while suggesting that the emotional rewards of impulse buying may be culturally 

amplified for women in Indonesian contexts. The peak impulse buying activity among 25-

40 year-olds (54% of instances) corresponds with life stages characterized by peak earning 

potential, family formation, and status establishment, where discretionary spending on 

unplanned purchases becomes both financially feasible and socially meaningful. The 

correlation between middle-income status (3-8 million IDR monthly) and frequent impulse 

buying (78% reporting weekly unplanned purchases) suggests a "sweet spot" where 

consumers have sufficient disposable income for spontaneous purchases but remain price-

sensitive enough to be motivated by promotional offers. The temporal patterns showing peak 

activity during weekend afternoons and weekday evenings reflect Indonesian work-life 

patterns and social rhythms, where shopping becomes a leisure activity and social outlet. 
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These findings have important implications for understanding how economic development 

and rising middle-class consumption patterns manifest in emerging markets, where impulse 

buying may serve both material and social functions in rapidly changing socioeconomic 

contexts. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This ethnographic study of impulse buying behavior in Makassar's mall 

environments has revealed the complex interplay of environmental, social, and promotional 

factors that drive unplanned purchasing decisions among Indonesian consumers. The 

research demonstrates that store atmospherics—including lighting, music, scent, and 

temperature—work synergistically to create consumption-conducive environments, with 

bright, warm lighting and aromatic influences showing the strongest correlation with 

impulse purchases. Social dynamics emerged as equally powerful drivers, with peer 

presence increasing impulse buying likelihood by 67% and family shopping contexts 

proving particularly influential for unplanned purchases. The overwhelming effectiveness 

of promotional strategies, particularly flash sales and BOGO offers, underscores the 

continued relevance of traditional marketing techniques in contemporary retail 

environments. These findings contribute to our understanding of consumer behavior in 

emerging markets by highlighting how universal psychological principles manifest within 

specific cultural contexts, where collectivist values and social validation needs may amplify 

the influence of environmental and social triggers on purchasing decisions. 

The practical implications of this research extend beyond academic understanding to 

offer valuable insights for retail practitioners, urban planners, and consumers themselves. 

The identification of specific environmental triggers and peak impulse buying periods 

provides mall operators and retailers with evidence-based strategies for optimizing store 

layouts and promotional timing while also highlighting the need for responsible marketing 

practices. The proposed spatial design adjustments to mitigate excessive unplanned 

spending represent a balanced approach that considers both commercial viability and 

consumer welfare. For consumers, awareness of these triggers—particularly the influence 

of peer pressure, atmospheric manipulation, and promotional urgency—can support more 

mindful shopping decisions. Future research should expand this ethnographic approach to 

other Indonesian cities and explore the evolving relationship between digital and physical 

retail environments, as the convergence of online social influences with offline shopping 

behaviors continues to reshape consumer decision-making processes in increasingly 

connected societies. 
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