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Abstract 
Irrational Online Shopping Behavior is defined as “a series of irrational deci-
sion-making behavior made by consumers due to the influence of various 
factors in the virtual web environment”. This paper aims to discuss irrational 
online shopping behavior of an excessive consumption, impulsive consump-
tion and bundled consumption under the influence of mental accounting, 
and further discusses the internal mechanism of irrational online shopping 
behavior from the perspective of mental accounting theory: that is, consum-
ers utilize a unique mental account when shopping online and how they 
mentally code, book, and value this account before, during, and after pur-
chase. Finally this paper seeks to serve as a practical inspiration towards con-
sumers and businesses. 
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1. Introduction 

With the development of the Internet and e-commerce industry, online shop-
ping market is becoming more and more mature. According to the “China In-
ternet Development Statistics Report” released by the China Internet Network 
Information Center (CNNIC), which shows that as of December 2016, Chinese 
netizens reached 731 million, a total of new Internet users of the year reached 
4299 million, the Chinese online shopping users reached 467 million. The con-
venience of online shopping, fast payment methods, and festive online promo-
tion activities have greatly increased consumers’ online shopping. About “chop 
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hand family”, “stockpile family”, “favorite Family” and other online shopping 
hot words vividly describe the irrational consumption of online shopping. A 
large number of consumers behave irrationally in the online shopping process, 
like “violation of utility maximization”, “unplanned purchase, lack of delibera-
tion”, and accompanied by “sudden, spontaneous purchase desire or impulse” 
[1] [2] [3], such irrational consumer behavior is presented in a new look in the 
context of the Internet. So, what is the psychological mechanism of this irration-
al online shopping behavior? This paper intends to explore the typical irrational 
online shopping behaviors such as consumer over-consumption, impulsive 
consumption and bundled consumption in the network context from the pers-
pective of mental accounting theory. 

Mental accounting theory is proposed based on the prospect theory by Ri-
chard Thaler [4]. In real life, consumers are subject to irrational purchasing de-
cisions due to various psychological factors and environmental stimuli [5]. 
Mental accounting theory believes that human mentally has an account with 
specific structure and characteristics. Different mental account has different ac-
counting methods and psychological algorithms, which make people often de-
viate from the rational principle of “Hypothesis of Economic Man” in deci-
sion-making. Mental accounting theory has a strong explanatory power for irra-
tional consumer behavior. Tversky and Kahneman introduced the study of 
mental accounting theory and consumer purchase decision behavior by design-
ing a series of scenario experiments [6]. For example, the “Concert Ticket Expe-
riment” confirms the non-fungibility characteristics between consumers’ differ-
ent spending accounts. The “Computer and Jacket” experiment indicates that 
consumers evaluate gains and losses from three different mental accounts when 
they perceive the price. Chip and Jack [7] suggest that mental accounts regulate 
people’s consumption behavior through mental budget. To be specific, people 
will set a budget for different consumption, but the budget is usually underesti-
mated or overestimated when buying a specific commodity, resulting in decision 
bias of under-consumption or over-consumption. They demonstrated the im-
portant role of the classified budget of the mental account in consumer deci-
sion-making through three experiments. In 1999, Thaler made a summary of the 
research on “mental accounting” in the past 20 years through the article “mental 
accounting matters” [8]. He suggested that mental accounting is the set of cogni-
tive operations used by individuals and households to organize, evaluate, and 
keep track of financial activities. 

We suggest that previous studies on online shopping behavior is mostly con-
centrated on building model of online shopping behavior in e-commerce field, 
some scholars concerned about the impact factors of irrational online shopping 
behavior from the perspective of environmental psychology [9]-[14], but little to 
explain how these factors affect the irrational online shopping behavior, scholars 
ignore the psychological value perception of consumers and the inherent me-
chanism of their irrational online shopping behavior. According to previous 
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studies, this paper defines the irrational behavior of online shopping as “in the 
network environment, a series of irrational decision-making behavior made by 
consumers under the influence of various factors”, and reveals the irrational 
purchase behavior of over-consumption, impulse spending and bundled con-
sumption in the network environment from the perspective of mental account-
ing theory. The mechanism of irrational online shopping behavior were dis-
cussed: that is, online consumers own an online shopping mental account and 
how they mentally coding, booking, and valuing this account before, during, and 
after purchase results in a series of irrational shopping behavior. 

2. The Irrational Online Shopping Behavior Caused by  
Mental Account 

A mental account is a process in which people mentally encode, classify, and 
evaluate results, especially economic outcomes [4] [15]. Flexibility, non-fungibility 
and budget control are important features of a mental account. Thaler further 
perfected the value function of prospect theory, expounded the value function 
hypothesis and mental arithmetic of mental accounting. It is believed that in re-
ality, consumers are not pursuing the maximization of utility in rational cogni-
tion in the process of mental arithmetic, but pursuing the maximization of emo-
tional satisfaction. Therefore, under the influence of mental accounting, online 
shoppers will have some irrational consumption behaviors. 

2.1. Flexibility of Mental Accounting and Excessive Consumption 

As an important feature of the mental accounting, flexibility of the mental ac-
counting refers to the resilience of a mental accounting, that is, the establish-
ment, settlement and closure of a mental account are affected by an individual’s 
self-control, which affects people’s consumption behavior and consumption de-
cision [16]. Consumers tend to find sufficient reasons for their own expenses. At 
the same time, consumers will flexibly regulate and manage their mental ac-
counts according to specific situations, so as to make corresponding consump-
tion decisions [17]. Consumers can’t test products (feeling, touching, and trial) 
when shopping online, without interpersonal communication, and they can’t get 
instant satisfaction [18], which is completely contrary to offline shopping [19]. 
Thus the rule of “rational economic man” that “all the information needed to 
make the decision is able to reach” is broken. At this time, the purchase behavior 
of online shoppers is largely influenced by online advertisements, product im-
ages, and website information. In fact, there are indeed many stimulating factors 
in the online environment that trigger consumer impulse purchases, prompting 
consumers to have temporary, out of control, and immediate shopping beha-
viors, such as attractive pictures, fancy product descriptions, and other Con-
sumer’s shopping information and experience, online chat rooms, online retail-
ers to remind consumers the promotion deadline through e-mail may cause 
consumers’ excitement and undermine the individual control ability of consum-
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ers [20]. Online retailers utilize a lot of environmental cues to create a hedonic 
environment for consumers, affecting their online shopping behavior [21]. For 
example, the free gifts and business integration plan on the net is a strategy to 
dispel feelings of guilt caused by excessive consumption and encourage their 
consumption behavior, aimed to reduce consumer’s concerns about the budget 
[21]. At this time, the higher the flexibility of a mental account, the more flexible 
regulation of individual’s mental account, then they will more likely to find jus-
tification for their own consumption expenditures, which have a higher willing-
ness to consume [18]. In short, the flexibility of the consumer’s mental account 
often makes it exceed the budget control under the temptation of the merchant, 
and excessive consumption occurs. 

2.2. Reference Point Effect of Mental Accounting and Impulsive  
Consumption  

According to the theory of mental accounting, the evaluation of the gains and 
losses of each decision is based on a certain reference point. People can use the 
status quo as a reference point, and the past experience as a reference point, or 
an expected value in the mind as a reference point [22]. In this way, people’s 
gains and losses are only a relative concept rather than an absolute concept in 
the theory of expected utility [1]. Nunes and Boatwright [23] pointed out that 
consumers are often exposed to a multi-price shopping environment, any of 
which may have an impact on consumers. Their research showed that the lower 
the price of a car is placed next to a very expensive car, it will increase purchases 
of the lowest bidder. A large number of studies have pointed out that consumers’ 
perceived price affects their willingness to shop [4] [24], the lower the price per-
ceived by online shoppers, the stronger the tendency to shop online [25]. Zhou 
and Wong [26] found through comparative studies that product prices are the 
most important factor affecting consumer impulse purchases. For example, in 
the catalogue, the merchant puts the expensive goods in front, inducing the cus-
tomer to complete the purchase in the lower prices of the subsequent pages. In 
fact, it is to raise the subjective reference price of the consumer, so that the lower 
the price perceived by the consumer, the easier it is to generate shopping beha-
vior. In fact, consumers cannot remember the actual price of the product [27]. 
Instead, they always mentally encode prices in a way that is higher or lower than 
the reference price [28]. 

Chen Xu and Zhou Meihua [29] proposed that the impulsive purchase beha-
vior in the network background mainly refers to consumers who have expe-
rienced a series of strong psychological reactions after being browsed through 
the online page, and which urges consumers to make an immediate purchase in-
tention without thinking. Businesses often set in similar products the highest 
price, lowest price and affordable to lure customers to buy affordable goods, and 
make them feel “happy”. Agee and Martin [30] believe that the advertisement 
information presented to consumers can influence the impulsive purchase of 
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consumers. Nunes and Boatwright [23] begs example, when consumers browse 
the website to purchase books, there is a pop-up ad of $124 dollars, the price is 
not very high for a trip, but compare to books it is quite expensive so that con-
sumers may buy more expensive books, or accept more expensive book out of 
their expection. This is because consumers use the initial price of advertising at 
$124 as the anchor point in their minds, so the money spent on books is rela-
tively small. In short, the consumer’s impulse online shopping behavior is sti-
mulated by the environmental cues and occurs the sudden purchase intention. 
Online retailers use the reference point effect of mental accounts to set up clever 
marketing methods, often causing consumers to voluntarily generate impulsive 
purchases in order to “benefit from it”. 

2.3. Mental Arithmetic of Mental Accounting and Bundled  
Consumption 

Thaler analyzes the preference of the value function in the different combina-
tions of gain and loss. He proposed the rules of gains and losses of the mental 
accounting: 1) segregate gains; 2) integrate losses; 3) integrate smaller losses with 
larger gains; 4) segregate small gains from larger losses [4]. When consumers 
evaluate promotions, they will unconsciously use the rules of gains and losses of 
the mental account in order to get the most benefit. Online promotion uses a va-
riety of incentives on existing electronic information technologies to encourage 
consumers to purchase large quantities of products or services [31]. Generally, 
bundle sales are divided into product bundles and price bundles [32]. Soman 
and Gourville [33] show that different semantic features influence how consum-
ers allocate prices to individual products. Sinha and Smith [34] found that con-
sumers prefer to “buy one get one”, instead of “buy two, each 50% off”, because 
they think that the latter must buy two products in order to get a discount, and 
the former only needs to buy one product. But in fact, the incentives for the two 
promotions are the same, only because consumers psychologically “encode and 
evaluate economic behaviors” [4], track financial activities, and record various 
costs and benefits in specific accounts [35]. 

Online shopping is different from physical store shopping. Consumers do not 
need to visit the supplier’s location in person to obtain the purchased items but 
through logistics. Therefore, the logistics freight costs are generated for the con-
sumers. The shipping policy retailers set will also affect the sales volume. There 
are usually bundled price and separation price [36] [37], that is, the freight gen-
erated by online shopping is free shipping and partitioned prices. Partitioned 
price form means “retailer divides total product price into net product price and 
transportation cost” [38]. Even if the two strategies are the same at the time of 
the final payment of the order, but the free shipping will increase the number of 
consumer orders [39], the possibility that online shopping cars are abandoned to 
pay is smaller [40]. Experiments have also shown that free shipping allows con-
sumers to perceive higher benefits and increase their demand [41]. In the eyes of 
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consumers, free shipping brings additional benefits, meaning they have no loss 
[38], and they feel more dissatisfied if they pay separately for goods and shipping 
[42]. Since goods and postage are consumer expenditures, according to the rules 
of the theory of mental accounting, multiple losses are biased toward the inte-
gration law to reduce the negative effects of expenditures. For the same two total 
amount of expenditure, online shoppers prefer free shipping products.  

In summary, consumer spending is a loss, and the merchant’s bundled sales 
strategy causes the consumer to reduce the perceived loss, thereby generating a 
bias in the consumption decision. 

3. The Mechanism of Irrational Online Shopping Behavior 
3.1. Mental Accounting of Online Shopping 

Many scholars and industrialists generally agree that transactions conducted 
through virtual media are different from transactions conducted in traditional 
shopping environments [43]. While many shoppers choose to shop online and 
offline, but whether it is the purchase of certain product categories in the pro-
pensity or sensitivity on shopping channels, consumers behavior in a network 
environment and traditional shopping store are different [44]. Large and heavy 
products are often the best-selling products on the Internet [45]. Studies have 
also shown that consumers have more brand loyalty to online shopping than of-
fline shopping, paying more attention to the size of the items, and the price sen-
sitivity is lower [19], and the perceived risk is higher [46]. Since the product 
cannot be touched and sold like a physical store during the online shopping 
process , the product share of the sensory categories that consumers purchase 
online is relatively small [45]. Thus, consumers will treat differently the two 
ways—shopping online and shopping offline, and mentally estimate its per-
ceived value to make the most advantageous choice. In view of this, this paper 
believes that the process of people’s valuation in the psychological layer of shop-
ping channels (online shopping and offline shopping) is actually the process of 
putting different shopping methods into different mental accounting. Mental 
accounting is an internal psychological process to mentally encode, record, clas-
sify and value people’s income, expenditure and store of their wealth when 
making economic decision [47]. Then, for the money expenditure of the shop-
ping process, people will calculate the classified accounts according to the 
spending channels of money, and have different management methods for the 
funds of different accounts. Therefore, this paper believes that people have a 
mental accounting for online shopping, which refers to a money payment ac-
count set up by consumers to implement shopping activities through the Inter-
net as a shopping channel. The online shopping mental account records, en-
codes, and evaluates shopping behavior before, during, and after shopping. 

3.2. The Perceived Value before Online Shopping 

The consumer’s value perception is to mentally study the shopping process. It is 
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the overall evaluation of the product or utility formed by consumers based on 
perceived gains and perceived losses in the shopping process [27]. Shopping 
channels exist in in-store purchases and online shopping two ways, while online 
shopping has some potential risks, but the choice of online shopping by con-
sumer is based on the overall evaluation of perceived gains and perceived loss. 

3.2.1. Perceived Value 
When online shopping and physical store shopping can get the same product, 
why do consumers choose online shopping methods that are full of risks and 
uncertainties? Studies have also said that the vast majority of people in the world 
have already selected the online shopping and purchased frequently, online 
shopping has become a new purchasing trend [48]. 

Mental accounting theory points out that individuals in the economic activi-
ties will involve two stages of perception and behavioral activities. In the first 
stage, the individual compares and measures the importance of the gain and the 
loss account, and forms a value judgment on the economic behavior. In the 
second stage, the individual forms a behavior choice for the economic activity 
based on the value judgment. Thaler [4] proposes three types of utility for indi-
viduals to make value judgments in economic activities: acquisition utility, 
transaction utility, and total utility. Acquisition utility refers to the value ob-
tained from the commodity relative to expenditure. Transaction utility refers to 
the perceived interests from the transaction. It refers to the difference between 
the actual price of the commodity and the reference price. The reference price 
refers to the price consumers want to pay for the product. The total utility ob-
tained from the purchase is the sum of the acquisition utility and the transaction 
utility, which is the total value perceived from the merchandise purchased. Then, 
if the products that are ultimately consumed are the same, there is no difference 
in acquisition utility no matter where you buy the product. If the consumer 
chooses to buy the product online, it is the transaction utility at work. Consum-
ers perceived that shopping online will be “more cost-effective” to get more 
psychological satisfaction. When making a purchase decision, consumers prefer 
to trade with merchants that offer the most value (the greatest utility) [25]. 

Campo and Breugelmans [44] believe that consumers “online shopping wil-
lingness is driven by perceived value, that is, consumers” perceived price, risk, 
convenience and pleasure in online shopping determine the overall value judg-
ment of consumers. The lower the price perceived by the consumer for the 
product, the greater the utility of the transaction. Because online channels to 
save the store layout, product display and shelf replenishment and other costs, 
retailers tend to give the lowest price to attract consumers. In online shopping, 
consumers compare different price of goods through bargaining unit (shopbots), 
and form their reference price, which greatly reduces the cost of shopping 
around when in-store and forms a perceived price for a certain commodity. One 
of the most important benefits of online shopping is its convenience [49]. For 
example, the convenience of product searching, providing different payment 
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methods and options for flexible delivery [50] [51], avoiding traffic to physical 
stores and competing with other shoppers [52]. According to mental accounting 
theory, greater convenience means the consumption of mental and physical 
energy in getting the product will be reduced, thus saving time and effort to im-
prove the effectiveness of the transaction utility [53]. By increasing transaction 
utility customers shopping online will have a higher perceived value. More and 
more consumers spend a lot of time just to find the pleasure of online shopping 
[54]. However, in the network environment consumer can not feel or touch the 
product in person will lead to greater uncertainty and higher risks of online 
purchasing, which makes the value judgment complicate [55]. Nonetheless, the 
experimental results of Gupta and Kim show that the perceived risk of online 
shopping for consumers has no significant impact on online shopping willing-
ness [25]. And through the network virtual try-on technology can also enhance 
consumer participation [56], reduce their perceived risk. 

In summary, with the application of new technologies and new modes in the 
e-commerce industry, the online shopping market is becoming more and more 
mature. When consumers perceive the value of online shopping outweigh the 
store shopping, they often tend to choose online shopping. 

3.2.2. Open the Mental Account of Online Shopping 
The mental account of online shopping is the consumer’s management of the 
wealth expenditure in the online shopping channel. Once the consumer chooses 
the way to shop online, it will generate a value judgment on the account and 
evaluate the budget. The convenience to use the network and the virtual money 
spending in the internet, contributed to the open of the accounts. 

1) Easy Availability of Open Account 
Internet applications bring a favorable and efficient way to the shopping en-

vironment, where consumers can make purchase decisions or transactions any-
time, anywhere [57]. Various electronic products and their applications are ra-
pidly strengthening online shopping and actual purchases [58]. Wei [48] sug-
gests that website marketing and social culture influence are the two main fac-
tors that generate online shopping intention, such as using website advertise-
ments, promotions, etc. to inform consumers of the characteristics of products. 
In addition, consumers may also shop online because of the influence of friends 
and family members. Once the stimulus presented, consumers generated pur-
chase intention tend to make the reaction immediately. Due to the portability of 
mobile devices and the ability of mobile networks to connect anywhere, anytime 
[59], Internet retailers provide information search and product purchases 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week [60], then consumers can easily access mobile online 
shopping platform anytime, anywhere [61], online shopping can be done at any 
trivial time. That is when consumers face the shopping stimulus, whether the 
stimulus from the environmental factors or social and cultural impact, the con-
venience of shopping on the network will allow consumers to instantly mentally 
divide, code, value, and budget the money spent on the online shopping channel. 
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2) Virtualization of Money 
The “non-fungibility” feature of the mental accounting is characterized by the 

fact that the mental accounting has a specific account structure and category, 
and the consumer will classify the mental account according to the source of 
wealth, different consumption expenditure items and different storage methods 
[4]. For example, according to previous studies, money is usually classified into 
mental accounts of regular income and windfall gains based on the source of the 
money [62]. In general, consumers prefer to use windfall gains for pleasure con-
sumption [4], and tend to use regular income for daily expenditures, savings, 
family building and personal development expenditures [16]. The cognitive 
process of classification and management of mental accounts according to 
sources of wealth, is called the “cognitive label (cognition tag)” of mental ac-
counting, that is, to put their money into “regular income” and “windfall” [63]. 
With the use of electronic information technology in the field of payment, pay-
ment instruments have evolved from cash and bank card payments to a variety 
of innovative payment methods such as the Internet and mobile phones. Some 
studies say that when people use cash to check out, it is obviously more “stingy” 
than when they swipe their cards, because cash expenditures are visible, and in 
the face of relatively large expenses, In the face of relatively large expenses, it is 
equivalent to spending a relatively large proportion of money from the existing 
few cash accounts. So it also reminds people of the amount of labor paid before, 
which brings a greater pain to pay. Electronic payment does not have a visuali-
zation of the amount of money in the unit. It is a digital concept for consumers 
when it is spent, which weakens the concept of money itself. Additionally, the 
online shopping payment process is more convenient and quick only by a click 
of the mouse button. Some studies say that when stimulants are present, online 
shoppers’ purchase behavior is more impulsive [64]. Therefore, since the domi-
nant electronic payment methods in the online shopping, the digital and virtua-
lization features of payment allow consumers to weaken the source of money’s 
“cognitive label”, but also easy to open a mental account of online shopping. 

3.3. The Choice Decision during Online Shopping 

Consumers have a potential online shopping mental account when they judge 
the value of the economic activity of online shopping and perceive its positive 
utility. Once the shopping incentives trigger consumers’ online shopping inten-
tions and open their online shopping mental accounts, consumers enter the 
stage of searching for products, establishing reference points, and making pur-
chasing decisions. 

3.3.1. Establish Reference Point 
According to mental accounting theory, people’s subjective judgment on a cer-
tain value is relative to a natural reference point, changes of reference point can 
cause changes in people’s subjective valuation. People are more concerned about 
the changes caused by the reference point rather than the absolute level. People 
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can use the status quo as a reference point, or they can have a certain value in the 
mind as a reference point [22]. When shopping online, consumers can’t touch 
and feel the texture of the goods, and can only be compared and evaluated 
through visual perception. To make up for online shopping goods anaphia, pic-
tures and other carriers directly reflecting the product information is widely 
used in the online shop, and improve customer’s intention to purchase [65]. 
Compared with text information, image information is more accurate, compre-
hensive and vivid in the presentation of product information, so its role in on-
line stores is growing. Online retailers use a lot of environmental cues to create a 
hedonic environment for consumers, affecting their online shopping behavior 
[21], such as attractive pictures, imaginative product descriptions, etc. [20]. Es-
pecially in the display of clothing pictures, when consumers buy clothing prod-
ucts on the Internet, in the process of understanding the pictures of clothing, 
they often imagine the clothing products they see as the clothes they have seen 
or used before, using the impression in their mind to recognize and judge the 
pictures of clothing they see, forming a psychological mindset. Kim [66] pointed 
out that when seeing a standardized model showing clothes, consumers might 
put themselves in the picture to determine if a certain type of clothing (fit, color 
and style) is right for them. Therefore, when consumers browse the information 
of attractive product pictures on the online store, even though these pictures are 
processed by beautification processing, consumers have formed a subjective ref-
erence point for certain products in their minds, and then form a good expecta-
tions for the use of the product. 

3.3.2. Payment Decision 
Whether to make payment decisions is the key to studying consumer behavior. 
Unlike physical store shopping, online stores offer consumers a wealth of infor-
mation and product categories, allowing consumers to search information and 
purchase 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and offer a variety of new ways to 
present their products [60]. Schwartz [67] pointed out that consumers tend to 
hold high expectations toward large set of options, believe that the large set of 
options are more diverse, and there will be more choice, more likely to choose 
the items with their ideal product to match. Therefore, online shopping does not 
have to go out, no waiting in line, no restrictions on business hours, and the 
ability to shop anytime and anywhere, so that consumers will spend more time 
and energy to compare products. The mental accounting is proposed by Thaler 
in explaining the sunk cost effect in consumption decision [15]. Arkes and Blu-
mer [68] suggest that sunk cost investments include money investment, effort, 
or time. This paper believes that consumers’ online shopping mental accounts 
will naturally contain the sunk costs caused by information search, which will 
affect consumers’ payment decisions. Arkes and Blumer [68] believe that indi-
viduals consider the sunk cost when making decisions because individuals are 
often reluctant to accept the fact that previous investment were wasted. If you 
don’t continue to invest in this unsuccessful investment, you will accept that loss 
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has happened. So the sunk cost effect reflects a desire to avoid waste. Because of 
the sunk cost to make payment decision, there is no shortage of examples in on-
line shopping: when it takes two hours to go online to buy a coat for business 
trips, the style or color is barely satisfactory, but avoiding the loss of two hours 
of search has nothing to gain, the consumer chose a coat to make a payment de-
cision, although the utility at this time is not maximized. For rational consum-
ers, the losses or costs experienced in the past that cannot be recovered in the 
future should not be considered in decision-making. However, people are more 
or less motivated to make up for past losses or to seek future benefits [69]. In 
summary, because the information acquisition in the online shopping process is 
more convenient and larger, consumers often invest a lot of time and energy in 
screening in order to obtain the most ideal products, and then largely make 
payment decisions which are considered to have committed “Sunk Cost Fallacy”. 

3.4. Account Management after Online Shopping 

According to the theory of mental accounting, when a consumer establishes a 
mental accounting and makes an investment for the account, the consumer’s 
account will remain open until the investment is completed and a certain in-
come is obtained, then the consumer’s account is written off. When the con-
sumer completes the online shopping payment decision, it will evaluate the gain 
and loss of the account and close the account in a self-helpful manner. 

3.4.1. Evaluation of Account 
After implements payment decisions from the online shopping, it can’t be like 
the physical store shopping, you can immediately get the product and the con-
sumption experience at the same time. Consumers need to use logistics to get 
the items they bought. At this point, there is a separation between consumption 
and payment, that is, online shopping is a kind of prepaid consumption. The 
“Double-channel Mental Account Theory” proposed by Prelec and Loewenstein 
pointed out that there are two channels in consumer decision-making, one 
channel records the positive utility obtained from consumption after payment , 
that is, “the pleasure of consumption”; while the other channel records the dis-
utility to pay to obtain benefits, that is, “the pain of paying” [70]. In the prepaid 
consumption, especially when the time interval between payment and consump-
tion is quite long, the payment and consumption link is weak, so consumers are 
less likely to think about the cost of purchase when they consume, and the pain 
caused by payment will also be greatly reduced, thus having greater consumer 
utility. When consumers’ online shopping products match their ideal products 
to a higher degree, consumers can fully immerse themselves in the product ex-
perience, fully enjoy the happiness of consumption, and less consider the cost of 
purchase. At this point, consumers hold sustained high positive evaluation to-
ward the online shopping mental accounts they set, there is a biased assessment 
of the loss and gain of the account, which in turn prefer online shopping chan-
nels. On the other hand, the weaker dual-channel linkage between consumption 
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and payment will also lead consumers to overestimate their future consumption 
utility, resulting in unnecessary expenses and excessive expenses. Such as the 
consumer’s stocking behavior during the e-commerce promotion. 

3.4.2. Closure of Account 
According to the theory of mental accounting, when consumers end an online 
shopping task, they need to close the online shopping mental account. But in the 
online shopping process, consumers invested time, effort and money. When 
consumers’ online shopping products match their ideal products to a lower de-
gree, it results in the individual’s mental accounts at a loss. While the balance 
principles of mental accounting requires the individual to close the account “sa-
tisfactorily” in some kind of profit state, otherwise the individual will experience 
negative emotions. If the investment is no longer profitable, they will be forced 
to close the “red-headed account”, but such behavior is very disgusting, so 
people will try to get some benefit by trying to balance their previous costs [71]. 
For example, consumers would change the evaluation of products, self per-
suaded to accept slightly unfavorable product, or attribute the problem to the 
transaction shop rather than the entire online shopping platform, and then 
search for the next target online shop, even though the return service to obtain 
positive returns. In this way, through some positive behaviors, consumers can 
psychologically balance the gains and losses in the account, gain some value and 
benefits, and thus offset the expenditure in the mental account. In short, when 
the online shopping product meets the commodity reference in the consumer’s 
expectation, the online shopping mental account utility at this time is positive, 
and the consumer is happy to close the account. However, when the online 
shopping product is far from the consumer’s expected product reference, in or-
der to prevent the mental accounting from being closed in a loss state, the con-
sumer will self-adjust through a series of positive actions to close the account in 
the profit state. In this way, the utility of the account will not be negative, and 
the consumer can start the next online shopping task. 

In summary, although online shopping has triggered irrational online shop-
ping behaviors such as over-consumption, impulsive consumption and bundled 
consumption, the number of Chinese Internet users and online shopping users 
released by China Internet Information Center is high every year, and even in-
creases every year. The impact mechanism of mental accounting on irrational 
online shopping behaviors plays a role in consumers’ perception of the value of 
online shopping channels, payment decisions for goods and the management of 
online shopping mental accounts. 

4. Research Implications 
4.1. Implications to Consumers 

Consumers should be aware that online shopping is prone to irrational consum-
er behavior. On the one hand, consumers can make full use of the convenience 
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brought by online shopping, on the other hand, consumers should also be fa-
miliar with the mechanism of individual mental accounting in the online shop-
ping process. The following suggestions can prevent irrational online shopping 
behavior for consumers. First, set up budget funds for each consumer expendi-
ture, and strictly control consumption according to budget, and always be vigi-
lant against the authenticity of the pictures and texts displayed by the merchants 
to avoid temptation. Second, compare the sales prices of online products with 
tools such as price comparators. Internet shopbots are automated tools that al-
low customers to search for prices and product characteristics from online re-
tailers at a click of a button [72]. It is possible to categorize shopbot design into 
three generations: stand-alone, contextual, and personalized. Take some exam-
ples, Price Scan, CNET Shopper, EdgeGain and Click the Button. Since mer-
chants often use different levels of price, such as setting the highest price and the 
lowest price to confuse consumers to choose the middle price strategy to in-
crease sales volume, consumers have to choose by comparing the prices of dif-
ferent businesses. Third, identify the bundled sales strategy of the business. Ac-
tivities such as “buy one get one free” and “free gift” are the mental arithmetic of 
mental accounting the business used to stimulate consumers shopping behavior. 
But it is possible that the merchant raises the price and then bundles it for sale. 
Therefore, the consumer has to make a rational distinction. Fourth, consumers’ 
choice of shopping channels should be selected according to the type of goods 
purchased. For sensory goods, physical store purchases are better, while large 
items can be purchased online, but be wary of risks such as payment security and 
product quality. Fifth, when purchasing goods online, compare the text informa-
tion displayed by the merchants. For the clothing pictures displayed by the mod-
els, pay attention to whether the model size matches yourself. Try to choose the 
clothing store that can provide virtual try-on, avoiding referring to standardized 
images displayed by merchants. Sixth, because consumers’ management of 
mental accounting will take into account the sunk costs of economic activities, 
they often make decision biases. Therefore, reasonable consumers should try to 
make decisions that maximize their utility when making shopping decisions. 
And the best way to minimize the impact of sun cost is as follows: first of all, no 
longer consider recovering losses and try to forget about costs when making 
purchase; second, make adjustments in time and relax when sunk cost occurred; 
third, rationally make new decisions upon another purchase behavior. You 
should always remember to consider the cost and benefits together of an eco-
nomic activity, and you don’t need only to consider the cost you have already 
paid. 

4.2. Implications to Business  

After understanding the consumer’s purchasing psychology and consumption 
habits, online retailers can better increase the sales of goods according to these 
rules. The following suggestions can be used as a reference for merchant promo-
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tions. First, fully improve and tap the advantages of online shopping platforms. 
To provide consumers with rich product information, innovative information 
presentation methods, combined with video, audio, reference clothing simula-
tion try-on technology, 3D technology to enhance the authenticity of consumer 
experience products. At the same time, reduce the payment risk of online shop-
ping platform, improve the credit level and product quality of its own opera-
tions, and establish a long-term vision. Second, make full use of the rules of the 
consumer’s mental accounting to make the promotion method more diversified. 
The bundling strategy can be implemented with the same total price of the 
goods, or the price of the off-season products can be reduced to bundle the sea-
sonal products. In short, let consumers feel the “earned” shopping experience. 
Third, make full use of the carnival shopping festivals of major e-commerce 
companies, vigorously promote the promotion of profit-making gimmicks, and 
comprehensively lead consumers to experience the trend of online shopping 
from multimedia channels such as television, internet, and advertising. Fourth, 
especially for apparel business shop, in addition to trying to show the effect of 
the standard model figure to attract consumers, there should be choices of mul-
tiple different models to try on. This can reflect the merchant’s intention to the 
consumer, but also to meet the diverse needs of customers. Fifth, cleverly set up 
the display of product information. Merchants should grasp the psychology that 
most online shoppers are willing to spend time searching for the best products. 
In the default presentation state, merchants can arrange the good quality prod-
ucts a little bit backwards to attract consumers search further, and bring surpris-
es to consumers. At the same time, the sunk cost effect will also increase the like-
lihood of consumer payment decisions. Sixth, taking advantage of the weak link 
between consumption and payment in online shopping, merchants should 
launch multiple purchases with one-time payment to blur the price of individual 
types of goods and increase the sales volume of goods.  

5. Conclusions 

This paper aims to discuss irrational online shopping behavior of an excessive 
consumption, impulsive consumption and bundled consumption under the in-
fluence of mental accounting, and further discusses the internal mechanism of 
irrational online shopping behavior from the perspective of mental accounting 
theory: that is, consumers utilize a unique mental account when shopping online 
and how they mentally code, book, and value this account before, during, and 
after purchase. This paper has contributed further understanding of the way in 
which online consumer behavior can be influenced by mental accounting, and 
ultimately has an impact upon purchasing intentions. 

Despite the contribution to propose a practical inspiration towards consumers 
and businesses, the limitations of the paper need to be highlighted. This paper is 
an application-oriented article in the field of consumer decision-making, but this 
article lacks empirical research when exploring the impact of mental accounting 
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on various online shopping behaviors. At the same time, the real psychological 
reaction of online shoppers in the three stages—before, during and after the 
purchase behavior—should be obtained through interviews or questionnaires. In 
addition, applied research should try to select some field study to obtain some 
real data and research samples, increasing the ecological validity of the research. 
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