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Abstract: This paper focuses on compensatory consumption behavior. The study aims to 

analyze its connotations, mechanisms and influencing factors. Important influencing factors 

include consumers' self-perception, anxiety traits, emotional state and values. Meanwhile, 

compensatory consumption behavior promotes the development of the tourism industry and 

is an effective strategy for alleviating the sense of a self-gap. This paper reviews the concepts 

and dimensions of compensatory consumption behavior by collating relevant literature from 

both domestic and international sources, and considers future research directions. 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, the economy has continuously improved, and people's consumption concepts have 

changed. In this context, the consumption levels, attitudes and modes of residents have also changed, 

with consumption characteristics showing diversification and personalization. The consumption 

patterns of certain industries have also increased significantly. At the same time, the proportion of 

consumption invested in residents' enjoyment and development is also steadily increasing, making 

consumption a positive experience. Everyone wants to consume rationally, but this is difficult to 

achieve. Rational consumption is the basic guideline for making purchasing decisions, and 

responsible consumption is becoming increasingly important[1]. However, overconsumption, 

excessive consumption and comparative consumption are common in real life. Consumption behavior 

is often seen as an effective way to alleviate self-threat and reduce psychological suffering[2]. Since 

the global spread of the new Coronavirus epidemic, it has not only brought a heavy blow to the global 

economy, but also had a significant impact on people's psychological state and consumption behavior. 

Compensatory consumption behavior has frequently appeared, attracting more and more scholars' 

attention and becoming a hot topic in the field of consumer behavior research[3]. Compensatory 

consumption belongs to a typical consumption behavior that can realize psychological values such as 

status value and face value. Many of us may have experienced similar compensatory behaviors[4]. 

When we are emotionally sad or disappointed, we may choose to eat food such as chocolate, or treat 

ourselves through something special when we find the job of our choice[5]. In essence, compensatory 

practice is typically an individual's response to the discrepancy or inconsistency between their ideal 

and actual selves[6]. For instance, in everyday life, various temporary situations, such as receiving 

poor test results or failing interviews, can trigger threats to the ego[7].  
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2. Compensatory consumption behavior concept and composition 

Compensatory consumption is more of a psychological consumer behavior. The sociologist 

Gronmo first proposed the concept of compensatory consumption in 1988. In his consumer behavior 

research, he conducted a survey of local residents and found that there exists a phenomenon where 

people's consumer behavior and their actual needs do not match. Specifically, when consumers are in 

a low ego state marked by abnormal anger or sadness, they may generate shopping behavior that 

exceeds their own actual needs. In such situations, consumers tend to use consumption and shopping 

as a means to vent their negative emotions. Firstly, he limits the study of individual compensation to 

consumers' behavior, whereby they make up for or eliminate negative emotions through consumption. 

Secondly, he proposed that consumers can experience the same feelings by doing different things to 

compensate for their inner lack. In this case, consumer behavior is regarded as compensatory. For 

instance, when an individual is excluded from social activities and develops low self-esteem, they 

may engage in behavior such as helping or sympathizing with others as a means of compensating for 

their own feelings[9]. Liu Wumei (2014) suggested that compensatory consumer behavior refers to 

the discrepancy between consumers' actual and ideal selves when they receive defective information. 

This discrepancy leads to psychological maladjustment, and consumers reduce their sense of threat 

by shopping or displaying their belongings in order to eliminate this negative feeling[10]. 

3. Research on Compensatory Consumption Behavior 

Current research has made significant progress in the areas of tourism industry recovery, mental 

health, consumer behavior, and the compensatory consumption mechanism. Research on tourism 

industry recovery focuses on the willingness to engage in compensatory tourism and consumption 

behavior, revealing consumer behavior trends in crisis situations. During the novel coronavirus 

epidemic, the interest of Chinese consumers in traveling increased, and this compensatory 

consumption trend emerged when travel was restricted by the epidemic, positively impacting the 

tourism industry[11]. Research in mental health and consumer behavior explores the associations 

between social isolation, self-efficacy, and consumption intentions, revealing the complex 

relationships between emotions, health perceptions, and activity choices. Perceived powerlessness in 

social structures can drive individuals to seek psychological equilibrium through compensatory 

consumption behaviors. Powerless consumers view social robots as a means of enhancing their well-

being, particularly when the robots have low autonomy. This perception affects purchase intentions 

and makes robots' autonomy and age key factors in understanding this psychological mechanism[12]. 

Bai, X. F., et al. (2025) emphasized that job replacement by AI exacerbates individuals' perceptions 

of threat. This results in a tendency toward self-aggrandizement rather than prosocial behaviors in 

consumption, as well as a significant reduction in perceived threat and compensatory behaviors 

through self-affirmation strategies[13]. On the other hand, research on compensatory consumption 

mechanisms delves deeper into consumption behavior and psychological mechanisms. This research 

reveals the complex relationship between self-evaluation, social cognition, and consumption 

behavior.Social cognition influences consumption behavior at three levels: self-consumption, 

consumption by others, and systematic consumption. This causes tensions and misunderstandings in 

individual consumption choices, outcomes, and intentions. In turn, this drives in-depth exploration in 

future research[14]. As a typical strategy for consumers to alleviate their sense of self-gap, 

compensatory consumption is prevalent in multiple contexts. This points out that the framework 

constructed through the ADO model can connect types of individual differences to the mechanisms 

and coping strategies behind compensatory behaviors. This further reveals the possible positive and 

negative consequences of these behaviors, as well as the potential for forming a continuous 

compensatory cycle. It also emphasizes that future research needs to explore four important themes 
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in depth[15]. 

To study compensatory consumption behavior, scholars have explained its multidimensional 

classification. This classification helps us deeply understand the context and boundary conditions in 

which the behavior occurs. First, depending on whether they are in response to a potential or actual 

threat, consumption behaviors are classified into two categories: proactive compensatory 

consumption and reactive compensatory consumption. This categorization explains consumers' 

motivations and consumption psychology at different times, reflecting their strategies for coping with 

threats. Secondly, from the perspective of the source of the threat, compensatory consumption can be 

divided into three types: self-esteem threat, belongingness deficit, and control deficit. Tesser 

suggested that people always try to maintain their self-esteem so that it will not be damaged and will 

protect it in various ways[16]. When an individual's need to belong is not met, there are two ways to 

cope. One way is direct coping, which involves establishing connections through socialization or 

following the group's rules to fit in[17]. The other way, indirect coping, involves reestablishing a 

sense of belonging through nonsocial goals[9]. A lack of control, which tends to occur when people 

are in a certain environment, stimulates consumers to engage in compensatory consumption when 

their sense of control is not satisfied[18]. This classification, from the perspective of consumer 

psychology and its underlying logic, provides an important basis for further research on behavioral 

patterns. Furthermore, compensation can be divided into intra-domain and extra-domain 

compensation based on the degree to which the product is relevant to the self-concept. Intra-domain 

compensation refers to consumers making up for their deficiencies or psychological gaps through 

consumption behaviors within the same need domain. Extra-domain compensation refers to 

consumers compensating for psychological gaps between different need domains through 

consumption behaviors that provide more substitutive satisfaction[19]. This categorization shows that 

compensation does not only come from the need itself but also satisfies the need through substitution. 

This provides a logical basis for market segmentation and product positioning. Finally, it is 

categorized by specific manifestations, including retail therapy, compulsive shopping, impulsive 

buying, hedonistic buying, and conspicuous consumption[20]. These intuitive manifestations help us 

understand compensatory behaviors, explore their impact on consumers, and delve deeper into the 

actual situation of these behaviors. 

4. Prospects for Future Research 

First, existing studies have revealed the universality of compensatory consumption willingness in 

crisis situations. However, there has been little in-depth exploration of the specific differences in 

compensatory willingness among individuals and in different cultural contexts. Second, insufficient 

research has been conducted on the correlation between compensatory willingness and actual 

consumption behavior. This failure to effectively explain the dynamic change and transformation 

mechanism between willingness and behavior is a significant gap in the literature. Third, research on 

the specific operational processes and effects of the compensation mechanism is limited. This 

research fails to reveal how the compensation mechanism works in different contexts. Third, most 

existing research focuses on short-term effects and lacks long-term research. Lastly, most studies 

focus on a single domain, failing to consider the relationship between cross-domain compensation 

mechanisms and effects comprehensively. This makes it difficult to reveal the mismatch between 

compensation mechanisms and effects. In the future, we can explore compensatory consumption 

through AI technology and by in-depth examining the underlying mechanism of compensatory 

psychology and exploring the impact of the compensation mechanism on other behaviors. 
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