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The COVID-19 pandemic has seriously disrupted the individual buying habits along with
their consumption patterns. Previous studies indicated that anxiety and depression were
related to impulse buying. However, no research has explored the mechanism possibly
underlying the association between anxiety, depression, and impulse buying. Based on
the regulatory focus theory and the emotion-cognition-behavior loop, this study aimed
to examine the impacts of negative emotions on impulse buying and the mediating
role of cognitive characteristics during the COVID-19 pandemic. In April 2021, 734
Chinese undergraduates were recruited by cluster sampling and they completed self-
report measures of anxiety, depression, intolerance of uncertainty, cognitive flexibility,
and impulse buying. Results showed that impulse buying was positively associated with
anxiety, depression, and intolerance of uncertainty, while it was negatively associated
with cognitive flexibility. Cognitive flexibility fully mediated the effects of anxiety and
depression on cognitive facet of impulse buying. Meanwhile, intolerance of uncertainty
fully mediated the effects of anxiety and depression on affective facet of impulse
buying. Overall, this study shows that different pathways can explain how anxiety
and depression exacerbate two aspects of impulse buying, and it highlights the
importance of cognitive characteristics for the link between negative emotions and
impulse buying. Intervention programs should focus on increasing cognitive flexibility
and tolerance to uncertainty of high-risk individuals, so as to strengthen their adaptive
purchase behaviors.
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INTRODUCTION

The 2019 novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) inevitably has a sustained and accumulating
impact on individuals’ physical and mental health (Balsamo and Carlucci, 2020; Liang et al., 2020;
Çelik and Köse, 2021; Yu et al., 2021), as well as social and economic activities throughout the world
(Carlucci et al., 2020; Clemens et al., 2020), which also enables real-life research on threat-and-
defense processes. It should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought many uncertainties
and challenges to people (Denfeld et al., 2020). In terms of consumption, the implementation of
social isolation and blockade has completely disrupted consumers’ buying habits and consumption
patterns (Sheth, 2020; Naeem, 2021). Individuals have been involved in impulse buying in response
to the prolonged isolation and uncertainty (Ahmed et al., 2020; Çelik and Köse, 2021).

After a major disaster, the consequences of changes in individual consumption behavior are
often referred to as “impulse buying,” “compulsive buying,” or “hoarding” (Çelik and Köse, 2021;
Naeem, 2021). In this study, the word “impulse buying” was used. Impulse buying is defined
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as a spontaneous, unreflective, and unplanned purchase (Lin
et al., 2018). Impulse buying was a common occurrence across
the world during the COVID-19 pandemic and led to irrational
hoarding and waste of social resources, thereby resulting into
disorder or even paralysis of the retail industry (Gupta et al.,
2021; Wang et al., 2021). According to Verplanken and Herabadi
(2001), impulse buying includes two core dimensions, namely
cognitive and affective facets. The cognitive facet refers to the
lack of careful planning and consideration for the purchase of the
impulsively bought product. While the affective facet, including
feelings of pleasure, excitement, compulsion, lack of control,
and regret, may occur prior to, simultaneously with, or after an
unplanned purchase. Verplanken and Herabadi (2001) pointed
out that the two components of impulse buying tendency have
different bases in individuals’ personalities. Therefore, the current
study examined the cognitive and affective facets of impulse
buying tendency, respectively.

The spontaneous and powerful urge to buy is found to be
related to many factors, which can be divided into two categories:
external situational factors and internal personal factors (Haq
and Abbasi, 2016). Previous studies conducted in the Chinese
context (Akram et al., 2018a,b) have examined the impacts
of external factors, such as website quality, credit card use,
and sales promotion, on impulse buying behaviors. A recent
study conducted in a multi-country setting examined effects of
external stimuli such as limited quantity scarcity and limited
time scarcity on panic buying during COVID-19 (Islam et al.,
2021). However, it still remains unknown how internal factors
affect individual pattern of impulse buying. In order to avoid
consumers’ panic and irrational consumption during COVID-
19, this study focused on internal influencing factors of impulse
buying behavior from an individual perspective.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Empirical studies have pointed out that impulsive purchase can
be driven by emotional stimuli (Leverin and Liljander, 2006;
Ahmed et al., 2020), and it is closely related to negative emotions
(Silvera et al., 2008). It has been found that individuals who
had more anxiety or depression symptoms were more likely to
exhibit higher levels of impulsivity (Yu et al., 2020). A diary
study of impulsive buying during COVID-19 demonstrated that
daily anxiety contributed to daily impulsive buying (Xiao et al.,
2020). Silvera et al. (2008) also reported that high frequency
impulse buying function as a form of escape from depression.
Accordingly, it is expected that individuals with more negative
emotions have a stronger tendency toward impulse buying
behaviors. Meanwhile, identifying the mediator of this predictive
relationship is of great utility. The cognitive behavior theory
proposed by Clark and Fairburn (1997) provides a special
perspective to study how anxiety and depression link to impulse
buying. Previous studies have found that individual behavior
is the result of the interaction of emotion and cognition. In
the process of interaction with the outside world, individual
repeated experience makes emotion, cognition and related

behavior often work through the emotion-cognition-behavior
model (Guastella and Dadds, 2009). According to the broaden-
and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001),
positive emotions usually promote cognition, activate behavior,
and help individuals achieve specific goals. On the contrary,
negative emotions (such as depression and anxiety) can easily
entrap individuals into a “negative loop,” limit their perception
and thinking, and interfere with information interpretation,
utilization, and response (Deveney and Deldin, 2006; Yu et al.,
2020). Therefore, roles of individual cognitive characteristics in
the relationship between negative emotions and impulse buying
should be concerned.

As a cognitive predisposition, intolerance of uncertainty can
affect the individual’s perception, explanation, and reaction to
uncertain situations (Dugas et al., 2004). It makes people hard
to accept possible negative events, irrespective of the probability
of occurrence (Carleton et al., 2007). Intolerance to uncertainty
has been found among individuals diagnosed with anxiety
disorder (Morriss et al., 2016), post-traumatic stress disorder,
and depression disorder (Hollingsworth et al., 2018). It has
been demonstrated that anxiety and depression felt in the face
of uncertainty may result in maladaptive behaviors such as
impulsive decision making (Satici et al., 2020). However, to the
best of our knowledge, no study has been conducted to test the
mediating role of intolerance of uncertainty in the relationship
between anxiety, depression, and impulse buying.

Contrarily, as an essential factor of executive function,
cognitive flexibility refers to the ability to freely shift cognitive
sets to perceive or respond to internal and external environment
in multiple ways (Rende, 2000; Johnco et al., 2014). A clinical
study revealed that cognitively inflexible individuals exhibited
more severe impulse symptoms (Chamberlain et al., 2006).
Cognitive flexibility allows individuals to redefine their current
understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic and reconsider
behaviors that helps them mitigate their risk in a challenging
context (Kalia et al., 2020). A cross-sectional investigation on
477 participants indicated that cognitive flexibility could mitigate
individuals’ impulsivity and proposed that cognitive flexibility
served as a mediator between negative emotions and impulsivity
(Yu et al., 2020). However, no research to date has explored
the mediating role of cognitive flexibility in the association
between negative emotions and impulse buying behaviors.
Therefore, it was examined in the current study. Solutions to
this problem can better illustrate how to reduce individuals’
impulsive behaviors.

According to the cognitive behavior theory (Clark and
Fairburn, 1997), an emotion-cognition-behavior framework for
impulse buying was developed in the current study (see Figure 1).
We assume that negative emotions (anxiety and depression) and
cognitive characteristics (intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive
flexibility) have significant influences on impulse buying.
Meanwhile, negative emotions and cognitive characteristics may
interact and exhibit their impacts on impulse buying together.
Specifically, anxiety and depression may aggravate individuals’
intolerance of uncertainty and reduce their cognitive flexibility,
thereby leading to impulse buying. Accordingly, our hypotheses
are as follows:
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FIGURE 1 | The hypothesized emotion-cognition-behavior model to impulse buying tendency.

Hypothesis 1: Impulse buying is positively associated with
anxiety, depression, and intolerance of uncertainty, while it is
negatively associated with cognitive flexibility.

Hypothesis 2: Anxiety and depression are positively
associated with intolerance of uncertainty and negatively
associated with cognitive flexibility.

Hypothesis 3: Intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive
flexibility mediate the relationships between anxiety,
depression, and impulse buying after controlling for related
demographic variables.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedures
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Yangtze
Normal University. All procedures were carried out in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. In April 2021,
selected by a cluster sampling technique, 734 undergraduates
were recruited from two departments in one university in
Chongqing, China. At the time of our investigation, there were
still sporadic cases in our country, and the pressure to fight
the epidemic has always existed. Prior to the commencement,
the purpose and contents of this study were explained to all
participants. After signing the written informed consent, all
participants completed a set of online questionnaires, including
self-reported measures of background information (gender, age,
and individual economic status), anxiety, depression, intolerance
of uncertainty, cognitive flexibility, and impulse buying.

Of participants, 18 participants with completion time less
than 300 s were excluded. The final sample consisted of 716
participants. The ages of these valid participants in our study
are from 17 to 25 years (Mean = 20.16, SD = 1.44). There
were 133 male students (18.58%) and 583 female students
(81.42%). Individual economic status was assessed by monthly
disposable living expenses. According to their reports, there
were 181 students (25.28%) whose monthly disposable living
expenses less than 1000 RMB (bad economic status), 372
students (51.96%) with 1001–2000 RMB monthly disposable
living expenses (moderate economic status), and 163 students
(22.76%) with more than 2000 RMB monthly disposable living
expenses (good economic status).

Study Measures
Anxiety
We adopted the 7-item Generalized Anxiety Disorder
Questionnaire (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006; Qu and Sheng,
2015) to measure the anxiety symptoms over the past 2 weeks.
For example, “Not being able to stop or control worrying.”
Responses ranged from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day).
The GAD-7 has been demonstrated adequate reliability and
validity among the Chinese samples (Qu and Sheng, 2015). The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for GAD-7 was 0.91 in this study.

Depression
We used the 9-item Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9;
Kroenke et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 2013) to measure depression
symptoms in the past 2 weeks. For example, “Little interest or
pleasure in doing things.” Participants were asked to rate the
items from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). Good reliability
and validity of PHQ-9 in Chinese adults have been confirmed
(Zhang et al., 2013). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for PHQ-9
was 0.90 in our sample.

Cognitive Flexibility
The 20-item Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI, Dennis and
Vander Wal, 2010) was used to measure the extent to which
individuals can successfully challenge and replace maladaptive
ideas with more balanced and adaptive thinking. For example, “I
consider multiple options before making a decision.” Participants
were asked to rate the items on a seven-point Likert-type scale. It
has been demonstrated adequate reliability and validity among
the Chinese sample (Wang et al., 2016). The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for CFI was 0.92 in our sample.

Intolerance of Uncertainty
The 12-item Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS-12, Carleton
et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2017) was used to assess one’s reactions
to uncertainty, ambiguous situations, and the future (e.g.,
“Unforeseen events upset me greatly”). It was scored on a five-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all characteristic
of me) to 5 (entirely characteristic of me), with higher scores
indicating lower levels of uncertainty tolerance. Good reliability
and validity of IUS-12 in Chinese adults have been confirmed
(Zhang et al., 2017). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for IUS-12
was 0.86 in our sample.
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Impulse Buying
The 20-item Impulse Buying Tendency Scale (IBT, Verplanken
and Herabadi, 2001; Liu et al., 2019) was used to measure
impulsive buying behavior. This scale consists of two dimensions,
namely cognitive facet (e.g., “I like to compare different brands
before I buy one”) and affective facet (e.g., “I sometimes feel
guilty after having bought something”). Each dimension has 10
items. Participants were asked to rate the items on a seven-point
Likert-type scale (1 = totally disagree and 7 = totally agree).
The validity of the scale has been confirmed among the Chinese
population (Liu et al., 2019). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for
the cognitive subscale was 0.79 and for the affective subscale was
0.83 in our sample.

Data Analysis
According to a previous study (Neter et al., 1985), the significance
of the multicollinearity problems among main study variables
was tested in our study. Results showed that the maximum
value of Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) was 3.12, indicating
no multicollinearity in the current study. Descriptive statistics,
correlation analyses, independent sample t-test, and one-way
ANOVA were conducted by SPSS 24.0 Structural equation
modeling (SEM) was performed by AMOS 20.0 to explore
the mediating roles of intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive
flexibility. All continuous variables were mean centered before
entering into the structural equation modeling. Statistical
significance was set at p < 0.05 in this study.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis
Mean score of undergraduates’ impulse buying was
(68.66 ± 14.38), which was significantly higher than that
of the student sample reported by Lucas and Koff (2014)
(56.20 ± 14.50, t = 23.19, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.86). Paired
sample t-test showed that participants in our study scored
significantly higher on the affective facet of impulse buying than
on the cognitive facet (36.35 ± 8.88 vs. 32.31 ± 7.84, t = 12.61,
p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.48).

Effects of Gender and Economic Status
Univariate two-way ANOVA tests were conducted to examine
the effects of gender and economic status on two components of
impulse buying tendency, respectively. Results showed that the
main effect of gender is significant on IBT_A [F(1,710) = 8.56,
p = 0.004 < 0.01]. Further analyses found that female students
exhibited higher scores of affective facet of impulse buying (for
female: 36.82 ± 8.63, for male: 34.30 ± 9.64, p = 0.004 < 0.001,
Cohen’s d = 0.27). While the main effect of economic status
[F(2,710) = 1.04, p = 0.354 > 0.05] and the interaction effect
of gender × economic status on IBT_A [F(2,710) = 0.08,
p = 0.922 > 0.05] did not reach statistical significance. For
IBT_C, similar results were obtained. The main effect of gender
is significant on IBT_C [F(1,710) = 16.25, p < 0.001] and female
students exhibited higher scores of cognitive facet of impulse
buying than male students (for female: 32.98 ± 7.55, for male:

29.36 ± 8.45, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.45). The main effect
of economic status [F(2,710) = 2.04, p = 0.130 > 0.05] and
the interaction effect of gender × economic status on IBT_C
[F(2,710) = 2.85, p = 0.059 > 0.05] were not significant.

Associations of Study Variables
To explore the associations among the concerned variables,
Pearson correlation analyses were performed (see Table 1).
Results showed that two dimensions of impulse buying tendency
were positively related to anxiety, depression, and intolerance
of uncertainty, while all these variables were negatively
related to cognitive flexibility (ps < 0.001). In addition, both
anxiety and depression were positively related to intolerance
of uncertainty and negatively related to cognitive flexibility
(ps < 0.001). Therefore, the initial hypotheses (1) and (2) were
totally supported.

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
In order to test the possible mediating roles of intolerance of
uncertainty and cognitive flexibility between negative emotions
and impulse buying, the hypothesized model in Figure 1 was
estimated. Considering the significant influence of gender on
IBT_A and IBT_C, gender was controlled as a demographic
variable in the SEM. The results revealed that six regression
coefficients were not significant [IBT_C < — anxiety (b = −0.04,
p = 0.514), IBT_A < — anxiety (b = −0.05, p = 0.408),
IBT_C < — depression (b = 0.07, p = 0.283), IBT_A < —
depression (b = 0.10, p = 0.074), IBT_A < — cognitive flexibility
(b = 0.01, p = 0.791), and IBT_C < — intolerance of uncertainty
(b = 0.06, p = 0.176)]. Therefore, these six pathways were removed
and the modified model was recalculated. Results revealed that
the modified model fit the data well with χ2/df = 1.790. The
goodness-of-fit indices of this model were as follows: NFI = 0.991,
TLI = 0.999, GFI = 0.996, SRMR = 0.031, and RMSEA = 0.033.

As shown in Figure 2, IBT_C was directly predicted by
cognitive flexibility (β = −0.28, p < 0.001), while it was
indirectly predicted by anxiety (β = 0.05, p = 0.013 < 0.01) and
depression (β = 0.07, p < 0.001) via cognitive flexibility in this
modified model. Meanwhile, IBT_A was directly predicted by
intolerance of uncertainty (β = 0.51, p < 0.001) and indirectly
predicted by anxiety (β = 0.21, p = 0.001 < 0.01) and depression
(β = 0.06, p = 0.022 < 0.05) via intolerance of uncertainty. In
addition, cognitive flexibility was negatively influenced by anxiety
(β = −0.16, p = 0.005 < 0.01) and depression (β = −0.24,
p < 0.001). By contrast, intolerance of uncertainty was positively
influenced by anxiety (β = 0.40, p < 0.001) and depression
(β = 0.13, p = 0.023 < 0.05).

Subsequently, bootstrapping procedures in AMOS were used
to test the significance of the mediation model. According
to the previous finding (Mackinnon et al., 2004), 2000
bootstrapping samples were generated from the original data
set by random sampling. Results showed that anxiety (b = 0.05,
95% CI: 0.02–0.08) and depression (b = 0.07, 95% CI:
0.04–0.11) had significant indirect effects on cognitive facet
of impulse buying via cognitive flexibility, and they also
exerted significant indirect effects (b = 0.21, 95% CI: 0.14–
0.27 for anxiety; b = 0.06, 95% CI: 0.01–0.13 for depression)
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TABLE 1 | Correlations among the study variables (n = 716).

Mean ± SD Anxiety Depression Intolerance of uncertainty Cognitive flexibility IBT_C

Anxiety 4.07 ± 3.54 –

Depression 4.53 ± 4.14 0.81*** –

Intolerance of uncertainty 36.02 ± 7.09 0.50*** 0.45*** –

Cognitive flexibility 101.38 ± 14.96 −0.37*** −0.38*** −0.38*** –

IBT_C 32.31 ± 7.84 0.15*** 0.16*** 0.16*** −0.31*** –

IBT_A 36.35 ± 8.88 0.29*** 0.29*** 0.53*** −0.22*** 0.48***

***p < 0.001. IBT_C, the cognitive facet of impulse buying tendency; IBT_A, the affective facet of impulse buying tendency.

FIGURE 2 | The mediation model between anxiety, depression, and impulse buying with intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive flexibility as mediators, after
controlling for gender. Standardized regression coefficients are presented. IBT_C, the cognitive facet of impulse buying tendency; IBT_A, the affective facet of
impulse buying tendency. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

on the affective facet of impulse buying via intolerance
of uncertainty. Accordingly, our initial hypothesis (3) that
intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive flexibility mediate the
relationships between anxiety, depression, and impulse buying
was partially confirmed. This modified model accounted for
10.5% of IBT_C variance, 27.2% of IBT_A variance, 16.8%
of cognitive flexibility variance, and 25.9% of intolerance of
uncertainty variance.

DISCUSSION

The unprecedented COVID-19 epidemic swept the whole world
and brought out an inestimable impact on the global economy
and people’s daily life (Balsamo and Carlucci, 2020; Carlucci
et al., 2020; El Keshky et al., 2020). Due to the public
uncertainty and psychological pressure triggered by the COVID-
19 pandemic (Khademian et al., 2021; Zhuo et al., 2021), people’s
consumption patterns have also greatly changed. Several studies
have shown that consumers reported making more impulse
purchases during the COVID-19 pandemic than before (Xiao
et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2021; Naeem, 2021). It is very necessary
to reshape individual healthy consumption psychology and
rational consumption behavior. The main purpose of this study
was to explore the underlying mechanism of impulse buying
through the lens of the emotion-cognition-behavior loop among
Chinese undergraduates.

Impulse buying often goes along a wide range of negative
impacts (such as excessive credit and financial distress) and
a state of negative affect such as guilt and regret (Li et al.,
2015). Therefore, young people’s irrational impulse buying

behaviors should be concerned. Our study found that the
levels of impulse buying among Chinese undergraduates during
the COVID-19 pandemic were higher than those of other
undergraduates samples (Lucas and Koff, 2014; Liu et al., 2019).
Our results also showed that the scores of undergraduates
on the affective facet of impulse buying were significantly
higher than those on the cognitive facet. This agrees with
previous findings that individuals often experience many affective
conflicts before, during, and after shopping (Lucas and Koff,
2014, 2017). To cope with impulse buying during COVID-19,
both internal and external aspects should be considered. As
proposed by Gupta et al. (2021), government and policymakers
should ensure an efficient supply chain management which
can help in easing consumers’ anxiety and depression. At the
same time, from the perspective of individual mental health,
changes of individual intrinsic factors may be the key to
solve the problem.

In consistent with previous studies (Silvera et al., 2008; Lucas
and Koff, 2014), this study revealed that females exhibited higher
levels of two dimensions of impulse buying, compared with male
students. Our results further confirmed the fact that females
tend to be driven by the affective aspects and are more likely
to participate in unplanned buying (Coley and Burgess, 2003;
Chang et al., 2014). As hypothesized, we found that more impulse
buying behaviors went along with more anxiety and depression
symptoms. This finding well agrees with the viewpoint proposed
by previous researchers (Badgaiyan et al., 2016) that individuals
with emotional instability, anxiety, moodiness, and irritability
reported more impulsive tendencies. Meanwhile, impulse buying
was associated with intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive
inflexibility, which adds credibility to the viewpoint that
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impulsive buying is often associated with cognitive vulnerability
(Youn and Faber, 2000; Badgaiyan et al., 2016).

The mediation model revealed that anxiety and depression
did not directly influence affective impulse buying, but had
indirect effects on affective impulse buying through intolerance
of uncertainty. This perhaps reflects the fact that individuals
reporting more negative emotion usually have inability or
unwillingness to expend the energy necessary to take action
in the face of uncertainty (Jensen et al., 2016). Consequently,
they tend to employ ineffective coping behaviors (Iyer et al.,
2019) and experience increased affective response (Simmons
et al., 2008), i.e., the affective facet of impulsive behaviors. In
addition, cognitive flexibility fully mediated the relationships
between anxiety, depression, and cognitive impulse buying. This
is consistent with the previous studies (Soltani et al., 2013;
Lee and Orsillo, 2014) stating that anxiety and depression are
characterized by an inflexible style in the cognitive processing
of information, which can increase risk behaviors in decision-
making. Accordingly, this study may provide new insight
into how anxiety and depression link to impulse buying, by
demonstrating the fact that intolerance of uncertainty and
cognitive flexibility mediate the relationships between anxiety,
depression, and impulse buying during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In addition, the effects of intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive
flexibility on impulse buying were found to be above and
beyond the impact of negative emotions. Consistent with the
finding by Verplanken and Herabadi (2001), different personality
bases of the two components of impulse buying tendency were
also found in this study. Specifically, in addition to being
affected by both anxiety and depression, our study found for
the first time that the affective facet could be predicted by
personal tolerance to uncertainty while the cognitive impulse
buying was closely related to cognitive inflexibility. This suggests
that different intervention programs should be formulated for
individuals with affective impulse buying and individuals with
cognitive impulse buying.

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL
IMPLICATIONS

The results provided a basis for increasing understanding of
impulse buying more likely during the COVID-19 pandemic and
shed light on how negative emotions influence impulse buying
and provided strong evidence for the close relationship between
cognitive characteristics (i.e., intolerance of uncertainty and
cognitive flexibility) and impulse buying. Our study illustrated
students exhibited more affective impulse buying than cognitive
impulse buying due to their experience of a wider range of
affect-inducing events during the COVID-19 pandemic. We
detected correlations between anxiety, depression, and impulse
buying. The hypothesized emotion-cognition-behavior loop was
supported by revealing that negative emotions and cognitive
characteristics interacted and exhibited their impacts on impulse
buying together. This study also suggested that increasing
tolerance to the uncertainty of internal/external environment
and learning flexible coping styles may help to reduce young

people’s impulse buying behaviors, thereby affording guidance
for individuals with maladaptive behaviors. These findings
offer useful guidance on professional counseling and mental
health education. The practitioners can teach students effective
strategies to enhance their cognitive flexibility and tolerance
to uncertainty, so as to reduce their panic and irrational
consumption during the COVID-19 epidemic.

CONCLUSION

Considering the changes in personal buying habits and
consumption patterns during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
present study explored roles of anxiety and depression in
triggering impulse buying. Besides that, how individual cognitive
characteristics affect individual pattern of impulse buying were
also examined among Chinese undergraduates. We found that
undergraduates scored significantly higher on the affective
facet of impulse buying than on the cognitive facet. Female
students exhibited more impulse buying tendency than males.
Intolerance of uncertainty fully mediated the relationships
between anxiety, depression, and affective impulse buying. While
cognitive flexibility fully mediated the relationships between
anxiety, depression, and cognitive impulse buying. These results
confirmed the two components of impulse buying tendency have
different cognitive characteristics. Future research will be needed
to determine the optimal format and content of intervention
programs from the perspective of improving individual cognitive
characteristics to reduce impulsive consumption.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Some shortcomings of the current study should be emphasized.
Firstly, the cross-sectional design limits its ability to infer the
causal relationship between study variables. For example, there
may be a reversed causal relationship between impulse buying
and negative emotions. In other words, people with a lower
frequency of impulse buying may be inherently less likely to have
anxiety or depression symptoms. Therefore, further longitudinal
investigation is necessary. Secondly, the imbalance of the gender
ratio hinders the generalization of this result. Our findings need
to be further verified in other populations. Future studies could
thus carry out more robust designs and even potentially infer
causality between negative emotions and impulsive buying.
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