JOURNAL OF MARKETING TRENDS - TARGETING

Effects of occasion-based targeting:
Evidence from Valentine’s Day

Abstract
Even though it is well known that sales are likely to increase on days before widely celebrated occasions such
as Christmas or Easter in Western Christian civilization, literature on occasions and occasion-directed in-store marketing
activities is still in its infancy. To sensitize marketers as well as retailing researchers of shopping occasions, the present
paper examines effects on sales volume arising from Valentine’s Day. As sales volume could be boosted as a result of occasion-directed in-store marketing activities, the authors also investigated effects arising from displays which were placed
at the point of sale reminding shoppers of the forthcoming occasion. Findings provide evidence that sales are immediately
increasing on the studied occasion and days before. The increase of sales is even higher as far as a display promotion
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1. Introduction

interesting for marketers is the fact that many shoppers depart from their usual purchase behavior as far as they purchase
Western Christian civilization shoppers are likely to purchase more than normal, claw at branded instead of private labeled
Therefore, especially manufacturers of branded products spend vast amounts of money on in-store promotions to win at

celebrated by numerous shoppers around the world. However, as marketers address a widely celebrated occasion, they
need to highlight their own over competing products as shoppers are confronted with a huge number of in-store promotions
crucial trigger of impulse purchases
Although occasion-directed marketing activities could unleash considerable sales potentials, literature on this topic
is still not well mapped out. Providing a contribution on this, the author conducted an extensive store test. Results povide
occasion-driven needs of shoppers. Effects arising from displays, placed in-store enhancing occasion-driven sales volume,
were additionally investigated. Summarizing, this paper aims to sensitize marketers as well as retailing researchers of
shopping occasions and provide managerial implications. For retailing researchers, the paper moreover outlines avenues
for future research to gain a comprehensive understanding on in-store factors determining occasion-driven sales volume.

2. Impulse purchasing
Marketers have long recognized the relevance of impulse purchasing and this topic has therefore generated

et al., 2016). Hence, impulse purchasing comprises more than the criteria of being unplanned. In this context, it has to
be distinguished between four types of impulse purchasing which may have various underlying motivations: Pure impulse
purchasing, reminder impulse purchasing, suggestion impulse purchasing and planned impulse purchasing. They have in

model.
Underlying processes which initiate impulse purchasing do not vary across the different types of impulse purchasing.
basis underlying all processes in the human organism. Thus, it is source of emotions, motivation, information processing,
perceived. At the POS, phasic arousal can be seen as the driving force for decision-making processes. It arises in response
law, the relationship between arousal and performance follows an inverted-U function. Even if the exact shape of the arousalperformance-function is not clear, Yerkes-Dodson law may serve as heuristic orientation which should be considered in the
should strive to attain an optimal level of arousal inside the shopper which initiates a passive process of perception.

a little pleasure to a beloved person). As a result of emotional information processing, the shopper puts the promoted product
from the display into the shopping cart. In summary, the recognition of hidden needs which were strengthened or initially
triggered by external marketing stimuli at the POS must be considered as relevant to foster any kind of impulse purchases
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3. Occasion-driven purchase behavior

for many people in Western Christian civilization on which families and friends spend time with each and bethink of
things which go too short in the daily grind, they also depart from their usual purchase behavior. Shoppers are likely to
purchase more than normal, claw at branded instead of private labeled products, or purchase products which they would
Apart from widely celebrated holidays like Christmas, marketers and retailing researchers likewise should think about
further promising occasions in retailing. Less meaningful occasions or year-around individual occasions also could evoke

stock purchases, replacement purchases). Occasion-driven purchases are temporal as well as emotional very close to

On occasions which are celebrated by many shoppers, the challenge is to highlight one’s own over competing
products as shoppers are confronted with a huge number of in-store promotions. Nevertheless, widely celebrated occasions
sales potentials apart from widely celebrated occasions, therefore, marketers need to create further occasions which are
perceived as relevant by shoppers. However, to trigger purchases on impulse, additionally, extraordinary in-store promotion
the selection of relevant occasions is closely linked to POS marketing stimuli.

4. Relevance of POS marketing stimuli

in favor of the promoted product. However, displays could also encourage shoppers of purchasing the promoted product,

internal memory. Merging complementary products in a display additionally unlocks cross-selling potentials as it offers
From a general perspective, in-store displays extend the number of potential touch points between a product or
brand and the shopper. Therefore, marketers of FMCG commonly place displays in a secondary in-store location. Apart
from triggering spontaneous occasion-related purchases, usually special offers or new products are highlighted in a display

often offer an added value to shoppers as they provide recipes or further information on products and remind them of
forthcoming occasions.

5. Approach of research and hypotheses
Valentine’s Day has become a high-relevant cultural and commercial celebration in many regions around the
world on February 14th each year. It is celebrated in more countries than other gift-giving occasions and represents the
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instance, sales volume of chocolate starts to increase a couple of weeks before both occasions – up to 2.5 times above the
year’s average sales volume. As the occasion is gone, sales volume rapidly decreases below year’s average. Even though,
with this point.

The exchange of gifts has a strong symbolic meaning for numerous couples. Among product categories, sweets

To expand the number of potential in-store touch points between a product or brand and shoppers, manufacturers
of branded products commonly place displays in the stores. Previous research has proved that displays typically trigger

6. Methods
To answer formulated research questions, a store test were conducted on Valentine’s Day in 2017. Special interest
was given to selected chocolate products which were suited to be a Valentine’s Day gift. Fig. 1 provides an overview of the
observed products, gives some product information, and illustrates the displays considered in the store test.

Figure 1: Overview on the products observed as part of the Valentine’s Day store test and used stimuli

at the POS and postprocessed by the authors, brand and design rights on the products as well as displays are owned by
its respective manufacturer.
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The store test was supported by an independent retailer belonging to Germany’s largest grocery chain. Six of

products. Promotion activities of competing products were carefully recorded in order to take them, if necessary, into
consideration in evaluation procedure.

Figure 2: Overview on the sequence of the store test

Excluding mentioned manipulations, no marketing activities were carried out concerning observed products across all

driven additional sales were computed using difference-in-differences estimators. To check whether the differences in the
using SPSS 22. The model included three factors:

The retail price of observed products was considered as a covariate. In addition to the store test, a supplementary in-store
survey was carried out to learn more about shoppers’ motives whether to purchase or not to purchase a particular brand or

were represented by the single-item, initially pre-selected based on expert judgment in Horstmann’s scale development
periods 2, 3, and 4 when the displays were placed in-store. To prevent affecting shoppers’ in-store behavior, interviewers
avoided to be noticed and shoppers were addressed to become a respondent not before they left the display behind.
process of content analysis.
Furthermore, authors analyzed the average sales volume of observed products per day across 960 stores. All
stores belonged to the same regional division of the grocery chain as the retailer who supported the store test. The stores
were located in western Germany and equal each other so that the same products were listed and sold at the same price.
all stores.
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7. Findings
7.1. Results based on sales data analyses
A clear tendency that sales are likely to increase on days before and on February 14th across all stores was
detected. However, due to spaces restrictions we dispense with a discussion of the sales trend of every product. Instead,
we look at the results on a summarized level. Across test stores, sales volume of products which were in addition to their
permanent shelf placement promoted in a display raised about 562 percent from period 1 to period 3. Across control stores,
sales volume of the same products lifted up about 86 percent only. Shedding light to products which were not placed in a
display, nether in test nor control stores, leads to another picture: Across test stores, sales volume raised about 461 percent
while it lifted up about 736 percent from period 1 to period 3 across control stores. Hence, displays catching shoppers’

Moreover, results show that sales volume did not exclusively rose on Valentine’s Day. Apart from effects on sales
Milka pralines in period 2. Based on average sales volume across all stores in period 1, the price promotion indicated a
sales increase of 883 percent. The additional uplift which could be realized resulting from the displays amounted to 190
However, combining promotional activities is highly encouraged as the sales increase is even higher.
To learn more about the size of single main and interaction effects among observed variables, an ANCOVA

7.2. Results based on in-store survey
From the sample, 61.5 percent were female. On average, respondents were 45 years old. Among respondents,
16.0, 33.5 respectively 50.5 percent lived alone, with two, or with at least 3 persons in the household. 64.5 percent of
respondents were the main grocery shopper. Across periods, interviewed shoppers mentioned the display as driving factor

corresponded with this point. Further important drivers for purchasing a product were its message on the packaging, its
packaging design or simply the product’s taste. However, the order of shoppers’ motives’ priority differed across periods.
interviewed shoppers in this period, key motive to purchase one or even more products was the discounted retail price.
The product’s packaging design and the message on the packaging became dominant in period 3. Each respondent either

your love” or “Merci for your smile”, thus highlighting that a direct link to Valentine’s Day was required. In addition to Merci
from its appealing design. Consequently, both products were well suited to meet shoppers’ needs concerning Valentine’s
Day, although both products were sold at recommended retail price of 2.99 respectively 4.79 Euro.
Ferrero Küsschen did not address Valentine’s Day well due to its message “Give a Küsschen to your friend”.

card of the Milka display reminding shoppers of Valentine’s Day were clearly defeated by Ferrero Küsschen’s display
love”. Concerning AD, the Milka display achieved the best evaluation across almost all construct’s dimensions. Moreover,
display’s evaluation and its Valentine’s Day-driven sales performance could not be detected.
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most shoppers not until the day before. It became the predominant factor in period 3 as 80 percent of interviewed shoppers
mentioned Valentine’s Day as key driver. In period 2, only 25 percent explicitly named Valentine’s Day, but primary in
combination with the discounted retail price of Say it with Milka pralines. Instead, most respondents purchased a product as
a small gift, e.g. for the doctor and his or her receptionist, an additional birthday gift, to say thank you to helpful neighbors
product choice in advance. They rather chose Valentine’s Day gifts in-store. For instance, 93 percent of the shoppers
the store.

For validation purposes, average sales volume of observed products per day across 960 stores was analyzed.
increased in period 3 compared to period 1. The largest uplift was delivered by I love Milka pralines in a heart-shaped

average sales volume of all observed products, sales increased about 389 percent. Furthermore, it has to be stressed that
Merci Finest Selection Great Variety seems to be the most suitable product – probably not at least because of the brand’s
name meaning – to give little pleasure to someone as average sales volume is above sales volume of all other products

Figure 3: Daily Sales of the observed products per 1,000 shoppers of sweets across all stores of the grocery
chain’s regional division

Germany and belong to the same regional division of the grocery chain as the retailer who supported the Valentine’s Day
store-individual promotion activities, e.g. individual display placements, could not be controlled.

As Say it with Milka pralines, excluding I love Milka pralines in a heart-shaped gift box, were sold at discounted

question whether a display was additionally placed in-store is not available.
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8. Discussion, conclusion, and managerial implications

Day gifts is quite short-dated. Majority of purchases represent last-minute decisions. Although Say it with Milka pralines
could have been purchased as a gift for a shopper’s partner at a discounted price, only a quarter of shoppers had explicitly

celebrated holidays like Christmas or Easter are few exceptions which can be utilized several weeks before the actual

anxieties on the part of the gift-giving person as expectations of the recipient should be met. To reduce risk of dashing
expectations, lots of time is spend in gift selection processes. However, Valentine’s Day gifts are purchased just in time
which might be explained by the fact that many humans perceive Valentine’s Day as a tiresome obligation – and things
perceived this way are often done last minute. In this context, obligation motive appeared to be most prevalent and forces
many participants to participate. In particular, 88 percent of men and 75 percent of women in a relationship purchase a little
Even though Valentine’s Day promptly becomes relevant and is perceived as an annoying obligation by many
observed as part of the store test, the largest sales uplift was induced by I love Milka pralines in a heart-shaped gift box.
Following participants of the in-store survey, the product predominantly highlighted itself with its packaging, shaped like a
heart. Among products placed in displays, Merci Finest Selection Great Variety delivered the best sales performance on

questions 2 and 3. Whereas a product’s packaging design has priority for shoppers, its retail price does not play a decisive
wealth, character, and seriousness some decades earlier – many shoppers do not care about their personal budget as
they aim to express their devotion towards a beloved person.

promoted in a display across test stores was 476 percent points above the sales uplift of the same products across control
stores. Hence, displays must be seen as an essential touch point to draw attention to products and brands promoted in
displays. However, displays inherently deliver a considerable uplift of sales volume. An interaction effect on the sales

Ferrero Küsschen can be served as a striking example: While the display with its backboard shaped like a huge heart
as a Valentine’s Day gift due to its packaging and message. The product is given to a beloved person – not the display.
Hence, top priority has to be given to a product’s packaging and message as the occasion-driven sales volume should

induce a shift of sales volume from products which were not promoted in a display in favor of products which were

favor of the promoted product or brand in a display.

9. Limitations and directions of further research
Although the paper provides valuable insights, it is not free from limitations. One limitation arises from the store
test setting. Store tests allow researchers to gain an in-depth knowledge of real life phenomena. Even though most relevant
factors which could negatively affect the store test results were controlled, there were still a huge number of factors which
respect to Valentine’s Day as a high-relevant occasion for many shoppers and their occasion-driven purchase behavior.
Furthermore, some future research potentials should be stressed: Firstly, research was targeted on a high-relevant
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occasion belonging to the group of holidays and seasonal feasts. An equal picture will probably be received with respect
to further occasions which are widely celebrated. However, which effects could arise from less meaningful occasions or
of time to promote an individual occasion in-store needs to be scheduled. As a huge number of further occasions are
imaginable, the topic entails nearly unlimited potential to be investigated as part of future studies.

separated from each other. Hence, creating an extraordinary special display merging products and brands across categories

bouquets of roses with a set of greeting cards could stimulate cross-selling potentials. Therefore, possible effects arising
from occasion-directed special displays should also be subject of future research efforts.
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