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Abstract: Impulsive consumption is a typical behavior that people often present during public
health emergencies, which usually leads to negative outcomes. This study investigates how public
health emergencies, such as COVID-19, affect people’s impulsive consumption behavior. Data from
1548 individuals in China during the COVID-19 outbreak was collected. The sample covered
297 prefecture-level cities in 31 provincial administrative regions. The research method included
the use of a structural equation model to test multiple research hypotheses. The study finds that
the severity of a pandemic positively affects people’s impulsive consumption. Specifically, the more
severe the pandemic, the more likely people are to make impulsive consumption choices. The results
indicate that both perceived control and materialism play mediating roles between the severity of
a pandemic and impulsive consumption. As conclusions, people’s impulsive consumption during
public health emergencies can be weakened either by enhancing their perceived control or by reducing
their materialistic tendency. These conclusions are valuable and useful for a government’s crisis
response and disaster risk management.

Keywords: public health emergency; impulsive consumption; perceived control; materialism;
COVID-19

1. Introduction

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic is global. In this global public health emergency, people are
confronted with mixed information and are uncertain of what the future holds. Impulsive consumption
behavior in public emergencies is widespread and universal and, consciously or unconsciously, results in
irrational consumption behavior. For example, Australian residents rushed to supermarkets to stock
up on necessary supplies resulting in toilet paper being sold out [1]. Furthermore, a supermarket in
San Francisco was flooded with more than 500 customers within 30 minutes after it opened, and almost
all the bottled water was purchased within hours [2]. This panic occurred throughout the United
States, where residents scrambled to buy hand sanitizers, antiseptic wipes, surgical masks, and toilet
paper. Similarly, in the United Kingdom, residents stocked up on a large amount of fresh food resulting
in food waste [3]. This study focuses on the irrational consumption phenomenon, namely impulsive
consumption, displayed during such a pandemic.

The impulsive consumption behavior of residents buying up certain commodities can be observed
during both the SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) outbreak and as a result of the Fukushima
nuclear power plant leakage [4]. Additionally, impulsive consumption behavior is observed with

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 5019; doi:10.3390/ijerph17145019 www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7781-637X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1457-6700
http://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/14/5019?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17145019
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 5019 2 of 13

regard to non-essential goods as well. Ammo, as one of the largest online gun shopping platform in the
United States, saw a 309% increase in revenue and a 222% increase in quantity of orders in February
2020 [5]. Therefore, this study considers the impulsive consumption decision of all commodities during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Impulsive consumption behavior in emergencies has multiple negative outcomes. Although people
impulsively purchase various products in times of crisis, it does not limit the possible threat people face
but also creates panic and results in management costs to society. As a result, products purchased tend to
not be consumed, leading to waste and often a financial burden. Furthermore, impulsive consumption
increases pressure on suppliers to satisfy demand during a pandemic. Additionally, individuals are
influenced at a local level by their surrounding community, sometimes even accompanied by rumors
and mass disturbances, which poses a potential threat to social stability.

Although impulsive consumption is a worldwide phenomenon, limited studies identify the
underlying psychological causes. This study analyzes the psychological mechanism and the underlying
logic of impulsive consumption behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study collected primary
data in February 2020 from 1548 individuals in China during the outbreak of COVID-19. This study
contributes toward research on advancing disaster risk response plans and provides examples of
managing public social emergencies.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

2.1. Impulsive Consumption in Social Emergencies

Impulsive consumption refers to consumers’ sudden, spontaneous, and unplanned behavior
to purchase goods, which is characterized by quick decision-making and immediate ownership [6].
Usually, driven by the external environment or pursuit of timely pleasure, consumers take little
thoughtful consideration when making impulsive consumption decisions [7]. It is found that external
factors can induce impulsive consumption behavior. For example, research indicates that people are
more likely to react with impulsive consuming behavior when stimulated by a shopping atmosphere [8].
However, previous research on impulsive consumption has mainly focused on behavior marketing
situations or online shopping [9–11]. Thus, there are limited data available on social situations during
certain emergencies. This study focuses on whether the COVID-19 pandemic, as a public health
emergency, motivates people’s impulsive consumption behavior.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic may have multiple impacts on an individual, which may
motivate their impulsive consumption behavior. For example, COVID-19 triggers an individual’s
fear of death. Studies in consumer behavior have found that consumers may over-consume and
overindulge in challenging times. The studies indicate an increase in an individual’s demand for
immediate enjoyment during this time [12,13]. Moreover, during a pandemic, people are often
experiencing various forms of psychological distress, such as fear and anxiety. Previous studies found
that these consumers are more likely to consume impulsively to obtain immediate satisfaction to
improve their mood [14]. For example, research indicates that many Americans suffered psychological
trauma after the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks. As a result, the psychological trauma correlates to
increasing impulsive consumption and dependence on alcohol [15]. Based on the above logic analysis,
we assume that the COVID-19 pandemic can have a positive effect on people’s impulsive consumption
tendency, which would increase with the scale of the pandemic. The following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The severity of the pandemic is positively associated with an individual’s impulsive
consumption tendency.
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2.2. Perceived Control

Perceived control refers to individuals’ beliefs that they are able to control external factors and
their environment. Perceived control differs from possessing the capacity to control one’s external
environment [15]. Once an individual’s external environment is filled with uncertainty and is difficult
to control, the sense of control will reduce [16]. Specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic creates an
environment with a high degree of uncertainty, which leads to a decrease in the individual’s level of
control. As a consequence, the more severe the pandemic, the less control one perceives. Based on the
above logic analysis, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The severity of the pandemic is negatively associated with an individual’s perceived level
of control.

Researchers have found that perceived control has an impact on an individual’s physical and
mental health. The higher the level of perceived control an individual has, the healthier [17] and
happier they will be [18]. Thus, lower levels of perceived control can cause anxiety and other negative
psychological outcomes [19]. Losing control is categorized as a negative psychological experience, and as
a result, individuals try and compensate for the loss. According to the compensatory control theory,
individuals can increase the feeling of control by obtaining external resources [20]. Since purchasing
goods is a common way for individuals to obtain external resources, purchasing may increase when an
individual perceives a lack of control. Previous literature suggests that the consumption of certain
products helps restore an individual’s sense of control. For example, individuals losing control are more
willing to make nostalgic consumption and prefer products or logos with boundaries [21–23]. Liu et al.
found that individuals with low perceived control are more willing to touch the products when they
are making purchase decisions [24], while Peck and Childers found that touching products can increase
consumers’ impulsive consumption tendency [25]. Moreover, when losing control, individuals will
have a series of negative psychological reactions such as anxiety [26], which makes them more likely to
react impulsively when making purchasing decisions. Based on the above logic analysis, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Perceived control is negatively associated with consumers’ impulsive consumption tendency.

2.3. Materialism

Materialism is a kind of value orientation that represents the extent to which individuals value
possessions as an indicator of succeeding in life [27]. Materialistic individuals tend to pursue material
wealth or property to achieve a sense of fulfillment and happiness [28]. Materialists mainly have the
following characteristics: trying to have more than others, believing that property can bring happiness,
valuing material possessions more, and desiring to obtain and keep property [29]. Although society
values materialistic things [30], materialism is often perceived in a negative light. Studies have found
that materialism leads to negative psychological effects on individuals. For example, research indicates
that materialistic individuals are often characterized by stinginess and jealousy [31]. Moreover,
these individuals tend to overspend, leaving them in debt [32].

Materialists highly value material possessions and tend to derive satisfaction from
consumption [33,34]. Belk proposed that individuals with materialistic tendencies are willing to
make impulsive purchases [31]. This is because they regard the acquisition of material wealth as
important and as an indicator of success and the key to happiness [35,36]. Therefore, materialists are
unlikely to resist the temptation to purchase when confronted with attractive products [37] and have a
higher impulsive consumption tendency [38]. Some studies proved a positive correlation between the
materialistic tendency and impulsive consumption of female college students [39]. Based on the above,
this study proposes the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 4 (H4): Consumers’ materialism orientation is positively associated with their impulsive
consumption tendency.

The outbreak of COVID-19 made people aware of how fragile life is and, as certain studies have
shown, fear of death can lead to an increase in greed and materialistic tendencies [40]. Arndt et al.
explained the increase in greed and the need for possessions with the use of the terror management
theory [41]. Firstly, the theory indicates that individuals would enhance self-esteem to cope with
the threat of death, while the findings indicate that possession and wealth could be an effective
way to improve self-esteem. Secondly, individuals will cope with the threat of death with the use
of psychological defense mechanisms such as their cultural worldview when faced with mortality
salience [42,43]. Culture refers to the norms, beliefs, customs, laws, and habits of a specific group of
people. Research indicates that the pursuit of material things has become a common cultural value of
many social groups [44]. Therefore, individuals will support this cultural value to resist uneasiness in
times of crisis. Based on the above, this study suggests that individuals’ materialistic tendencies will
increase due to the threat of death caused by COVID-19. This study further suggests that the more
serious the threat, the stronger the materialistic tendency. Based on the above, this study proposes the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): The severity of the pandemic is positively associated with individuals’ levels of materialism.

This study further proposes that a low level of perceived control can increase materialism. This is
because losing control is a negative psychological experience, and individuals try and counter these
emotions. Enriching internal or external resources can help individuals regain the sense of control [20].
Due to the supplement of internal resources needs much more time and effort, individuals are more
likely to adopt the method of supplementing external resources to compensate for losing control.
The main form of external resources is the material and the desire to acquisition and possession of such
material resources can lead a tendency of materialism [45]. Thus, people with low perceived control may
have a high materialistic tendency. Based on the above, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Perceived control is negatively associated with consumers’ materialism.

Based on the rationale above, we proposed that the severity of a pandemic could affect people’s
impulsive consumption in two ways. First, the severity of a pandemic can increase the uncertainty of
individuals’ external environment, reducing their perceived control [16]. Losing control makes them
more likely to react impulsively when making purchasing decisions [25,26]. Second, according to
terror management theory, the fear of death, which grows with the severity of a pandemic, can lead to
an increase in individuals’ materialistic tendencies [40,41]. Materialism often makes people consume
impulsively [38,39]. To sum up, the severity of a pandemic increases people’s impulsive consumption
either by reducing their perceived control or by increasing their materialistic tendencies, that is,
perceived control and materialism both mediate the effect of the severity of a pandemic on consumers’
impulsive consumption. Thus, we proposed the following theoretical model shown in Figure 1, as well
as the hypothesis for the meditating effects as follows:

Hypothesis 7 (H7): Perceived control and materialism can play mediating roles between the severity of the
pandemic and impulsive consumption.
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3. Methods

3.1. Survey Participants

Considering the social isolation policy during the COVID-19 outbreak in China, we conducted
an online survey with the use of a professional platform named Credamo. We randomly sent the
survey to participants on Credamo via WeChat database during February 2020. The survey consists of
1548 individuals, covering 297 prefecture-level cities in 31 provincial administrative regions in China.
The demographic information of the sample is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic information of the sample (N = 1548).

Items Options Sample Percentage Items Options Sample Percentage

Gender
Male 863 55.7%

Income
per month

<3000 RMB 546 35.3%
Female 685 44.3% 3000–6000 RMB 777 50.2%

Education
level

High school or below 362 23.4% 3000–10,000 RMB 159 10.3%
Bachelor degree 1046 67.6% >10,000 RMB 66 4.3%

Master degree or above 140 9%
Expense

per month

<1000 RMB 344 22.2%

Age
<25 731 47.2% 1000–3000 RMB 551 35.6%

25–40 716 46.3% 3000–5000 RMB 465 29.5%
>40 101 6.5% >5000 RMB 197 12.7%

3.2. Measure

The independent variable of this study was the severity of the pandemic (SE). Because the SE
varied between regions, we used data about the pandemic in the region where the participants lived
as an indicator of the SE. We selected the following indicators published by the National Health
Commission of the People’s Republic of China: the cumulative number of confirmed cases per province
(CNP), the number of new confirmed cases per province (NNP), the cumulative number of confirmed
cases per city (CNC) and the number of new confirmed cases per city (NNC). We matched the data
of the survey with the above indicators according to the city and province where the participants
lived during the pandemic. Specifically, using the app Credamo, we recorded the time when each
respondent answered the questionnaire and positioned the city where they lived during the pandemic.
Then, based on the city of each respondent, we searched the official data about the pandemic and
linked it to his or her questionnaire. Since the above indicators were updated daily, we selected the
indicators published on the day when the participants answered the questionnaire.

The independent variable of this study is the impulsive consumption (IC), and the meditating
variables are perceived control (PC) and materialism (MA). These three variables were measured with
the use of the questionnaire. As for the measurement of the IC, the previous scales mainly measure the
IC behavior of consumers in malls or on online shopping platforms. As there lacks the scale measuring
individuals’ IC tendency under the distinct context of the pandemic, we designed a three-item scale
according to the context of this study. As for the measurement of PC, we used a three-item scale
adapted from Liu et al.’s study [24]. As for the measurement of MA, an eight-item scale, based on
Richins and Dawson’s study was used [27]. All of the above measurements used a 5-point Likert scale.
The items of the aforementioned variables are listed in Table 2.
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Table 2. Items of the variables.

Variable Item

Severity of the Pandemic (SE)

CNP: Cumulative Number of confirmed cases per Province.
NNP: Number of New confirmed cases per Province.

CNC: Cumulative Number of confirmed cases per City.
NNC: Number of New confirmed cases per City.

Perceived Control (PC)
PC1: At the moment, I feel helpless. (R)

PC2: At the moment, I feel powerless. (R)
PC3: At the moment, I feel like I don’t have a sense of control. (R)

Materialism (MA)

MA1: I admire people who own expensive homes, cars, and clothes.
MA2: The things I own say a lot about how well I’m doing in life.

MA3: I like to own things that impress people.
MA4: Buying things gives me a lot of pleasure

MA5: I like a lot of luxury in my life.
MA6: I’d be happier if I could afford to buy more things.

MA7: My life would be better if I owned certain things I don’t have.
MA8: It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I can’t afford to buy

all the things I’d like.

Impulsive Consumption (IC)

IC1: Recently, I always have the impulse to have a product
immediately when I see it.

IC2: Recently, I always have the impulse to buy some unplanned
products that I didn’t intend to buy.

IC3: Recently, I have an impulse to consumption.

Note: (R) means this item was reverse coding.

We wanted to clarify which types of goods are mainly involved in the phenomenon of
impulsive consumption under public health emergency. Therefore, we investigated the respondents’
impulse purchases in eight categories, namely, foods (FO), clothing (CL), daily consumables (DC),
household durable products (HD), medical and health care products (MH), hedonic consumption
(HC), social spending (SS), and luxury products (LP). These eight areas of consumption are considered
common in Chinese daily spending patterns [46]. The respondents were asked to rate their impulse
buying on each consumption item using a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very high).

As the perceived scarcity of goods may also be an important factor influencing consumers’
impulsive consumption, we imported it as a control variable in the model. The respondents were
asked to rate the extent to which they perceived the scarcity of goods on the market on a 7-point scale
(1 = not at all, 7 = very scarce).

4. Results

4.1. Measurement Model, Reliability and Validity

We tested the measurement model through confirmatory factor analysis and the reliability analysis
was also carried out on the variables. Considering the large sample size in this study, which might
cause the chi-square expansion, we used the Bollen–Stine bootstrapping technique (5000 bootstrapping
samples) for correction [47]. The results showed that the model fitting indexes of the measurement
model met the minimum requirements (See Table 3). The standardized factor loading scores of
each item, the average variance extracted (AVE), the composite reliability, and the Cronbach’s α for
each variable are listed in Table 3. The results showed that the reliability and validity of the scales
were desirable.
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Table 3. Reliability and validity of the variables (N = 1548).

Variable Name Item Standardized
Factor Loading C.R. AVE Cronbach’s α

SE

CNP 0.966

0.906 0.710 0.912
NNP 0.943
CNC 0.715
NNC 0.711

PC
PC 1 0.842

0.857 0.668 0.852PC 2 0.875
PC 3 0.727

MA

MA1 0.694

0.860 0.438 0.859

MA2 0.625
MA3 0.734
MA4 0.619
MA5 0.647
MA6 0.758
MA7 0.674
MA8 0.510

IC
IC 1 0.758

0.805 0.579 0.804IC 2 0.793
IC 3 0.731

Model Fit: χ2 /df = 1.122, RMSEA = 0.009, CFI = 0.999, IFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.999

C.R. = Composite Reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted, RMSEA = Root-mean-square Error of
Approximation, CFI = Comparative Fit Index, IFI = Incremental Fit Index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index.

The discriminant validity was examined by the correlation coefficient matrix. The intercorrelations
of the variables and their AVE square roots are reported in Table 4. If the correlation coefficients
between the variables are smaller than their AVE square root, it proves that the discrimination validity
of the variables is desirable. As shown in Table 4, the discrimination validity of the variables in this
study is good.

Table 4. Discriminant validity.

SE PC MA IC

SE 0.843
PC −0.142 *** 0.817
MA 0.138 *** −0.338 *** 0.662
IC 0.110 *** −0.309 *** 0.437 *** 0.761

Note: *** p < 0.001. The off-diagonal numbers are the correlations. AVE square roots are bolded on the diagonal.

4.2. Descriptive Statistics of Impulsive Consumption Types

As shown in Figure 2, the descriptive analysis revealed that residents’ impulses toward different
types of consumption are distinctive. The item with the most impulsive consumption was medical
and health care products (MH) that were the most helpful for coping with the pandemic and, thus,
were scarce. Foods (FO) and daily consumables (DC) were also more impulsive consumption items,
which may be due to residents wanting to reserve more resources amid the risk and uncertainty
during the pandemic. Hedonic consumption (HC) and luxury products (LP) were also more impulsive
consumption items. This may be because these types of item can help residents relieve negative
emotions by obtaining self-satisfaction. However, residents’ consumption impulses for clothing (CL),
household durable products (HD), and social spending (SS) were lower than for other items.
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4.3. Structural Equation Model Analysis

Table 5 and Figure 3 present the model and estimation results of the structural equation developed
in this study. The indexes of the model based on the Bollen–Stine bootstrapping technique with
5000 bootstrapping samples met the minimum requirements. The results showed that the SE has a
significantly negative effect on PC (β = −0.119, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 2 (H2) was verified. PC has
a negative effect on IC tendency (β = −0.148, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 3 (H3) was verified. MA has
a positive effect on IC tendency significantly (β = 0.368, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 4 (H4) was verified.
The SE has a positive effect on MA significantly (β = 0.063, p < 0.05). Hypothesis 5 (H5) was verified.
PC has a negative effect on MA significantly (β = −0.363, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 6 (H6) was verified.
In addition, the PS has a positive effect on IC significantly (β = 0.294, p < 0.001), which suggested that
the perceived scarcity of goods can influence consumers’ impulsive consumption.

Table 5. Path analysis results (N = 1548).

Path Unstandardized
Estimate

Standardized
Estimate S.E. T-Value p

SE —> PC −0.087 −0.119 0.021 −4.126 0.000
PC —> MA −0.357 −0.363 0.030 −11.766 0.000
SE —> MA 0.045 0.063 0.019 2.332 0.020

MA —> IC 0.337 0.368 0.030 11.136 0.000
SE —> IC 0.002 0.003 0.017 0.117 0.907
PC —> IC −0.133 −0.148 0.027 −4.866 0.000
PS —> IC 0.201 0.294 0.018 11.082 0.000

Model Fit: χ2 /df = 1.129, RMSEA = 0.009, CFI = 0.999, IFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998

RMSEA = Root-mean-square Error of Approximation, CFI = Comparative Fit Index, IFI = Incremental Fit Index,
TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index.
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4.4. Analysis of Mediating Effect

The analysis of mediating effects was conducted using a bootstrapping procedure described by
Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes [48]. This approach includes procedures that compute a 95% confidence
interval (CI) for the total effect, indirect effect, and direct effect. If a CI does not include zero, it indicates
that the effect is significant. The results are shown in Table 6. The total effect of the SE on the IC was
significantly positive (β = 0.060, 95% CI: 0.005 to 0.118), which means the SE has a positive effect on
the IC. Hypothesis 1 (H1) was verified. The indirect effect of PC and MA between the SE and the IC
was significantly positive (β = 0.057, 95% CI: 0.032 to 0.083), while the direct effect was not significant
(β = 0.003, 95% CI: −0.049 to 0.056). This suggests that PC and MA play fully mediating roles between
the SE and the IC. Hypothesis 7 (H7) was verified.

Table 6. The results of mediating effect. (N = 1548).

Path Effect Unstandardized
Estimate

Standardized
Estimate S.E. 95% Confidence

Intervals

SE —> (PC and MA) —> IC
Total effect 0.039 0.060 0.029 [0.005, 0.118]

Indirect effect 0.037 0.057 0.013 [0.032, 0.083]
Direct effect 0.002 0.003 0.027 [−0.049, 0.056]

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical Contributions

Most literature about the COVID-19 pandemic mainly focuses on exploring its impact on residents’
psychological state and health behaviors, such as anxiety, depression, stress, physical activity behavior,
or preventive health behaviors [49–52]. Only a few studies have focused on how the COVID-19
pandemic has affected consumer behavior [53]. This study enriches and expands the research on
consumption behavior during an emergency by exploring the relationship between the severity of a
pandemic, perceived control, materialism, and impulsive consumption. Previous research on impulsive
consumption in consumer behavior was mostly carried out in the context of shopping malls and
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online shopping [9–11]. This study highlights the idea that a public health emergency can also be an
important factor that motivates consumers’ impulsive consumption.

The findings of this study explain how public health emergencies affect individuals’ impulsive
consumption. The underlying mechanisms of public health emergencies’ effect on impulsive
consumption intentions were also revealed from the perspective of perceived control and materialism.
Specifically, public health emergencies can reduce peoples’ perceived control, increase their materialistic
tendency, and increase their impulsive consumption tendencies. The previous literature has
mainly linked low perceived control to compensatory behavior that helps consumers restore their
sense of control, for example, acquisition of utilitarian products and increasing their charitable
contributions [54,55]. This study found impulsive consumption could be another common way for
consumers to deal with feeling a low sense of control. The previous literature has mainly viewed
consumers’ materialism as a function of their self-concept and cultural value [27,56]. However,
the current study found that certain external social contexts such as public health emergencies,
could also motivate tendencies toward materialism. Thus, the conclusions of this study can further
enrich the literature of perceived control and materialism.

5.2. Practical Implications

The conclusions of this study are also valuable and useful for a government’s crisis response and
disaster risk management.

We found that the types of impulsive consumption during the pandemic are not limited to those
related to pandemic prevention. Under the impulse of consumption motivated by the pandemic,
residents often ignore the actual function of commodities and consume pervasively, which may
bring them an economic burden as well as waste resources. Therefore, the government should
inform the public about which products will help them deal with the pandemic and which are not
necessary. We also found that perceived scarcity of goods could influence consumers’ impulsive
consumption. The shortage of products during the pandemic was largely caused by impulsive and
excessive purchasing by residents. Thus, the government should guide the public to restrain impulsive
consumption while enhancing market supply.

According to our study, when people perceive they are losing control during a public health
emergency, they tend to become materialistic and consume impulsively. The researchers recommend
that governments first improve peoples’ perception of control. The government can implement
measures to regulate and control emergencies, which creates the perspective that the emergencies are
being controlled and addressed accordingly. Second, the government should also restore residents’ sense
of control through a variety of ways, such as by enhancing mutual assistance between communities,
publicizing effective manners to deal with the pandemic situation and alleviating their inner anxiety.
Moreover, media needs to provide timely and reliable information to the public. This will increase the
public’s sense of control by meeting the public’s needs.

The government should consider materialistic tendencies, which usually lead to individuals’
selfishness and indifference. The pandemic is a global health challenge that requires cooperation
among citizens. Therefore, the government needs to encourage social cohesion to overcome difficulties
in such times. It has been proven that helping others facilitates restoring a sense of control and reducing
the tendency of materialism [55]. Therefore, the government can call on and organize residents to
participate in voluntary activities or donate materials to those in need. This will not only help residents
feel self-worth in helping others, but also help to deal with the pandemic objectively.

The conclusions of this study can also provide implications for businesses. First of all,
consumers have strong psychological needs for items such as medical and health care products,
foods, daily consumables, hedonic consumption and luxury products during the pandemic. Therefore,
businesses that provide those goods and services should fully guarantee the market supply during the
period. In addition, since consumers’ sense of control decrease during the pandemic, businesses can
promote their products by claiming that their products can help consumers to restore or enhance their
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sense of control. For example, they may claim that their products can reduce the risk of infection or
help people to ease anxiety.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

There are also some limitations to this study. First, this study only explores the mediating roles
between the severity of the pandemic and impulsive consumption intention, without considering the
moderators. Future research can continue to explore the boundary conditions for the current model.
Second, this study examines impulsive consumption behaviors in the context of COVID-19. However,
the nature and severity may differ in different kinds of emergencies. Therefore, future research can
focus on various contexts to draw more general conclusions.

6. Conclusions

This study explores the effect of a pandemic’s severity on impulsive consumption and the
corresponding underlying psychological mechanism. It has been found that the severity of the
pandemic will positively affect people’s impulsive consumption; specifically, the more serious the
pandemic, the more likely people are to impulsively consume. In this process, this study also confirmed
that both perceived control and materialism play mediating roles between the severity of the pandemic
and impulsive consumption.
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