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INTRODUCTION

Out-of-stock (OOS) situations remain a persistent chal-
lenge for both physical and online stores, often char-
acterized by empty shelves. While previous research
has extensively examined logistical failures (Hoang &
Breugelmans, 2023), product unavailability (Peterson
et al, 2020), and deficiencies in service structures
(Kalantary et al, 2023), limited attention has been given
to psychological factors, such as consumers’ regulatory
focus, and how these factors interact with stockouts to
shape purchase intentions. Retailers experience con-
cern and incur losses due to out-of-stock situations,
as these significantly impact consumer purchasing
behavior (Lastner et al, 2016; Huang & Zhang, 2016;
Hoang & Breugelmans, 2023).

This study builds on existing research by examining
the psychological mechanisms underlying consum-
ers’ reactions to out-of-stock situations, a problem for
which no definitive solution yet exists (Che et al, 2012).
Previous studies have explored the effects of stockouts
on consumer evaluations of retailers (Fitzsimons, 2000;
He & Oppewal, 2018), behavioral intentions (Andaur et
al, 2021), shopping behavior and purchase decisions
(Peterson et al, 2020), and recovery from service fail-
ures (Pizzi & Scarpi, 2013). Specifically, this study inves-
tigates how consumers’ regulatory focus — promotion
versus prevention — moderates purchase intentions in
retail settings. This perspective offers novel insights by
addressing a critical gap in the literature: the influence
of individual psychological traits on consumer behav-
lor during stockout situations. Understanding these dy-
namics enables retailers to design targeted strategies
to mitigate negative reactions, such as dissatisfaction
or store switching, while fostering engagement and
loyalty. Out-of-stock scenarios frequently occur in
retail stores, and consumer responses to these situa-
tions vary both by the cause of the out-of-stock and
the type of product affected. Research indicates that
an out-of-stock product resulting from increased sales
due to a store promotion has different effects on con-
sumers compared to an out-of-stock of a regularly
priced product (Kalantary et al, 2023). Previous studies
also noted differences in consumer responses when
an out-of-stock affects a targeted product (one on the
consumer’'s shopping list) versus a non-targeted prod-
uct (Lopes & Herrero, 2018). Despite the necessity of
studying the origins and contexts of out-of-stock in-
cidents (He & Oppewal, 2018), little has been explored
regarding the influence of the consumer profile in this
context. Consumers’ perceptions of product availabili-
ty in retail settings significantly impact purchasing in-
tentions and behaviors, likely influenced by their per-
sonal, psychological, and emotional characteristics

(Kumar et al, 2021; Hoang & Breugelmans, 2023). This
study aims to fill this gap.

Regulatory focus is a personal trait that influenc-
es individuals' perceptions and motivations in judg-
ment and decision-making processes (Higgins, 2012).
According to this theory, individuals can be classified
as having either a preventive or promotional regulato-
ry focus. Promotional individuals are oriented toward
achieving positive outcomes, focusing on gains or non-
gains, whereas preventive individuals are motivated by
the avoidance of losses or non-losses (Lichtenthaler &
Fischbach, 2019).

To investigate whether individual regulatory focus
moderates consumers’ purchase intentions in out-
of-stock situations, we conducted three experimental
studies. Each study was designed to explore specific as-
pects of this relationship: (1) the impact of requlatory fo-
cus on purchase intentions under different stock condi-
tions; (2) the effects of manipulating regulatory focus on
consumer behavior in stockout situations; and (3) the
role of visual attention, measured through eye-tracking
technology, in moderating these dynamics. These find-
Ings not only contribute to academic discourse but also
provide practical insights for retail managers. For exam-
ple, they suggest that targeted communication strate-
gles, such as emphasizing restocking schedules for pre-
vention-focused consumers or highlighting alternative
promotions for promotion-focused consumers, can ef-
fectively address different customer needs.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES
Out-of-stock

Retailers commonly experience lack of or reduced
stock levels in their products, evident in online (Hoang
& Breugelmans, 2023) and physical (Kalantary et al,
2023) stores, characterized by empty shelves, some-
times without any prior warning of unavailability. This
phenomenon, known as out-of-stock, has been exten-
sively researched due to its complexity in management
and profound impact on individuals' purchasing behav-
ior (Lastner et al, 2016; Huang & Zhang, 2016; Hoang &
Breugelmans, 2023).

In virtual retail stores, which also contend with out-
of-stock issues, the adoption of the cross-docking strat-
egy 1s increasingly common. This approach involves
outsourcing the distribution of goods, where a distribu-
tion center manages brief storage and shipping directly
to customers (Kalantary et al, 2023). However, despite
these efforts, inaccurate inventories, unclear supplier
product quantities, disorganized order processing, and
fulfillment operations can exacerbate out-of-stock oc-
currences in virtual stores (Benrgya, 2021).
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This research primarily focuses on the challenges
posed by out-of-stock in physical stores, where finding
a definitive solution remains elusive (Che et al, 2012).
Out-of-stock poses a significant challenge for all retail-
ers, who encounter difficulties in effectively managing
the situation. Factors such as logistics failures, defi-
ciencies in purchasing and replenishment department
structures, and supplier unavailability contribute to the
persistent issue of empty space on shelves (Lastner et
al, 2016; Peterson et al,, 2020).

When faced with out-of-stock situations, consum-
ers may opt to purchase substitute products (Huang &
Zhang, 2016), develop a negative attitude toward the
retailer (Benrgya, 2021), and, in some cases, even switch
to alternative stores (Grubor et al, 2017). However, in-
forming consumers about the reasons for out-of-stock
can lead to a greater intention to purchase from the
retailer in the future (Ozuem et al, 2017; He & Oppewal,
2018).

Initially, research on out-of-stock aimed to quanti-
fy the financial impacts and other losses incurred by
retailers, including the erosion of consumer loyalty.
Schary and Becker (1978) conducted early studies on
consumer reactions to out-of-stock incidents at re-
tailers but did not explore the specific elements and
characteristics triggering these reactions. Despite the
recurrent nature of out-of-stock scenarios in retail
stores, understanding the various types of consumer
responses to this context remains a research priority
(Christy et al, 2015; Kalantary et al, 2023). Perceptions
of product unavailability in a retailer's inventory signifi-
cantly influence people's purchasing behavior due to
their personal, psychological, and emotional traits (Jing
& Lewis, 2011, He & Oppewal, 2018; Huang & Zhang,
2016). Thus, this research investigates consumer eval-
uations of out-of-stock incidents, their purchase inten-
tions, and the influence of regulatory focus on these
relationships.

Regulatory focus
The regulatory focus theory (Higgins et al, 1997,
Higgins, 2012) categorizes individuals into two profiles:
those with a promotion focus and those with a preven-
tion focus. Promotional individuals are highly motivated
to achieve positive results, focusing on gains or non-
gains. Conversely, preventive individuals are driven by
concerns over avoilding losses or negative outcomes
(Lichtenthaler & Fischbach, 2019; Lopes & Veiga, 2019).
Subjects with a promotional focus are motivated by
the desire to achieve objectives or goals quickly, striving
to complete tasks with greater positivity. Meanwhile, a
preventive focus directs individuals' attention to task
responsibility, promoting vigilance and alertness to en-

) SR

sure optimal performance through careful attention
and anticipation of potential negative results (Petrou et
al, 2018).

Therefore, in the context of out-of-stock situations,
preventive individuals exhibit heightened vigilance (Lee
& Aaker, 2004), which may translate into meticulous
performance on detail-oriented tasks, while antici-
pating negative outcomes (Lichtenthaler & Fischbach,
2019). Conversely, individuals with a more promotional
focus tend to excel in tasks oriented toward broader
goals and may prioritize information that leads to posi-
tive results (Derryberry & Reed, 1998; Forster & Higgins,
2005; Forster et al, 2006; Huttermann et al, 2019).

Regulatory focus theory (Higgins et al, 1997;
Higgins, 2012) differentiates individuals into two main
profiles: promotion focus and prevention focus. While
promotion focus is associated with the pursuit of gains
and positive outcomes, prevention focus is linked to
the avoidance of losses and the minimization of risks
(Lichtenthaler & Fischbach, 2019). These distinct orien-
tations influence how consumers process information
and make decisions in retail environments (Fatimah et
al, 2024).

Prevention-focused individuals are more vigilant
and attentive to signs of potential failures or threats in
their surroundings (Lee & Aaker, 2004). In out-of-stock
contexts, such as empty shelves, these consumers may
perceive unavailability as an indicator of risk or a prob-
lem, which tends to intensify negative reactions and
lower their purchase intentions (Vriend et al, 2023).

Conversely, promotion-focused consumers have
a goal-oriented mindset, interpreting adversities as
opportunities. In out-of-stock situations, they may
demonstrate greater resilience, exploring available al-
ternatives and maintaining their purchase intentions
(Forster & Higgins, 2005; Huttermann & Memmert,
2015). These distinct behaviors suggest that regulato-
ry focus moderates consumers’ reactions to product
unavailability.

As a result, preventive individuals are more likely to
perceive out-of-stock situations as potential problems
leading to negative results, influencing their purchas-
ing decisions (Ku et al, 2012; Huttermann & Memmert,
2015). Based on these premises, we formulated the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

H1. The regulatory profile of individuals will mod-
erate the relationship between OOS (empty spac-
es on shelves [out-of-stock] versus full [in-stock])
and purchase intention. Thus, preventive (versus
promotional) individuals will be more (versus less)
sensitive to the out-of-stock condition, leading to a
lower (versus higher) purchase intention.

BAR, Braz. Adm. Rev,, 22(3), e240180, 2025. n
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Locus of focused attention

Humans cannot process all visual information from
an environment simultaneously (Streicher et al, 2021).
Studies suggest that people perceive and interpret the
world through two primary cognitive modes: analytical
thinking and holistic thinking (Monga & Williams, 2016;
Morris & Peng, 1994; Nisbett et al, 2001; Streicher et al,
2021). The key distinction between these modes lies in
the focus of attention, whether it centers on the object
itself or its surrounding context, with significant implica-
tions. Holistic thinkers tend to maintain a broader visual
focus, encompassing the entire scene (Lee et al, 2014;
Nisbett et al, 2001). Conversely, analytical thinkers con-
centrate on specific targets (Lee et al, 2014; Nisbett et
al, 2001), such as object attributes, often isolating them
from their context.

In the retail setting, consumers scanning a shelf of
products typically focus on individual items or a small
set thereof, depending on their visual attention type
(Chandon et al, 2009). This locus of attention, or the
visual field where consumers concentrate, may exhibit
a central fixation bias (Atalay et al, 2012) or encom-
pass a broader or narrower visual area (Friedman et al,
2003). Central attentional focus involves concentrat-
Ing on a limited number of stimuli, potentially ignoring
other stimuli (Isaacowitz et al, 2006). Individuals with
a wider focus of attention may spread their concen-
tration across multiple stimuli and the overall envi-
ronment, potentially overlooking details, for example
(Fisher, 2021).

While individuals may demonstrate a chronic prefer-
ence for either central or broad attention (Huttermann
et al, 2019), attentional breadth can also be impacted
by situational contexts and individual conditions, such
as personality traits (Huttermann & Memmert, 2015;
Fisher, 2021). Huttermann and Memmert (2015), using
eye-tracking technology, identified variations in atten-
tional amplitude influenced by cues related to an indi-
vidual's regulatory focus.

To date, no study has examined how preventive
and promotional individuals behave in the out-of-stock
context. Therefore, we propose that individuals with
a more preventive orientation, due to their height-
ened vigilance and aversion to loss, will focus more
on out-of-stock items, whereas predominantly pro-
motional individuals will direct their attention toward
available product opportunities. Thus, we developed
Hypothesis 2 of this research:

H2. Individuals with a preventive (versus promo-
tional) focus will exhibit greater attention toward
out-of-stock (versus in-stock) options.

METHOD

This experimental research consists of three studies, fol-
lowing the methodological steps outlined by Hernandez
et al (2014). The approach of a causal study composed
of several experimental studies mitigates the possibili-
ty of alternative explanations (MaclLin, 2024) while en-
hancing the external validity of the findings (Abramson,
2023).

Study 1

Study 1 aimed to assess the effect of out-of-stock
sceneries on purchase intentions between two groups
of individuals characterized by their personal traits.
Therefore, it employed a full factorial experimental de-
sign with two levels of out-of-stock conditions (empty
versus full shelf) and two regulatory profiles (preventive
versus promotional).

Data collection took place in a computer labora-
tory with students from two public higher education
institutions (HEIs). Students were invited to participate
voluntarily in a market study, with the understanding
that the task was not mandatory and offered no com-
pensation or academic incentives, with an estimated
response time of 10 minutes. Upon agreeing to partici-
pate, students were randomly assigned to different ex-
perimental conditions involving narratives and images
depicting supermarket shelves (full versus empty shelf),
as shown in Figures 1 and 2.

The scenario chosen for Experiment 1 — the pur-
chase of milk in a supermarket — was selected for its
practical relevance and broad applicability. Basic neces-
sity products, such as milk, are highly likely to appear
on consumers’ shopping lists, making them an appro-
priate choice for exploring reactions to out-of-stock sit-
uations (Huang & Zhang, 2016). Additionally, the target
audience’s familiarity with this type of purchase min-
imizes behavioral variations associated with a lack of
knowledge or prior experience, enabling a more accu-
rate analysis of the effects of regulatory focus.

Measurements
For this study, we adopted the single-item purchase in-
tention scale adapted from Barton et al. (2022) to mea-
sure the dependent variable (I would definitely shop at
this store if [ could — Without a doubt, [ would buy from
this supermarket if I could [our adaptation]), assessed
using a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (totally
disagree) to 7 (totally agree). Single-item scales are con-
sidered appropriate when the concept/construct to be
measured is unambiguous and narrowly defined (Allen
et al, 2022).

To assess
lized the

focus, we  uli-
developed by

regulatory
forced-choice scale
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Chammas and Hernandez (2024). This scale consists
of 18 items arranged in nine pairs, with nine items de-
signed to measure each regulatory focus. Participants’
scores are derived by summing responses (0 for pre-
ventive statements and +1 for promotional statements),
resulting in scores ranging from 0 to 9.

Manipulation

The manipulation occurred through storytelling:
‘Imagine yourself in the following situation: you
opened your refrigerator, and it is empty, an unusual
occurrence as you typically shop weekly. Due to not

having time for grocery shopping last week, your food
supplies were low. So, as usual, you went out to buy
groceries. While walking, you notice a newly opened
supermarket in your neighborhood. You decide to try
this new store and go in to do your shopping. Among
other items, you need to buy milk. As you approach
the dairy section, you see the milk shelf depicted in the
photograph below.”

After reading the text, respondents were instructed
to immediately view one of the randomly presented
images (Figures 1 or 2). They were assured they could
take as much time as needed to complete the task.

Source: The authors.
Figure 1. Experiment 1 stimulus — Out-of-stock

Source: The authors.
Figure 2. Experiment 1 stimulus — In stock

To ensure respondents focused on the image, they
were instructed to review it again:

"Since this step is crucial, please take the time to care-
fully observe the photo again before proceeding. Your at-
tention to detall is greatly appreciated!” Consequently, re-
spondents viewed the shelf (full versus empty) once more.

) SR

After the second viewing of the images (full versus
empty shelf), respondents evaluated their purchase in-
tention and regulatory focus using scales. To verify ma-
nipulation efficiency, respondents were asked if the store’s

product availability was at 100%.
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Analysis and discussion of results — Study 1
The final sample of this study consisted of 160 respon-
dents, of whom 81 (50.6%) were women. The average
age of the sample was 23 years (o = 5.1), with 112 (694%)
having postgraduate degrees, and more than half of the
respondents (52.5%) reported an income between BRL
1,820.00 and BRL 7278.00. Additionally, only 22 (12.5%)
respondents reported making purchases infrequently.
Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the po-
tential influence of extraneous variables (Hermandez et
al, 2014; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Thus, we conducted
Student’s t-tests to determine if there were differences
between the groups (O = empty shelf versus 1 = full shelf)
regarding the frequency of milk purchases (M_empty =
2.99 M_full = 3.07 t(158) = -0.600, p > 0.10), supermar-
ket shopping frequency (M_empty = 2.60, M_full = 2.64,
t(158) = -0.260, p > 0.10), and general shopping fre-
quency (M_empty = 2.55, M_full = 2.65, t(158) = —0.730,
p > 0.10). According to the results, none of the covariates
showed significant differences and were therefore not
Included in the hypothesis testing analyses. Although
there were no theoretical assumptions suggesting pos-
sible effects between demographic variables and the
dependent variable, we analyzed the relationship of age
(r = 0001; p > 0.10), education (Z = 2.060), and gender
(M_men = 3.96; M_women = 4.01; t(158) = 0234; p >
0.10) on purchase intention, with no significant effects
found. Additionally, the manipulation proved to be ef-

fective, as individuals perceived a difference in the vol-
ume of products on the shelves (M_empty = 2.09, M_full
=525, t(158) = -12.108, p < 0.01).

Using Student’s t-test, we also identified a difference
In purchase intention between the groups (M_empty =
3.89, M_full = 494, 1(158) = -3.164, p < 0.01). Therefore,
it can be concluded that individuals exposed to a full
product shelf (versus out-of-stock) displayed a higher
(versus lower) purchase intention. Next, we tested the
hypotheses.

For the hypothesis tests, we used SPSS software (ver-
sion 23) with support from the PROCESS macro (Hayes
& Montoya, 2017), model 1, and bootstrap with 10,000
iterations. The regression analyses for hypothesis test-
ing indicated a direct effect of OOS (0 = empty versus 1
= full) on purchase intention (B = 2.819, se = 0.881, 95%
CI [1.078; 4560], t = 3199, p < 0.01). We also confirmed
the moderating effect of regulatory focus (B = —0.274,
se = 0.148, 95% CI [-0.882; -0.088], t = -2411, p < 0.01)
on the relationship between OOS and purchase inten-
tion. Thus, the more promotion-focused (versus pre-
vention-focused) individuals exposed to an OOS con-
dition (versus full shelf) are, the greater their purchase
intention for a particular product. Using the Johnson-
Neyman technique (M = 4.73 and below), we identified
that the moderation effect occurred for 58.1% of the in-
dividuals, as shown in the graph in Figure 3.

Source: Research data.

Figure 3. Moderation of Study 1

Study 1 provided initial evidence that regulatory pro-
file moderates the relationship between out-of-stock sit-
uations and intention to purchase products fromretailers.
The findings offer preliminary support for H1, indicating

that consumers with a promotional profile exhibit great-
er intention to purchase a product compared to those
with a preventive profile when exposed to out-of-stock
conditions. This result suggests that promotion-focused
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consumers are more resilient to the challenges posed by
stockouts, maintaining their focus on goal achievement
despite the unavailability of the product.

Conversely, in out-of-stock scenarlos, consumers
with more preventive profiles tend to focus on vigi-
lance (Lee & Aaker, 2004), potentially leading to a less
favorable evaluation of the retailer due to heightened
awareness of issues. This aligns with prevention-fo-
cused individuals' heightened sensitivity to perceived
risks and losses, which exacerbates their negative reac-
tions to stockouts.

These results advance the understanding of con-
sumer behavior in stockout situations by demonstrating
that regulatory focus influences not only purchase in-
tentions but also the emotional and cognitive process-
Ing of unavailability. For instance, promotion-focused
consumers may reinterpret stockouts as opportunities
to explore alternative products or benefit from potential
discounts, reinforcing their positive engagement with
the retailer (Kumar et al, 2021). In contrast, preven-
tion-focused consumers may perceive the same situa-
tion as a failure in service, damaging their evaluation of
the retailer and reducing loyalty.

The implications of these findings are twofold.
Theoretically, they expand regulatory focus theory by
applying it to the underexplored context of stockouts,
revealing how individual motivational profiles shape
responses to scarcity. Managerially, the results sug-
gest that retailers can mitigate the negative impact of
stockouts by tailoring their communication strategies.
For prevention-focused consumers, messages em-
phasizing reliability and future restocking can alleviate
frustration, while promotion-focused consumers may
respond positively to promotional offers or alternative
product suggestions.

Study 2

Study 2 maintained the primary objective of Study 1,
which was to examine the impact of out-of-stock sit-
uations on purchase intention among different groups
(preventive versus promotional). However, in this iter-
ation, we enhanced the internal validity of the results
by manipulating the participants’ regulatory focus. This
study employed a complete factorial experimental de-
sign with two levels of out-of-stock conditions (empty
versus full shelf) and a manipulated variable of regulato-
ry profiles (preventive versus promotional).

Data collection for this study took place in a com-
puter laboratory with students from two public HEIs.
Students were informed that the survey consisted of
two parts, and for each fully completed questionnaire,
the researchers would donate BRL 2.00 to charity, al-
lowing students to choose between two organizations
(GRAAC — Hospital Infantil or ADJ — Brazilian Diabetes
Association). To participate, students needed to click
‘agree’ on their computer screens. Soon after, students
were prompted to choose between two random col-
ors, with each color leading them to one of the two
stimuli.

Manipulation

The manipulation in this study occurred in two stag-
es. Initially, individuals were induced into either a pro-
motional or preventive state through storytelling.
Participants were instructed to choose between two
random colors, each associated with a different stim-
ulus (promotional versus preventive). Figures 4 and 5
depict the stimuli (the original stimuli are presented in
Figure 6).

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 4. Experiment 2 stimulus — Preventive focus condition.

) SR
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Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 5. Experiment 2 stimulus — Promotional focus condition.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 6. Original stimuli from Study 2.

Then, individuals underwent additional random-
ization and were directed to view an image depicting
either a high or low out-of-stock level. Before viewing
the image, participants read the following text:

‘Imagine yourself in the following situation: after
work your mother asks you to buy some items be-
fore returning home. Since this request is not com-
mon, you stop at a store along your route from work
to her house. Although unfamiliar with this store, you
decide to check it out. Among other products, your
mother specifically requested two light bulbs for the

living room lamp to replace the burnt-out ones. Thus,
you head to the lighting section of the store and en-
counter the shelf shown in the photo. Take your time
to analyze the photo thoroughly. Once ready, select
one of the options provided directly after the photo.”

After reading the text, respondents were instruct-
ed to view an image (Figures 7 e 8) promptly, ensur-
ing they had as much time as needed for the task.
Following the image viewing, participants completed
the questionnaire.

@) |

n BAR, Braz. Adm. Rev., 22(3), e240180, 2025.



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

E. L. Lopes E. Mesquita, E Herrero

Source: The authors.

Figure 7. Experiment 2 stimulus — High level of out-of-stock.

Source: The authors.

Figure 8. Experiment 2 stimulus — Low level of out-of-stock.

Variables in this study were measured using the
same scales as in Study 1, and this time, the regulatory
focus scale (Chammas & Hernandez, 2024) was em-
ployed to verify the manipulation.

In Experiment 2, the choice of light bulbs as the tar-
get product reflects an attempt to explore a context dis-
tinct from the first experiment. Products like light bulbs,
though less common in regular purchases, represent
items of situational necessity that, when unavailable,
may cause greater frustration for consumers (Ozuem
et al, 2017). This variation in product type allows for an
Investigation of whether the effects of regulatory focus

) SR

are consistent across different purchasing scenarios,
contributing to a broader understanding of the phe-
nomenon under study.

Analysis of results — Study 2

The final sample for this study consisted of 203 respon-
dents, with 115 (56.7%) being women. The average age
of the sample was 28 (o = 8.1) years, with 180 (887%)
having higher education. More than half of the respon-
dents (53.2%) reported an income between BRL 1,820.00
and BRL 7278.00. Only 13 (6.4%) respondents reported
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making purchases infrequently. Regarding charity se-
lection, GRAAC was chosen by 170 (83.7%) students.
Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the
distributions among respondents based on stimuli
Specifically, 145 (714%) respondents viewed the pre-
vention condition, while 53 (26.1%) viewed the pro-
motion condition. For the out-of-stock stimulus, 126
respondents (62.1%) viewed the empty gondola, and
77 respondents (379%) viewed the full gondola.
Additionally, we analyzed the potential influ-
ence of extraneous variables (Hermandez et al, 2014;
Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). We conducted Student's
t-tests to assess differences between the groups (0 =
empty shelf versus 1 = full) in the frequency of pur-
chasing light bulbs (M_ =365 M, =364 t,, 0877
p > 0.10), frequency of visiting retail stores (Mempty =
269 M, =257 1., 0953 p > 010) and general pur-
chasing frequency (M_ =240, M =239 t,, 0897
p > 0.10). No significant differences were found, and
these covariates were not included in the hypothe-
sis analyses. Furthermore, the manipulation was ef-
fective, as participants perceived a difference in the

volume of products on the shelves (M
=440, t,,, -7785 p < 001).

Using Student’s t-test, we performed a mean dif-
ference test between the groups for purchase inten-
tion (Memmy: 394, M, =439 1,0, ~1797 p < 0.10), with
significance approaching marginal levels.

=240, M,

empty

Next, we tested the hypotheses using SPSS soft-
ware (version 23) and the PROCESS macro (Preacher
& Hayes, 2008) model 1, with bootstrap of 10,000 rep-
etitions. In this study, the direct effect of out-of-stock
on purchase intention (B = -1.019, se = 0.531, 95% CI
(-2.067; 0.029], t = -1918, p < 0.10) was non-signifi-
cant. However, the moderating effect was confirmed
(B = -0407 se = 0132, 95% CI [-0667; -0.148], t =
-3.097 p < 0.01). Therefore, consistent with our find-
ings from Study 1, we again observed that individu-
als with a more promotional (versus preventive) reg-
ulatory focus showed greater intention to purchase
when exposed to an out-of-stock condition (ver-
sus full shelf). The Johnson—-Neyman analysis result
(M = 3.53) indicated a moderation effect for 63.5% of
respondents (Figure 9).

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 9. Moderation of Study 2.

Discussion of results — Study 2
Study 2 reaffirmed the findings of Study 1, adding ro-
bustness by demonstrating that the regulatory profile
continues to moderate the relationship between out-of-
stock situations and consumers’ intention to purchase
products. Once again, the results support H1, indicating
that consumers with a promotional focus exhibit higher
purchase intentions compared to those with a preven-
tive focus when exposed to out-of-stock conditions.

In this study, participants were placed into promo-
tional or preventive states through storytelling stimuli.

This experimental approach highlighted how situation-
al factors can temporarily shape consumers’ regulatory
focus. Individuals exposed to stimuli emphasizing vigi-
lance and problem avoidance showed lower behavior-
al intentions to purchase and less favorable evaluations
of the retailer. These findings align with the theoretical
principles proposed by Lee and Aaker (2004), who em-
phasize that prevention-focused individuals are more
sensitive to risk and failure cues in their environment,
intensifying their negative responses.
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Conversely, consumers exposed to narratives that
encouraged goal achievement and positive outcomes
(promotional focus) maintained higher purchase inten-
tions even in the face of stockouts. These results sug-
gest that regulatory focus influences not only purchase
Intentions but also how consumers perceive and inter-
pret adversity in retail settings.

The results advance the understanding of the im-
pact of regulatory focus in stockout contexts by show-
Ing that it is not merely a stable trait but can also be
influenced by external stimuli. This finding offers new
theoretical perspectives by emphasizing the flexibility
of regulatory focus and its interaction with retail condi-
tions. In particular, the ability to temporarily manipulate
regulatory focus through simple narratives reinforces
the practical and academic relevance of the theory
presented by Lee and Aaker (2004).

Managerially, the findings of Study 2 have significant
practical implications. For example, in stockout situa-
tions, point-of-sale messaging can be used to activate
a promotional focus in consumers by emphasizing
alternatives, discounts, or future benefits. Conversely,
prevention-focused consumers may respond better to
communications that highlight reliability and assuranc-
es of restocking. Additionally, persuasive narratives can
be incorporated into advertising campaigns or digital
retail environments to positively influence consumer
behavior in adverse situations.

Study 3

The objective of Study 3 was to examine the effect of
out-of-stock situations on purchase intention among
individuals with different regulatory profiles (preventive
versus promotional). This study utilized a simple facto-
rial design between subjects, incorporating two regula-
tory profiles (preventive versus promotional), with the
regulatory profiles being assessed.

Data for this study were collected in a laborato-
ry setting with participants recruited through the re-
searchers’ social networks. Individuals were invited to
participate voluntarily in the study, which involved visit-
Ing the research laboratory without compensation. The
study utilized an eye-tracking platform (Eye Tracking
Web: https://www.realeye.io/pt). Through the comput-
er's webcam, the RealEye platform tracked participants’
eye movements with an accuracy of (approximately)
110 pixels.

Data collection occurred in two phases. In the first
phase, participants positioned themselves in front of
the computer for eye-tracking calibration. During cal-
ibration and subsequent testing, participants were in-
structed to keep their heads still. After calibration, par-
ticipants viewed an image for 20 seconds, a duration
determined during initial pretesting to be adequate.

In the second phase, following image viewing and
eye tracking, participants were informed that they
could move their heads. They were then automatical-
ly directed to the QuestionPro platform. After agreeing
to participate, respondents accessed the platform to
complete the study questionnaire.

Manipulation

In this study, manipulation was achieved through a sin-
gle image depicting a shelf with a high level of out-of-
stock, featuring crackers (Figure 10).

For Study 3, we used a virtual shelf of cookies.
Products like cookies are often purchased impulsively
(Streicher et al, 2021), making them ideal for investi-
gating how consumers with different regulatory pro-
files allocate visual attention to shelves with stockouts.
Using a scenario involving lower-value, unplanned pur-
chases helps test the generalizability of the findings in
contexts with lower financial commitment.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 10. Stimulus Study 3 — Image presented for collection via eye tracking.
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Before seeing the image, participants read a story-
telling narrative similar to that used in Study 1. They
were instructed to analyze the image and were subse-
quently automatically directed to QuestionPro for data
collection. The variables used in this study were identi-
cal to those in Study 1.

Analysis of results — Study 3

The final sample of this study consisted of 65 respon-
dents, with 41 (63.1%) being women. The average age
of the sample was 38.3 (6 = 9.92) years, with 46 (70.8%)
having higher education. Among the respondents, 28
(43.1%) reported an income between BRL 1,820.00 and
BRL 7278.00.

Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the
distribution of respondents based on stimulus and reg-
ulatory profiles. Regulatory focus was categorized into
two groups: preventive (0) and promotional (1). The
categorization used the median (Md = 5), where scores
ranged from O (completely preventive) to 9 (completely
promotional). Thus, individuals scoring below 5 were
categorized as O (preventive), and those scoring 5 and
above were categorized as 1 (promotional). The final
sample contained 49.2% preventive (n = 32) individuals
(0) and 50.8% promotional (n = 33) individuals (1).

Furthermore, we again examined the potential in-
fluence of extraneous variables (Hernandez et al,
2014; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). This time, we tested
whether there were differences between the groups (0
= preventive versus 1 = promotional) for the frequen-
cy of purchasing crackers (M__ .= 29L M =
3.08, tg, 0941 p > 010), general goods shopping fre-
quency (Mpreventlve =319, Mpromotlonal =312, t(, 0342, p >
0.10), and supermarket visit frequency (M__ .. = 297
M. omotional = 288, gy 0521, p > 0.10). Again, no covari-
ates showed significant differences between the groups
and thus were not included in the hypothesis analyses.
Furthermore, the manipulation of the out-of-stock level
appeared effective, as indicated by similar means to pre-
vious studies (M = 1.31; sd = 0.610). Additionally, we did
not observe significant differences in the perception of
supply (“the supply of products in this store is at 100%")
(Mprevemwe =128, Mpromotlonal =133, Uy 0.342,p > 010).

We tested the hypotheses of this study using the
Student's t-test. Specifically, we performed a test to
compare the means between the groups (preventive
versus promotional) for purchase intention (M__ .. =
A4 M o = 406, t, =5.09, p < 0.01). This analysis
confirmed H1, indicating that promotional individuals
had greater purchase intentions compared to preven-
tive individuals.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
Figure 11. Difference in means from Study 3.

Furthermore, we examined the difference in eye
fixation times on the empty shelf (out-of-stock) versus
the full shelf between groups (preventive versus pro-
motional). Overall, participants presented similar aver-
age durations of image observation (M__ . = 1746,
Mpromomal = 1740, t(,, 0642, p > 0.10), approximately 17
seconds in total. When analyzing the average time of
eye focus on the product between the groups (M__ ..

= 03390, M, . = 05842, t, —7623, p = 001), we

identified a significant difference. Specifically, promo-
tional individuals tended to focus their gaze longer on
the product compared to empty spaces. When examin-
ing the average time of eye fixation on the empty shelf
(out-of-stock) between the groups (M__ .. = 06609,
M. ormotiona = 04157 t ., 7623, p < 0.01), we observed that
preventive individuals had longer fixation times on
empty spaces. These findings contribute to explaining

the moderating effects observed in Studies 1 and 2.
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Source: The authors.

Figure 12. Heap map of observation time — Preventive individuals.

Source: The authors.

Figure 13. Heap map of observation time — Promotional individuals.

DISCUSSION OF GENERAL RESULTS
The three studies investigating the effects of consum-
ers’ regulatory focus in retail stockout contexts provide
significant contributions to the understanding of pur-
chasing behavior. By integrating regulatory focus theory
Into the context of product unavailability, this research
advances the existing literature in two key ways: first,
by demonstrating that regulatory profiles lead to differ-
entiated responses in stockout situations, and second,
by revealing that regulatory focus also influences con-
sumers’ visual attention allocation in these contexts, as
evidenced through eye-tracking technology.
Specifically, the study found that promotion-focused
consumers reinterpret stockouts as opportunities to
explore alternatives or discounts, while prevention-fo-
cused consumers exhibit greater vigilance, amplifying

) SR

negative perceptions of the retailer. These findings of-
fer new perspectives on how psychological traits shape
purchasing decisions in situations of perceived scarcity,
further expanding existing theoretical models.

In the first study, it was demonstrated that consum-
ers’ regulatory profiles play a crucial role in moderat-
Ing reactions to out-of-stock situations. Individuals with
a promotion focus exhibited greater resilience when
confronted with empty shelves, maintaining relatively
stable purchase intentions. These findings corroborate
the conclusions of Higgins et al. (1997) and Forster and
Higgins (2005), which suggest that promotion-focused
consumers are goal-oriented and tend to see obstacles
as opportunities. However, this study extends those
findings by applying the theory to the specific context
of out-of-stock situations, suggesting that the resilience
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of these consumers manifests when products are un-
available, seeing such moments as opportunities to dis-
cover new items or positively deal with scarcity.

In the second study, manipulating regulatory focus
before exposing participants to out-of-stock situations
revealed that psychological preparation can significant-
ly alter their perception of product availability. This find-
Ing reinforces the conclusions of Ozuem et al. (2017),
who emphasized the importance of communication
strategies to mitigate consumers’ negative reactions to
service failures, including stockouts. However, our study
goes further by suggesting that not only communica-
tion, but also the prior activation of a promotion-fo-
cused mindset can effectively help consumers manage
disappointment caused by product unavailability, par-
ticularly when their expectations are high.

The third study, using eye-tracking technology, pro-
vides new insights into how different regulatory focus-
es influence consumers’ visual attention. Prevention-
focused individuals tend to fixate more on empty
spaces on shelves, potentially intensifying their negative
perceptions of the shopping experience and decreasing
their satisfaction with the retailer. These findings sup-
port those of Lee and Aaker (2004), who demonstrated
that prevention-focused individuals are more vigilant
regarding potential threats, such as service failures or
product unavailability. However, our study delves deep-
er by showing that fixation on empty spaces may be
a key factor in amplifying dissatisfaction in these con-
sumers. In contrast, promotion-focused individuals di-
rect more attention to available products, keeping them
engaged even in stockout situations.

The application of regulatory focus theory in out-of-
stock studies broadens the understanding of this theo-
retical framework, highlighting its relevance in consum-
er behavior in retail settings. By allowing researchers
to explore how personality traits influence purchasing
decisions beyond superficial emotional reactions, these
studies offer a fresh perspective on the complexities
of consumer behavior. Additionally, the experimental
method adopted strengthens the validity of the findings,
allowing for a detailed analysis of the interactions be-
tween regulatory focus and stockout situations. The de-
cision to manipulate regulatory focus prior to exposure
to stockout scenarios enhances the studies’ applicability
by simulating more realistic shopping conditions, thus
Increasing their external validity.

CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS

The results observed in these studies make significant
contributions to the scientific literature by integrating
regulatory focus theory with consumers' responses to
stockout situations in retail environments. This integra-

tion helps elucidate the psychological mechanisms un-
derlying consumers' reactions to product unavailability.
Understanding these mechanisms can lead to the de-
velopment of more precise consumer behavior models,
predicting reactions across various retail contexts. This
knowledge empowers academics and professionals to
devise more effective strategies for managing and miti-
gating the impact of stockout occurrences.

One of the primary theoretical advancements pro-
vided by this study is the demonstration that regulato-
ry focus moderates the relationship between stockout
perception and purchase intention. Prevention-focused
consumers are more negatively affected by stockout
situations compared to those with a promotion focus,
who perceive these instances as challenges or oppor-
tunities. This finding expands on the studies of Grubor
et al. (2017), which suggest that customer satisfaction
can be harmed by stockouts, by introducing regulatory
focus as a moderating variable in this relationship.

From a managerial perspective, the studies provide
practical insights that can be applied to the develop-
ment of personalized marketing and inventory man-
agement strategies. For instance, retailers can adopt
communication strategies that offer advance notice of
product restocking to prevention-focused consumers,
helping to alleviate their frustration. Furthermore, creat-
ing promotional stimuli in the store environment, such
as upbeat music or signage highlighting promotions,
can increase the engagement of promotion-focused
consumers, making the shopping experience more en-
joyable even in stockout situations.

Additionally, store layouts can be strategically de-
signed to divert consumers’ attention away from empty
shelves by redirecting focus toward substitute products
or nearby stocked items. This type of visual organiza-
tion could reduce the negative perceptions of preven-
tion-focused consumers and improve their satisfaction.
The use of communication technologies, such as apps
that send notifications about product availability, can
be another effective way to engage these consumers,
keeping them informed and satisfied.

Another important managerial contribution lies
In the potential to use information about consumers’
regulatory focus to segment promotional campaigns.
Prevention-focused consumers may respond better to
campaigns that emphasize security, reliability, and guar-
antees of future product availability. On the other hand,
promotion-focused consumers may be more attracted
to campaigns that promote the discovery of new prod-
ucts or opportunities for discounts on altermative items.

Moreover, our study supports the adoption of cer-
tain managerial practices. For instance, for preven-
tion-focused consumers, who are more sensitive to
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risk and failure, stores could adopt communication
strategies that emphasize reliability and security. A pos-
sible approach would be sending alerts about restock-
Ing schedules via email, SMS, or mobile apps, reducing
uncertainty for these consumers. Additionally, signage
in physical stores or online could be used to reassure
consumers about prompt restocking or to provide clear
altermatives for unavailable products. Another practical
strategy involves training customer service teams or
configuring chatbots to address concerns quickly, offer-
Ing reassurance and tailored solutions to prevention-fo-
cused consumers.

Conversely, promotion-focused consumers, who
are more resilient to adversity and seek opportunities
for gains, may respond better to strategies that em-
phasize benefits and exploration. For example, promot-
Ing available alternative products by highlighting their
unique features or benefits can help maintain engage-
ment with these consumers. Targeted campaigns that
frame stockouts as opportunities to try new items or
access exclusive discounts may also prove effective.
Furthermore, offering in-store or online experiences,
such as time-limited offers or early access to new prod-
ucts, can encourage positive behaviors among promo-
tion-focused consumers.

These personalized strategies not only enhance cus-
tomer satisfaction and loyalty but also support invento-
ry management by mitigating the impact of negative
evaluations caused by stockouts. By leveraging insights
into regulatory focus, retailers can segment their cus-
tomer base more effectively and develop communica-
tion approaches that resonate with distinct motivational
profiles.

Evidently, despite the promising results, the studies
have limitations that merit consideration. The sample,
while diverse, remains constrained to experimental sce-
narios that may not fully replicate the complexity of
real-world shopping contexts. Additionally, simulating
stockout scenarios through images may not fully elic-
it the behavioral responses observed in real retail en-
vironments. As a suggestion, field experiments, though
challenging to execute and control, could offer more
authentic insights into this phenomenon. Furthermore,
future research could expand the study to encompass a
broader array of products and stockout scenarios, while
exploring other psychological traits that may interact
with regulatory focus, which would be advantageous.

Although the use of eye-tracking technology in
Study 3 provided valuable insights into the visual at-
tention patterns of consumers with different regulatory
profiles, certain limitations must be acknowledged. First,
the laboratory environment, while controlled, may not
fully capture the complexity of real-world retail settings.

) SR

Factors such as environmental distractions, dynamic
shopping behaviors, and decision-making under time
pressure are not accounted for in the experimental de-
sign. These differences may limit the external validity
of the results, as the visual attention patterns observed
in the lab may not accurately reflect those in a natural
shopping context. Second, the reliance on static imag-
es as stimull may not engage participants’ visual atten-
tion in the same way as interacting with actual shelves
or products. Future research could address these lim-
itations by incorporating field studies or virtual reality
simulations to enhance the ecological validity of the
findings. We believe this study significantly enhances
understanding of how consumers' regulatory focus in-
fluences their responses to stockout occurrences in re-
tail settings. Recognizing that academic studies do not
aim to exhaust a topic entirely, we assert that this study
contributes toward addressing this knowledge gap.
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