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1.  Research Background
1.1  Research Rationale
In 2019, consumers are bombarded with multi-channel marketing campaigns, encouraged to make purchasing decisions around a variety of promotional activities and major life events.  Clarke & Mortimer (2013) reveal how appropriate sensory stimuli can influence mood, decision-making, impulsiveness and propensity to spend.  With technology evolution creating more competitive, user-friendly trading environments (Chang & Tseng, 2014), a shift in orientation from mass-marketing to product differentiation and customisation (Kaur, 2014) and developments in social communication changing pre-exposure product beliefs, attitudes and behaviours (Venkatesh & Goyal, 2010), it is therefore fair to assume consumers are more likely than ever to purchase impulsively, regret their actions and switch brand allegiances.  

Rotstein (2017) discloses 84.8% of Brits have fallen victim to impulsive in-store shopping behaviour vs 78.2% online and 65% of impulsive consumers make spontaneous purchases at least once a month. Gough (2016) suggests Britons spend around £21.7bn on impulse purchases each year.  Skelton & Allwood (2017) disclose that 82% of adults in the UK have regretted a past purchase and 67% of adults regretted a purchase in the previous 12 months.  Their analysis estimates the annual expenditure of regretted purchases in the UK to be in the region of £5bn to £25bn, equating to 2-10% of annual consumer spending.  Digging deeper into the results, Skelton & Allwood (2017) suggest 31% of Baby & Children’s Toys and Equipment consumers have regretted a past purchase, with 14% regretting it within the previous 12 months.

1.2  Definitions
Baumeister (2002, p670) defines impulsive buying behaviour as “unplanned or spontaneous purchases without careful or fair consideration for long-term goals, ideals, decisions and plans”.  Such behaviour may come as a consequence of a provided incentive, lacking rationality and alternative evaluation where purchases can be linked with cognitive dissonance and post-purchase regret (Imam, 2014, p23).

Sweeney et al (2000) as cited in Clarke & Mortimer (2013, p474) refer to post-purchase regret as “an individual’s psychological discomfort subsequent to the purchasing decision”.  Zeelenburg & Pieters (2006) as cited in Lee & Cotte (2009, p456) build on this definition, suggesting regret is “an aversive emotion that people are motivated to avoid, suppress, deny and regulate” based on outcomes that could have been better if they had chosen differently.  Consumer post-purchase regret is believed to be a common emotion, complicated by personalised coping and risk mitigation strategies.  

1.3  Literature Review 
Abundant research exists around retail and consumer behaviour.  The fields of impulse buying and post purchase regret have interested researchers and marketing practitioners for the last 60 years (Muruganatham & Bhakat (2013).  Impulse buying tendency and induction techniques have been studied for five decades (Stern, 1962; Cobb & Hoyer, 1986; Rook, 1987; Bayley & Nancarrow, 1998; Beatty & Ferrell, 1998; Parboteeah et al, 2009).  Academics have also considered the effects of regret according to customer satisfaction (Inman et al, 1997), purchase intentions/brand switching (Inman & Zeelenberg, 2002) and product types/demographics (Ali & Ramay, 2011 as cited in Clarke & Mortimer, 2013).  However, a preliminary literature review suggests there is a lack of intelligence that ties the two fields together, particularly at a product cluster level.  




2.  Research Details
2.1  Research Question & Problem Definition
A clear, interesting opportunity therefore exists to better explore the literature, building upon areas of Skelton & Allwood’s research.

“How does consumer impulse and post-purchase regret behaviour differ by gender in the UK Baby Car Seat market?”

Baby car seats are designed with security in mind to protect young children from injury or fatality when vehicle collisions occur.  Four types of car seat segments exist (Infant, Booster, Combination and Convertible) varying according to the height and weight of a child and whether fixings are seatbelt or isofix oriented.  According to Technavio (2018), the Global Baby Car Seat market is valued at $6.5bn, expected to grow at a CAGR of 4% between 2018 and 2022.  As of 2017, Europe accounts for 30% of market share by value (TMR, 2018).  Key market growth drivers include increased regulation, product innovation, advances in technology, premiumisation, increasing online research, purchasing convenience and increased market competition (BusinessWire, 2018), allowing consumers to make better purchasing decisions around style, value, safety and comfort for the benefit of their children.  Key market challenges include the short lifecycle of baby car seats and increased manufacturing costs as regulation changes put pressure on quality checks and manufacturer ratings.

DfT (2018) advise there are currently 37.9 million vehicles licensed for use on UK roads, 82.7% of which are cars.  According to ONS (2017a) statistics, there are 27.2 million households and 19 million families in the UK.  ONS (2017b) imply the UK population is on an upwards growth trajectory, expected to climb from 66.5m in 2018 to 71.3m in 2030, with stable live birth rates over the last decade (approximately 775,000 per annum).  Looking into the detail of Appendix 5.2a, 7.98 million UK families have dependent children suggesting the immediate target audience (and potential for dissatisfied consumers) for car seat manufacturers and retailers is around 42% of families. 

Using data from a Welsh baby car seat manufacturer with a typical online returns rate of around 7% for car seats (Ickle Bubba, 2018), there is an opportunity to better understand the factors that drive impulsive buying behaviour and post-purchase regret amongst male and female parents and guardians in this category.  As Baby Car Seat purchases are a legal requirement and if these returns rates and Skelton & Allwood’s (2017) research are representative of industry norms, it is fair to assume tens to hundreds of thousands of UK consumers have (at some point) been unhappy with their car seat purchases.

This study gives the researcher free-reign to use quantitative and qualitative research to explore the negative consumer emotional responses, developing fresh insights, specific to a growing market segment which currently lacks both academic and practitioner interrogation.  

2.2  Research Objectives
A consumer survey will be designed to examine impulse buying motivations and factors of regret for any adult with parental or guardianship responsibilities in the UK.  There will be 6 key objectives:

1. Establish whether there’s a link between impulse decision making and post-purchase regret in the Baby Car Seat category
2. Establish whether male and female parents and guardians make purchasing decisions based on different impulses and emotions
3. Establish whether male and female parents and guardians experience different regret drivers 
4. Determine how these decisions and concerns vary across different demographics, socio-economic conditions and sales channels
5. Evaluate how regret impacts brand loyalty in this category
6. Recommend forward-looking product and marketing strategies that can help brands improve STP performance and develop more fruitful relationships with UK parents & guardians

2.3  Scope & Limitations of Study
This exploratory study, will focus on post 2008-2012 recession behaviour amongst baby consumers and will not address the complexity of changing dynamics impacted by recent macro-economic VUCA events like Brexit and US-China trade tensions.  Deeper research is required to better understand the influence of these socio-economic challenges and other regulatory changes that subsequently come into effect in the Baby Car Seat category.

This study also assumes all positive and negative emotions influence impulse behaviour, regret and brand loyalty with an equal weighting.  In reality, consumers will have different coping behaviours and levels of tolerance in different contextual settings.

2.4  Theoretical Principles & Conceptual Models
A variety of journal databases, textbooks, consultancy material, analytical tools and other credible online sources will be used to understand underlying principles, historical context and to analyse new consumer information.  The researcher will draw upon tools and principles from Marketing and Strategic Management, focusing on understanding consumer behaviour to build better competitive strategies and deeper relationships.  The researcher anticipates a need to engage a variety of support topics to build out a robust dissertation agenda.  Conceptual Models around impulse behaviour, dissatisfaction, emotion and post-purchase regret are likely to underpin the research.

Conceptual Models
Figure 1 highlights the interplay of emotion, probability and feelings during the judgement or decision process.

Figure 1:  Conceptual Model A
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Loewenstein et al (2001)


Figure 2 showcases the expected relationships between impulse buying tendency, pre-purchase mood and post-purchase mood.



Figure 2:  Conceptual Model B
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Ozer & Gultekin (2015)

Figure 3 exposes how consumers can regret both the outcome (what they bought) and process (how they bought it) of a purchase. 

Figure 3:  Conceptual Model C
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Lee & Cotte (2009)

Lu et al (2012), discuss how re/purchase intention is critical to retail success and customer dis/satisfaction is one of the key factors that guide such intentions (Figure 4).  Theoretical perspectives from psychology and economics have converged around consumption behaviour, suggesting emotions have relevance guiding an individual’s thinking, decision-making and actions (Loewenstein et al, 2001; Dubé & Menon 2000 as cited in Lu et al, 2012).  Izard (1977) as cited in Lu et al (2012) identifies 3 sets of human emotions:  Positive (e.g. interest & joy), Negative (e.g. anger, disgust, contempt, shame, guilt, sorrow, distress & fear) and Mixed (e.g. surprise). 





Figure 4:  Conceptual Model D
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Lu et al (2012, p227)

A preliminary literature review also suggests discussion and primary research could also be developed around other theoretical principles including:

· Motivation Theory, Self-Determination Theory
· Social Exchange/Capital Theory, Utility Theory, Prospect Theory & Network Effects
· Innovation and Product Lifecycle Theory

2.5  Hypotheses
· H1:  Impulsive Baby Car Seat consumers are more likely to experience dissatisfaction and post-purchase regret
· H2:  Male Baby Car Seat consumers are more likely to buy impulsively
· H3:  Impulsive behaviour will be less common amongst first time parents but post purchase regret will be greater
· H4:  The more negative the experience or belief about the product, the greater the regret
· H5:  Dissatisfaction will reduce re/purchase intention and brand loyalty
· H6:  Post-purchase regret in the Baby Car Seat category will be more common for online purchases than it will be for in-store purchases
· H7:  Post purchase regret will be less common amongst older parents/guardians and more common amongst those with lower household incomes.  This challenges the notion of a “wellbeing-consumption paradox” (Fanning & O’Neill, 2018), i.e. the idea that as people become more affluent, they become less satisfied and are more likely to experience buyer’s remorse
· H8:  Regional differences in the results will be significant enough for retailers and manufacturers to consider refining their strategies


3.  Research Design
3.1  Research Paradigm & Methodology
Schwandt (2001) as cited in Chilisa & Kawulich (no date) reveals a complexity around what social scientists define as a research paradigm (i.e. a world view driven by ontological, epistemological and axiological beliefs). Every researcher will have their own view as to what constitutes truth and knowledge.  Such views guide critical thinking, commitments, beliefs, values, methods, assumptions and outlooks within society and will therefore result in different approaches for systematic enquiry.  For this project, the researcher will work within an “interpretative paradigm”, using comparative, deductive, cross-sectional techniques for the study as this seems more suitable for data comparison and testing the hypotheses within a limited time frame (Figure 5).  Hantrais (1995) also confirms comparative research methods are commonly used to identify, analyse and explain similarities and differences across society, therefore helping to assess responses by gender.  

Figure 5:  Research Onion Diagram
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Saunders et al (2009) as cited in UoD (no date)

3.2  Research Methods
Mixed methods are preferred, however, the bulk of primary research will be quantitative, gathering retrospective insights and forward-looking perspectives from consumers in the researcher’s direct and indirect networks.  

A diverse group of baby car seat consumers will be invited to respond to an English language survey designed to gather market intelligence and demographic data.  In order to drive meaningful results, respondent feedback will only be considered if car seats have been purchased within the last 5 years (2014 and beyond).  This ensures feedback can be interpreted in conjunction with current designs and safety regulations (Boyce, 2018).  Consumer survey questions will touch upon demographics, brand perspectives, impulse triggers, factors of dissatisfaction, negative emotion & regret and re/purchase intention/brand loyalty.

Qualitative interview research would also be desirable (but not compulsory) to compliment existing literature and to develop insights around real-life working practices and beliefs within specialist organisations that operate in the market segment.  


3.3  Data Collection & Analysis
The researcher will employ SurveyMonkey (a powerful online data collection tool) based on ease of use, affordability and analytical strength, utilising social media networking sites such as LinkedIn, Facebook and MumsNet to support the acquisition of feedback from UK customers. These platforms are the most effective way to scale and appeal to a large audience, ideally creating a “snowball effect” with the sampling process.

A combination of Nominal, Ordinal and Ratio data will be used in the consumer survey and for some of the questions, it will be possible to use the Net Promoter System to sort customer satisfaction ratings into promoter, passive and detractor groups.  SPSS software will also be used to process and perform statistical analysis on the results.

From a qualitative perspective, the researcher will attempt to conduct face to face or telephone interviews with credible industry representatives to supplement consumer research data.

3.4  Reliability, Validity, Triangulation & Bias
This research intends to drive independent and objective consumer insights within a time constrained window but the strength of conclusions can be directly influenced by design flaws and consumer/researcher bias.  In order to improve validity with the design, the survey structure will be reviewed with the dissertation supervisor, compared to similar research surveys and tested through a pilot process prior to rollout.  To help reduce the levels of bias in the results, Semantic Differential (MaxDiff) Scales, Graphic Rating Scales and Likert Scales (Taylor, 2018) will be used to capture and standardise feedback where free-text inputs are not required.  Responses will also be removed from the analysis if unusual repetitive patterns are identified (i.e. respondents quickly click easy answers to qualify for the gift incentive).  A 5-year time horizon and a reward-based survey may be useful in driving adoption whilst filtering out more of the extreme responses that are driven by irrationality and high levels of emotion.

The primary respondents are likely to be categorised as follows:
· Current parents, step-parents, foster-parents, adoptive parents & grandparents
· Prospective parents, step-parents, foster-parents, adoptive parents & grandparents
· Friends and relatives of the aforementioned
· Carers/Teachers/Nursery Employees
· Employees of companies in the Travel & Leisure industry who cater to families

A representative sample of UK respondents will be targeted.  According to a SurveySystem (2018) Sample Size Calculator Tool, 384 responses is desirable for a maximum population of 2,473,800 (31% of 7.98m families who may have regretted a purchase) at 95% confidence level and a confidence interval of 5.  The researcher’s direct social media network contains approximately 1250 people, 70% UK based.  Assuming a conservative 5% response rate, this could drive 60 survey responses.  According to Alexa (2018), Mumsnet has a global traffic rank of 6713 and is the 269th most popular website in the UK.  Their “Active Talk” Community Board (Mumsnet, 2018) suggests incentivised surveys typically receive between 50 and 120 responses. The combined target number of organic consumer responses for the survey is expected to be between 115 and 210.  The upper estimate equates to 0.003% of UK families with dependent children.

In the absence of organic survey uptake, the contingency plan is to work with paid survey agencies to drive consumer panel responses as this will broaden the recipient base whilst helping to smoothen the effects of geographic bias in the results within the researcher’s direct network.  There will be no external intellectual input to the survey or analysis.  This solution would only facilitate data capture.

3.5  Ethical Considerations
The researcher commits to following the code of conduct and best practices outlined in UWTSD’s “Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice, 2017 – 2020” guide (UWTSD, 2018) supported by the PG2-E1 Ethics Form where appropriate.

Personally identifiable information will be minimised and removed from the final analysis.  Collected data will be checked for completeness and context to improve levels of validation.  The researcher will ask for optional email address inputs to incentivise respondents with a series of gift vouchers during the collection period and to follow up with consumers to seek clarifications around free text inputs.  Survey respondents will also be presented with up front information that outlines the scope and purpose of the study and will need to give proactive, explicit consent as per the requirements of new EU GDPR legislation.  

Survey responses will be downloaded and analysed on the researcher’s laptop, temporarily stored on a secure desktop location and on an encrypted USB hard drive for data recovery.  This information will be kept for a period of 1 year after final submission of the research project to University of Wales, Trinity St David (UWTSD) at which point, records will be permanently deleted.  The laptop hardware also has built in Apple Mac security protection, supplemented by Kaspersky 2018 antivirus software to mitigate risk around data breaches.

3.6  Resource & Planning
In light of professional commitments, business travel & family responsibilities, time management and tutor coordination will be key to the success of the research project.  SurveyMonkey, Social Media and Community Forum subscriptions will be free but additional budget may be required for the purpose of data acquisition and data analysis.  In such circumstances, expenses will be covered at the researcher’s own cost.  The researcher intends to allow 3 months for data collection and analysis, submitting the final dissertation for the October 2019 exam board.  A provisional timeline for the project is outlined below:
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Appendix 5.2c:  UK Births, Deaths and Natural Change, 1955 - 2015
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