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ABSTRACT 

 

The “Department Store Game” was developed for the realization of an experimental study on the influ-

ence of different payment methods (cash versus credit card) on buying behavior. This approach makes it 

possible to analyze causal influences of different paying methods on buying behavior. The only variable 

that systematically changes within in the Department Store Game is the form of the money. One half of 

the participating test takers plays the game with cash, the other half uses a credit card. Like this, differ-

ences in the amount of money spent can be traced back directly to the influence of the used payment 

method. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Game 

 

The different departments of the store in the game are indicated by corresponding pictures and different 

color schemes. The different departments and product pricings were determined with reference to actual 

data from a warehouse company. The departments and products were chosen under consideration of 

share of sales and absolute sales frequency of the products. After the determination of the products, the 

average prices were calculated. To be able to find out to what extend the payment method also had an 

influence on the choice of price categories, every product is offered for a low and a high price, without 

giving reasons to the players for the price differences. The indication of brands was omitted, since in 

general there is a big variety of different brands in each price segment. This setup allows that each play-

er will develop his or her own connotations of attributes (e.g. quality, image) related to price and prod-

uct. Besides the department fields, the Department Store Game also has a bank field. 

Neither the game master (interviewer) nor the players should be aware of the primary intention of the 

experiment, in order to avoid possible negative side effects (e.g. expectations of the interviewer or the 

test takers, social desirability). The test takers were asked to contribute to the definition of rules, the de-

sign and the setup of the game. For this purpose, they were asked to imagine being on a shopping tour in 

a real department store. The game should be played as a one-player-game, to avoid the influence of 

group dynamics on the playing process. 

At the start of the game, the players are randomly split into two groups: one half of the players gets the 

amount of 500 Euros in cash, the other half gets a credit card with a deposit of 500 Euros to their free 

disposal. The cash money is provided as originally sized black-and-white copies of real Euro banknotes. 

The credit card is also black and white, while size and design correspond to international norms. In addi-

tion to the amount of 500 Euros, the player can get a credit up to a limit of 2,500 Euros by either using 



the credit card or going to the bank field at any time. Each player gets an identical set of activity cards 

that determines the order of the different department the player visits (“perfumery”, “jewelry”, “clothes”, 

“sports”, “glass and porcelain”, “electronics”, “leather jacket offer”, “groceries”, “exit and end”). Like 

this, the game process is comparable among all the players. The activity card “leather jacket offer” is a 

special card, which enables the player to go back to the “clothes” department and get a 400 Euro leather 

jacket for only 200 Euros. The special offer card was put right before the “groceries” card according to 

the data collected during the pretest. The pretest had revealed that the participants had spent an average 

of over 300 Euros after leaving the “electronics” department.That means that in most of the cases, the 

player has to take out a loan to be able to purchase the leather jacket.  

In order to leave one department, the player has to pick the next department / activity card. Each depart-

ment card tells a little story with a suggestion about which department should be visited next (e.g. “To-

night, you will be having guests at your house. You should make sure that you have everything you need 

for dinner. Go directly to the “groceries” department). When a player buys a product, he gets the corres-

ponding product card. The game ends when the player draws the activity card “exit and end” (“End your 

shopping tour and move on the exit”). 

 

Hypotheses 

 

The Department Store Game was designed to test the following main hypotheses: 

H 1: Consumers spend higher amounts of money when using credit cards instead of cash. 

H 2: Card-based payment methods increase the tendency to go in dept for consumptive purposes. 

H 3: The impartial loss of control, that is defined as the difference between the actual amount of money 

spent and the estimated amount, is higher when a credit card is used rather than cash. 

 

Findings/Results 

 

The results reveal that consumers spend more money when they use a credit card rather than cash. That 

means that H 1 could be confirmed. Consumers who used cash money made better estimations of the 

money they had spent than the credit card users, which confirms H 3. There was no significant differ-

ence of the subjective loss of control between card users and cash users. However, a slight tendency to-

wards an increased loss of control of card users could be observed. The tendency to go in dept of players 

using the credit card was significantly higher compared to the players paying in cash. That proves H 2 to 

be true. 

 

Implications 

 

According to the results of this study, further investigations about the psychological and social impact of 

card-based payment methods will be important. Other non-cash payment methods (online banking, 

paypal etc.) should also be considered. Especially in the context of modern online purchasing options, 

research in corresponding fields is necessary to gain insight into risks and downsides. Possibilities of 

consumer protection will still have to be developed and promoted. Individual help and advice might be 

one of the options for consumers struggling with self-control issues and problematic levels of debt. 


