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Escaping the crowd: An experimental study on the impact of a Virtual Reality
experience in a shopping mall.

Abstract

Crowding is largely associated with negative consumer outcomes such as shopping irritation
and lower levels of shopping pleasure, less positive attitudes and less satisfaction toward the
crowded store or mall. While previous research demonstrated the alleviating effect of slow
music and greenery on this negative impact of high perceived crowding, this study examines
the potential of a relaxing Virtual Reality (VR) experience in a shopping mall. As Virtual
Reality immerses users in a computer-generated environment, and as such allows them to
escape the hectic mall environment, its use is expected to result in a more positive consumer
experience. In a quasi-experimental 2x2 between-subjects design, the levels of attitude toward
the mall, approach behaviour, mall satisfaction, and loyalty intentions were measured as well
as perceived crowding. Participants in the experimental condition were exposed to a relaxing
Virtual Reality experience in the mall, whereas participants in the control condition did not
get such a treatment. Overall, consumers reported more positive responses on all measured
outcome variables after being exposed to the Virtual Reality experience. In addition, the effect
on mall attitudes, satisfaction and loyalty is more pronounced when crowding is perceived to

be high.
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1. Introduction

Over the past years, retail atmospherics research has moved from a focus on light, colour,
smell, music and so forth (cf., Turley & Milliman, 2000; Vieira, 2013) to digital solutions at

the point of sales. Overall, advanced technology has the potential to ameliorate store
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