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Understanding Shopping Addiction:  
Causes, Effects, and Pathways to Recovery 

By Peggy L. Ferguson, Ph.D. 

Introduction 
In an era characterized by consumerism and instant gratification, shopping 
addiction—also known as "compulsive spending," "shopping addiction," 
"shopaholism," and "compulsive buying disorder"—has emerged as a 
significant behavioral addiction. The aim of this article is to shed light on 
the intricacies of shopping/spending addiction and provide a roadmap for 
those seeking to overcome it.


What is Shopping Addiction? 
Shopping addiction is a process addiction marked by an uncontrollable 
urge to purchase items despite adverse consequences. It often leads to 
financial distress, relationship problems, and emotional turmoil. Unlike 
ordinary spending, which is a necessary part of modern life, spending 
addiction generates euphoria or a temporary high. Diminished control over 
behavior is a defining feature of addiction, making behavioral addictions 
analogous to substance addiction but without ingesting a psychoactive 
substance. The essential characteristic of behavioral addictions is the 
inability to resist a compulsion to engage in a behavior that is ultimately 
harmful to oneself or others.


Symptoms of Shopping Addiction: 
Spending to feel better

Shopping when angry, stressed, bored, depressed, lonely

Spending more than you can afford

Juggling credit card debt to cover credit card payments.

Unable to stick to a shopping list; impulse buying

Living on the edge financially

Writing checks you cannot cover
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Hiding purchases from friends and family

Borrowing money to pay bills

Feeling guilt and remorse after spending

Increased stress impacting health

Inability to get out of debt

Relationship problems--deception, arguments, lying

A sense of loss of time while shopping/spending. 


These are some of the symptoms of spending/shopping addiction. There 
are many other potential examples of out-of-control shopping.


Normal Spending vs. Spending Addiction 
The difference between regular spending and addiction is based on the 
frequency and intensity of the behavior and its consequences, such as 
professional, social, academic, legal, and financial issues. Compulsive 
shopping involves irresistible impulses, frequent preoccupation with 
buying, and significant negative economic and social consequences. In 
contrast, regular shopping does not.


The Psychology Behind Spending Addiction 

Emotional Regulation and Coping 
At its core, spending addiction is often a coping mechanism for emotional 
distress. People may turn to shopping to alleviate feelings of anxiety, 
depression, loneliness, or low self-esteem. The act of buying provides 
temporary euphoria and control, similar to the effects of substance use, 
leading to repeated spending to recapture the high.


The Role of Dopamine 
Neuroscientific research has shown that spending addiction is linked to 
the brain's reward system. When people purchase, their brain releases 
dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and reward. Over 
time, the brain craves this dopamine release, compelling the individual to 
seek the same spending high repeatedly, regardless of the negative 
impact.
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Social and Cultural Influences 
Societal norms and cultural factors play a crucial role in fostering spending 
addiction. Many cultures equate Material possessions with success, 
status, and happiness. Advertising and media perpetuate this notion, 
bombarding individuals with messages that suggest buying more will lead 
to a better life. Social media also showcases unrealistic lifestyles, 
emphasizing consumerism and encouraging spending.


Identifying Spending Addiction 

Signs and Symptoms 
Recognizing spending addiction involves identifying specific behaviors 
and patterns. Signs include:


• Compulsive Buying: An overwhelming urge to buy items, often without 
need.


•
• Financial Problems: Accumulated debt, maxed-out credit cards, and 

inability to manage finances.

•
• Emotional Distress: Feelings of guilt, shame, or anxiety related to 

shopping habits.

•
• Secrecy and Deception: Hiding purchases or lying to family and friends 

about spending.

•
• Relationship Issues: Strained relationships due to financial instability or 

secretive behavior.


Diagnostic Criteria 
While spending addiction is not formally classified in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), it shares similarities with 
other behavioral addictions. Clinicians often use criteria similar to those for 
gambling disorder to assess compulsive buying, focusing on aspects like 
preoccupation with buying, unsuccessful attempts to cut back, and 
continued spending despite adverse consequences.
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Causes of Spending Addiction 

Genetic and Biological Factors 
Research shows genetic predisposition plays a role in the development of 
spending addiction. Individuals with a family history of addiction or 
impulse control disorders may be more susceptible. Additionally, 
imbalances in brain chemistry, particularly involving dopamine and 
serotonin, can contribute to compulsive behaviors. Spending addiction 
begins in adolescence or early adulthood and predominantly affects 
women.


Psychological Factors 
Shopping addiction is linked to several psychological factors:


• Impulsivity: High levels of impulsivity increase the likelihood of 
compulsive buying.


• Low Self-Esteem: Individuals may shop to boost their self-esteem or 
seek validation through material possessions.


• Mood Disorders: Depression, anxiety, and other disorders associated 
with mood can drive individuals to seek comfort through spending.


• Emotional Dysregulation: People who struggle to identify their feelings 
or needs may use shopping to seek comfort or relief.


• Attachment Issues: Insecure attachment is more likely to lead to 
process addictions.


• Co-occurring Addictions: Spending addiction often coexists with other 
addictions, including alcohol and drugs.


Environmental Factors 

Environmental influences significantly affect spending habits. Easy access 
to credit, pervasive advertising, and societal pressure to conform to 
materialistic values contribute to spending addiction. Childhood 
experiences, such as growing up in a household where family members 
used spending to express love or cope with stress, also shape adult 
behaviors.
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The Impact of Spending Addiction 

• Financial Consequences:  The most immediate impact of spending 
addiction is financial. Individuals may incur significant debt, face 
bankruptcy, and experience a decline in overall financial health. This 
economic instability can lead to long-term consequences, such as poor 
credit scores and difficulty securing loans or housing.


• Emotional and Psychological Effects:  Spending addiction takes a toll 
on emotional well-being. The cycle of compulsive buying, followed by 
regret and guilt, can lead to chronic stress, anxiety, and depression. 
Overwhelmed by out-of-control debt, many people contemplate suicide.


• Social and Relational Impact:  Relationships often suffer due to 
spending addiction. Financial strain can lead to conflicts with partners, 
family members, and friends. The secrecy and deceit associated with 
hidden purchases create distrust and isolation. The spouse often views 
spending addiction as financial infidelity and can contribute to marital 
breakdown.


Pathways to Recovery 

Acknowledging the Problem 
The first step in overcoming spending addiction is acknowledging its 
existence. Honest self-reflection and a willingness to confront 
uncomfortable truths about behavior and its impact are necessary. 
Support from loved ones can provide the required encouragement and 
accountability.


Seeking Professional Help 
Professional intervention is often crucial. Psychologists, therapists, and 
financial counselors can provide comprehensive support tailored to the 
individual's needs. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is particularly 
effective in helping individuals identify and change the thought patterns 
and behaviors that drive compulsive buying. Group psychotherapy, 
dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), psychodynamic therapy, acceptance 
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and commitment therapy (ACT), and mindfulness-based interventions are 
also beneficial.


Interrupting the Momentum of Addiction 
Identify when, where, and how you spend. Setting limits around shopping 
is crucial. Course corrections may involve lifestyle changes like cutting up 
credit cards, changing your route to avoid shopping areas, and removing 
access to home shopping channels and other shopping triggers.

Create a plan to avoid these triggers. This may involve:


• Avoiding Certain Shopping Venues: Avoid places you compulsively 
spend, including your phone and internet. Change your route to and 
from work to avoid familiar stores and shopping areas.  


• Avoid Visual Triggers:  Change how you use the internet. Unsubscribe 
from email lists and unfollow social media accounts.  Block senders that 
try to sell you something. 


• Change your phone settings: Use your phone less and turn off your 
notifications.


• Limiting Access to Credit: Don't carry credit cards; lock them away or 
cut them up.


• Changing Shopping Habits: Use cash instead of credit cards and shop 
when and where you are least likely to compulsively buy.


• Changing Your Relationship to Money:  Recovery involves developing 
a healthy relationship with money. Start by creating a budget and 
identifying all your sources of income and expenses. Track your bills and 
use automatic withdrawals for bill payments. Use cash for other costs to 
make shopping more tangible and more challenging to do impulsively.


Developing Healthy Coping Mechanisms 
Replacing the addictive behavior with healthier coping mechanisms is 
essential. Strategies may include:
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• Mindfulness and Stress Management: Techniques like mindfulness, 
meditation, yoga, and deep-breathing exercises.


• Engaging in Alternative Activities: Pursuing hobbies, physical 
exercise, and social activities. Stay busy.  Find other hobbies.


• Financial Planning and Budgeting: Working with a financial counselor 
to create a realistic budget and develop better money management 
skills.


• Learn emotional self-regulation skills:  Learn and practice identifying 
and expressing feelings appropriately.


Building a Support Network 

Benefits of Support Groups: Support groups and peer networks offer 
valuable emotional support and practical advice. Sharing experiences with 
others who understand the challenges of shopping addiction can reduce 
feelings of isolation and provide a sense of community. 


• National Support Groups: Debtors Anonymous, Shopaholics 
Anonymous, Spenders Anonymous, and Celebrate Recovery offer 
structured support.


• Get a Sponsor or Mentor: Having an accountability partner can help 
reinforce these boundaries and your efforts.


Preventing Relapse 

• Ongoing Self-Monitoring:  It is essential to maintain awareness of 
spending habits and emotional triggers. To stay vigilant and proactive, 
regularly review financial statements, keep a spending diary, and reflect 
on emotional states.
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• Continued Therapy and Support: Recovery from spending addiction  
is an ongoing process that requires continued therapy and support. 
Regular sessions with a therapist or counselor can provide ongoing 
guidance and help address any emerging issues. Staying connected 
with support groups reinforces accountability and provides a network of 
encouragement.


• Adapting to Stressors and Life Changes:  Life changes, such as job 
transitions, relationship changes, or health issues, can trigger relapse. It 
is vital to be prepared to adapt coping strategies to new circumstances 
and increased levels of stress. Change might involve seeking additional 
support during challenging times or revisiting therapeutic techniques to 
manage stress and emotions effectively.


Conclusion 
Shopping addiction is a complex and multifaceted disorder that requires a 
comprehensive approach to treatment and recovery. By understanding the 
psychological, biological, and environmental factors that contribute to this 
addiction, individuals can better recognize its impact and take steps 
toward healing. With the proper support, strategies, and commitment, 
recovery from spending addiction is possible, leading to a healthier, more 
fulfilling life.
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articles and other 
resources available on 
these pages and others: 

  ProcessAddictions 

LocalSupportMeetings 

AddictionArticles 
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