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SPONTANEOUS SALES

As the lingering pandemic continues to impact their lives, grocery shoppers are changing the way — and the why 
— they make unplanned purchases. 

Whether shopping in stores or online, grocery customers are making frequent unplanned purchases — those not 
on their physical or mental shopping list — that are most often spurred by three causes: product deals, a desire 
to try new things and remembering something they needed or wanted while shopping, according to a January 
2021 survey of more than 1,000 U.S. adult grocery shoppers by Advantage Sales, part of Advantage Solutions, and 
Suzy Inc.

A majority (57%) of both brick-and-mortar and digital grocery shoppers (those buying online or with a grocery app) 
are adding unplanned purchases to their baskets every time or most times they shop, the survey found.

AN ADVANTAGE SALES PULSE SURVEY

Why Grocery Shoppers Are Making 
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More than four in 10 of the shoppers surveyed are 
digital grocery shoppers, with 17% saying most of their 
grocery shops are done online/with a grocery app 
and 27% saying they buy their groceries equally off 
a digital shelf and in a store. But even when grocery 
shopping is done away from traditional in-store 
influencers, unplanned purchases are common. 
In fact, grocery shoppers are making unplanned 
purchases more frequently off a digital shelf than a 
physical one. One-third of grocery shoppers (32%) 
who most often shop or equally shop online or with a 
grocery app say they make an unplanned purchase 
every time they shop. One-fourth of those who 
most often shop or shop equally in stores make a 
spontaneous purchase each time they make a trip to 
a physical location.

“Grocery shoppers are 
making unplanned purchases 
more frequently off a digital 
shelf than a physical one.” 

Asked what typically caused their unplanned 
purchases, in-store and digital shoppers agree on 
the top three motivators: A product sale, their desire 
to try something new, or remembering something 
they needed or wanted while shopping. 

Shoppers in a store are more likely than those 
shopping from a digital shelf (61% vs. 47%) to say a 
good deal is most likely to cause them to pick up an 
item at the spur of the moment. 

“Asked what typically 
caused their unplanned 
purchases, in-store and digital 
shoppers agree on the top three 
motivators: A product sale, 
their desire to try something 
new, or remembering something 
they needed or wanted while 
shopping."

More than half (55%) of in-store shoppers and 
44% of digital grocery shoppers point to the desire 
to “try something new” as typically causing their 
spontaneous purchases.

* Respondents chose up to three typical causes of unplanned grocery 
item purchases while shopping in a store.
Source: Advantage Sales and Suzy Inc.

Motivations for Unplanned Purchases  
in a Store*
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* Respondents chose up to three typical causes of unplanned grocery 
item purchases while shopping online or with an app. 
Source: Advantage Sales and Suzy Inc.
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Product is on sale

Something new to try

To qualify for free delivery or shipping

Remembered something I needed or wanted 
to buy while I shopped

Want an indulgent reward for later

Product fills an immediate need

Product complements other products in my basket

None of the above

47%

44%

39%

39%

34%

33%

28%

1%



3

Nearly as many shoppers (52% of those shopping in 
stores and 39% shopping off a digital shelf) report 
they typically put something into their cart they hadn’t 
intended to buy because they remember something 
they need or want while they shop. 

Thoughts of an indulgent reward triggered about a 
third of in-store shoppers (36%) and digital shoppers 
(33%) to make an unplanned purchase.

Filling an immediate need motivated about one-third 
of in-store shoppers (31%) and digital shoppers (34%) 
to buy something not on their shopping list, even 
though digital shoppers must make a trip for grocery 
pickup or wait for a delivery.

A significant number of unplanned purchases are 
being made to meet a minimum order for free 
delivery: four in 10 digital-shelf shoppers say this 
requirement typically causes them to add products 
not on their list to their cart.

“A significant number of 
unplanned purchases are being 
made to meet a minimum order 
for free delivery.”

MERCHANDISING AND  
MARKETING TACTICS
Whether buying in stores or on digital platforms, 
shoppers’ unplanned purchase decisions are greatly 
influenced by merchandising and marketing tactics — 
especially strategic product placement.

Asked to choose the top three factors most likely to 
influence their unplanned purchase decisions, more 
than half (53%) of in-store shoppers say they are 
swayed by placement of a product near something 
else they are buying. Almost half (46%) are influenced 
by the traditional merchandising tactics of dedicated 
product displays found in or at the end of an aisle 
and more than one-third (34%) are influenced by 
placement at the checkout.

Sampling remains an effective influencer, too. Four 
in 10 in-store shoppers say samples influence their 
decision to buy; one-fifth say getting a sample outside 
the store inspires unplanned purchases later.

TACTICS INFLUENCING 
UNPLANNED PURCHASES 
OF PRODUCTS ON SALE

In-store and digital shoppers who make 
unplanned purchases because a product 
is on sale are heavily influenced by 
effective physical and visual merchandising 
and marketing tactics. In-store shoppers 
are most influenced by product placement, 
dedicated displays and sampling. 
Deal-motivated digital shoppers are most 
influenced by product reviews and ratings; 
suggestions and previous-purchase 
reminders given by the website or app; 
and a product's featured placement on the 
home page.

Tactics Influencing  
Deal-Motivated Shoppers*

55% Placement near other products 
I'm buying

51% Display (aisle or endcap)

44% Free sample

Shopping in a Store

45% Online product reviews and ratings

39% Suggestion given by website/app

37% Featured placement on home page 

Shopping Online or With an App

* Shoppers who say “Product is on sale” typically 
causes an unplanned purchase. Respondents chose up 
to three factors influencing their unplanned purchases.
Source: Advantage Sales and Suzy Inc.

37% Website/app reminded me  
I purchased item previously
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Placement also greatly influences digital grocery 
shoppers, with one-third (34%) saying they are most 
likely to be swayed by finding a product on a grocery 
website’s home page. 

Without the stimuli of in-aisle and secondary product 
displays, four in 10 digital grocery shoppers (43%) 
say product reviews and ratings are most likely 
to influence their unplanned purchase. A similar 
percentage (41%) are prompted by a grocery website 
or app reminding them they have purchased the 
item previously, marking the importance of brands 
being in stock and making it into a shopper’s digital 
cart before a competing product does. A website or 
app suggesting a product is the No. 3 influencer of 
unplanned purchases by digital shoppers (40% of 
those surveyed selected this as a top factor).

Other effective digital marketing tactics include 
product page details and images (33% are influenced 
by these) and a website’s or app’s search results 
(influencing the decisions of 29% of those making 
unplanned purchases).

“Whether buying in 
stores or on digital platforms, 
shoppers’ unplanned purchase 
decisions are greatly influenced 
by merchandising and 
marketing tactics — especially 
strategic product placement.”

As the lingering pandemic impacts their lives and 
shapes their shopping habits, a majority of grocery 
shoppers continue to make frequent unplanned 
purchases, even as the reasons they make them 
— and the in-store and digital influences they 
encounter as they shop — evolve. •

Merchandising and Marketing Tactics 
Influencing Unplanned Purchase 
Decisions Online or With a Grocery App*

* Respondents chose up to three factors most likely to influence them 
to make an unplanned grocery item purchase.
Source: Advantage Sales and Suzy Inc.

* Respondents chose up to three factors most likely to influence 
them to make an unplanned grocery item purchase.
Source: Advantage Sales and Suzy Inc.
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www.advantagesales.net


