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Convert Website 
Visitors into Buyers
5 Psychological Principles Applied to 
Shopping Cart Conversion, Part I
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/ INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Whether you’re selling a good or service online or trying to get someone to 
download an eBook (like this one), there are many psychological hurdles to 
convincing a customer to not only believe your message—but perceive it as one 
that offers a benefit to their life. Ultimately, that’s what conversion is all about. 
You can optimize your shopping cart conversion (the percentage of customer 
visits that end in a completed transaction) and maximize sales by taking steps to 
proactively minimize the key customer hurdles you face.
 
As you’ll learn in this eBook applying proven psychological principles to your 
shopping cart experience can encourage buyers to increase the size of the order 
in their cart, complete their purchase, and form a positive customer perception, 
which is ultimately, the key to customer loyalty. We’ll explore the science behind 
customer conversion and offer five principles you can begin to apply today, to 
improve your shopping cart experience. 
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Product Context 

definition

principal #1

In layman’s terms, it’s the fact that perception is reality—and that reality is 
different for every customer. The more you can do to shape a customers’ 
perception positively, the better your chances of convincing customers that your 
business is one that offers value of some kind, even if it’s not price. Used properly, 
product context can persuade shoppers to buy more, and move them through the 
consumer buying and decision cycle.

Originally observed by researchers Daniel Kahneman 
and Amos Tversky in the 1980s, product context refers 
to the perceived value that consumers give your products 
and/or services based on the facts surrounding them. 

Wow, thats shirt is bright!

17
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Here are some ways you can manage 
product context to your advantage:

Demonstrate your discount.

Prove they are getting their value.

People are motivated to accept 
offers when they believe there isn’t 
a better deal elsewhere.

Consumers are very much swayed by the sense of value they 
believe they are getting from a purchase and it has very little to 
do with price.

You can convince them with your pricing strategy, 
which may include demonstrating a “manufacturer’s 
suggested price” or “list price,” and then comparing it 
to the price at which you are selling the item.

The key to this strategy is two fold: The difference 
you demonstrate must be believable, and significant. 
Even if the dollar amount is not significant, showing 
a significant percentage of what they save may 
convince them to buy.

Reinforce the “big picture” behind the value the customer gets from your site, visibly and 
consistently. For example, you might offer additional proof points about what they can expect 
once they purchase that other retailers don’t offer, whether it’s concierge-style customer 
services,  “VIP only” sales notices, guarantees, or a warranty. 

Majestic Honda shows their pricing 
compared to the standard retail price.
(hondaautomotiveparts.com)
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Offer extras.

BikeBandit.com gives “Bandit Bucks” (store credit) 
with each purchase.

Though it offers a mix of its own private label products and those sold at other retailers, REI reinforces value 
with shipping offers for a minimum order, a 15% discount for customers who sign up for its email list, an 
expert advice section for its outdoor enthusiast customers, a 100% satisfaction guarantee, and a fee-based 
“REI members” program to offers customers access to special deals, and 10% cash back on purchases.

Promotions, free “premiums ,” and “upgrades,” help to enhance 
perceived value.

In fact, Forrester Research indicates that 
nearly 50 percent of customers won’t 
buy anything unless there is a promotion 
involved. Though you need to identify 
the impact on your own bottom line, 
free shipping, or an upgrade to a faster 
shipping option is one of the clearest 
paths to creating perceived value online, 
especially if you structure the offer to show 
how much more the customer would pay if 
your offer didn’t exist.

(Forrester‘s data also consistently indicates that 
shipping cost is the number one reason shopping 
carts are abandoned).

“Free gifts” can be a fun way to be creative in your marketing, but remember that what you offer 
has to be of worth to the customer. A cheap gimmick won’t win customers over—and might 
even harm your brand image.

one to watch
REI.com

http://www.rei.com


CONVERT WEBSITE VISITORS INTO BUYERS 7

© 2013 2Checkout.com, Inc.

/ PSYCHOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES

Impulsivity

definition

principal #2

The impulse buy might be every retailers’ favorite human behavior. Although 
common ways to take advantage of this psychological phenomenon are to offer 
last minute discounts and offers at the time of purchase, an even more effective 
way is to prove to the consumer that they “need” or “deserve” the said product or 
service. How do you do that? By understanding what makes your customer “tick.” 
Regardless of what you sell, simple adjustments to your marketing copy and your 
promotional structure can promote impulse buying among customers.

A tendency to act on a whim, displaying behavior 
characterized by little or no forethought, reflection, or 
consideration of consequences.

Oh, candy! Add that 
to the order.
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Try these simple marketing tactics to 
incentivize impulse buys:

Choose your words carefully.

Appeal to their impatience.

Psychologists call it “loss aversion” but the basic human need 
not to miss out of on offer is one way you can incentivize 
impulse buying. 

In the Integer Group and M/A/R/C Research’s 2012 study 
“The Checkout,” it was revealed that 9 out of 10 shoppers 
surveyed admit to making impulse buys--and that 66 percent 
of them were lured to the buy with signage announcing a sale 
or promotion.

Adjust your offer structures to create a sense of urgency by letting customers know this is the 
“last chance” they’ll have to take advantage of a specific offer, or that this your “best sale ever.” 
(Make sure your prices reflect your bold claims). You might also let customers know that a 
specific item is extremely popular, is low in stock, or may not be offered again. (Again, the claim 
must be true). 

You can easily implement the power of impulse buying into your website with display 
banners, and clear marketing copy. Additionally, relying on heuristics (unconscious “rules of 
thumb” customers see frequently, and lean on to make decisions) can push them through the 
sales funnel. Common examples include buy two/get one offers, 2 items for $50.  Whether the 
deal is a “good one” or not isn’t the factor behind impulse buying with these sorts of offers; It’s 
that many customers don’t have time to figure out the offer, or don’t care to because it’s so
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BikeBandit.com offers free shipping on purchases 
over $100.

familiar that they presume it is the best deal. The same approach can work with an offer that 
requires some sort of qualification threshold, such as “Free shipping on purchases of $150.” 

The key to using heuristics to motivate 
impulse buying is the simplicity of the sales 
funnel, and clarity of your offer. If you do 
not intend to honor the promoted price for 
purchases that don’t meet the offer criteria, 
clearly point out the price for the single 
item before checkout, with prompting 
language like “you could save $X by adding
another item.” Follow the sales push with site functionality that makes it easy for a customer to 
add onto their order if they decide to take advantage of the promotion. If they have to leave the 
checkout, poke around your site to find the product that completes the offer—or worst of all—
re-enter their customer information once they’ve added the product--they may very well leave 
for good.

Tell them what they want to hear.

Appealing to your customers’ internal motivators with clever 
marketing copy is key to driving impulse buys—but in order for 
it to be effective, you must understand who your customer is, 
and what matters to them.

Take note of your site analytics. At what pages do 
visitors linger, and where do they abandon? What 
search terms drive customers to your site and which 
of your email marketing headlines caused customers 
to visit your site in the first place? Free analytics 
tools like Google Keyword tool can provide insight 
to the words customers use to search for items 
like those you sell, giving you clues into how they 
perceive a product, what they use it for, and why 
they’re searching. Google Keyword tool can provide insight 

to the words customers use to search.
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Not only does J.Crew use suggestive selling with a clean “customers also love” box below the product a 
customer places into their cart, the retailer structures its shipping offers so that customers under the order 
minimum see another box at the checkout with language that says “You might like these too…”, including 
images of relevant products and price. Customers who want to increase the order to get free shipping can 
easily add a product to the cart, and continue with checkout, without having to search the site.

one to watch
JCREW.com

http://www.jcrew.com
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Cognitive Dissonance

definition

principal #3

In the case of online purchases, post-decision dissonance is known as “buyer’s 
remorse.” After the initial high of a new purchase wears off, customers sometimes 
begin to doubt whether or not they made the right decision. Conflicted, they 
sometimes return purchases. Generally speaking, the higher the price (according 
to the customer’s perception of value and what they can afford) the greater 
the potential for buyer’s remorse. As an online retailer your role in the sales 
transaction is not complete until you have taken all the steps you can to reduce 
the likelihood of buyer’s remorse.

The discomfort experienced when simultaneously 
holding two or more conflicting cognitions: ideas, beliefs, 
values or emotional reactions.

Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten 
pink polka dots?
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Here are some ideas you can reinforce 
customer satisfaction and minimize 
returns:

Appeal to the reasons they bought the product.

Keep them in the loop.

The approach you use in reducing buyer remorse has everything 
to do with the reasons behind the customer purchase.

The longer it takes the customer to receive the product, the 
more likely they’ll change their mind.

If you sell footwear, for example, you might follow up with an email about “10 ways to make the 
most of this Spring’s hottest shoes” (and include the shoes they purchased as part of that list). If 
you sell products that are more practical in nature, you might share an email with expert tips on 
how to make the best use of the purchase.

Small businesses need to work extra hard 
to ensure that the fulfillment process is as 
efficient and timely as possible. When the 
order has been “picked” and pulled, send 
your customer an email letting them know 
the order status. Send another when it has 
shipped, along with a tracking number, and 
estimated delivery date. When that date 
comes, send an email thanking them for their 
order, and inviting them to leave a review of 
your business on social media or other online 
review sites like Yelp or Google places.

Amazon sends the customer an email 
with tracking information and estimated 
delivery date.
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Counter common reasons for returns.

Best Buy manages the most common reason for buyer hesitancy and remorse (customers fearing they will 
find the same product sold for less elsewhere post-purchase) with its price match policy.  Not only does 
the policy help to push customers through the sales funnel, it reduces post-purchase anxiety by ensuring 
customers that they will ultimately pay the lowest price at Best Buy.

Keep tabs on why customers return certain items so you can 
be more proactive about what leads to buyer remorse, and to 
minimize returns. 
For example, if you find that a product isn’t as simple to use as customers expect, you might 
send an email the day they receive the item reminding them that you offer 24/7 customer 
service reps who are trained and knowledgeable in all product related questions. You might 
also provide information about relevant add-on products, or remind them of your warranty or 
replacement policies.

one to watch
BestBuy.com

http://www.besbuy.com
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Confusion

definition

principal #4

Too many pages on your website, vague product categories, too much language, 
unclear and limited product descriptions, too many colors, and too many 
products can all lead to customer confusion. It’s what social psychologists call 
“choice overload.” The result of the condition is that faced with too much stimuli, 
people walk away from making a decision altogether. In the world of ecommerce, 
it means customers give up and abandon their shopping cart—and possibly, your 
site altogether. Though you can minimize confusion with proper web design and 
usability, you can also eliminate it with a checkout process that is simple,
and streamlined. 

A disruption of awareness marked by amazement, a 
lack of cognitive or behavioral clarity, and confusion for 
place, individual, and time.

So many 
choices?!
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Here’s how to minimize confusion on 
your website and checkout:

Conduct your own usability test.

Be explicit with the details around forms 
and fields.

Solicit informal feedback about your website from friends, 
peers, employees, and family.

Clearly mark which fields in your customer data and shopping 
cart forms are mandatory, and give customers an accurate 
shipping and tax amount before they go too far into the 
checkout process.

Ask them to place a “mock order” on your site. If possible, sit with them and watch their actions 
during the checkout process. (If you can’t observe their actions, ask them to take notes of their 
thoughts and perceptions at various points in the process). You’ll want to ensure that you are 
aware of any aspects of your site they found to be daunting or unclear, and confirm that your 
products are easily searchable and presented in an appealing and accurate way.

If one of your users couldn’t find the product they sought in search, consider why: perhaps 
categories, or keywords you’ve associated with products needs to be adjusted. If a user entered 
incorrect information during checkout, or had to navigate away from the site temporarily 
--what happened? All of these aspects can be “deal breakers” for a customer who is both time-
pressed, and unsure about your site. Conducting informal usability studies can mean the 
difference between converted, or lost, customer orders.

Use a postcode lookup tool that allows customers to input their postal code only, to prefill 
city and state information. Further, ensure that you are clear if customers are not to use
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2Checkout’s Dynamic Checkout uses the common 
asterisk notation for required fields.

dashes or spaces when they enter their 
information. If a customer enters an 
invalid postal code, include a drop down 
list that includes correct matches, and 
allows them to “override” the drop down 
and proceed with manual entry.

Don’t force them to create an account.

Though you may want to acquire customer data for your own 
benefit, making account registration optional is key.

Display a “guest checkout” option prominently, and consider integrating social media plug ins 
to your site that allow a user to sign in to your site by authorizing access to their information 
stored in another account.

Utsav Fashion (www.utsavfashion.com) gives the customer the option to sign into an existing account or 
continue as a guest. For guests, they give the option to create an account later on in the checkout process.

http://www.utsavfashion.com
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Tell them what’s next.

Not only does Zappos offer the option for customers to create an account or sign in using their Amazon 
or Endless.com credentials, it provides a number for customers who don’t have email to call in order to 
place an order. The checkout page includes a link to live chat help, and clearly features a link to frequently 
asked questions, shipping and return policies, and features logos and copy assuring the customer that the 
checkout technology is secure and encrypted.

Confirm that products are in stock and available as customers 
place items in the cart.

If they’re not, let them know your process 
for handling backordered items, and an 
estimated in stock date. Provide clarity 
around shipping and delivery dates, and 
contact information if their order doesn’t 
arrive. Let them know when credit card 
orders will be processed and reflected on 
their statement. If your official business 
name isn’t the same as your “vanity” 
business or website URL, add language that 
tells them exactly what name the charge 
will be attributed to. 

one to watch
Zappos.com

Amazon shows availability below the product 
description. They also highlight next day shipping 
availability.

http://www.zappos.com
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Channel Preference

definition

principal #5

With multiple options for completing daily tasks, consumers delineate certain 
activities for certain devices. For example, according to Wireless Intelligence, 85% 
of online shoppers will add items to their shopping cart on their smart phone, but 
return later on their tablet to complete the purchase.

To accommodate multichannel customers you must make sure that your 
site is optimized for mobile-- which means far more than ensuring that your 
sites’ screen resolution changes to fit the size of the customer’s device screen. 
Ecommerce retailers with truly mobile-responsive websites change their layout 
and structure to fit the specific device, in order to provide a fluid and satisfying 
buying experience for the customer.

Process by which consumers determine which of the 
technologies available to them are most appropriate for 
what tasks. 

Devices of all shapes and sizes.
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Here are some ways to ensure your site 
is keeping pace with your customers’ 
many devices:

Use video.

Integrate social media plug-ins.

You don’t have to be a professional videographer to incorporate 
video onto your site—but it can be a simple and effective way to 
engage multichannel customers.

Place “share this” buttons next to products so users can easily 
share items they like on Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and 
Instagram.

The possibilities for making relevant videos 
are endless: Perhaps it can be used to explain 
more about a product or demonstrate the 
features about it that are hard to show on a flat 
web page, address future trends related to your 
industry or business, or to position yourself as 
an expert among your competition with user-
friendly “how to” videos. According to the 
Multichannel Marketer’s 2013 Outlook survey 
of online retailers, nearly 40% consider adding 
video to their site a top priority in establishing a 
multichannel presence.

Many products on Amazon have videos to 
go along with the product images.
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Zappos has share links below the Add to Cart button 
on each of their product pages.

2Checkout’s Direct Checkout and Dynamic 
Checkout  are responsive to the device 
screen size.

Not only can empowering users to share 
your website better your own results in 
search, their word of mouth marketing 
in social media can be instrumental in 
helping you to build an audience, and 
attract new customers.

Use mobile optimized email.

Make the checkout 
layout appropriate.

According to a study by mobile marketing firm Knotice, 41% of 
customers open marketing emails on a mobile device.

In addition to your site, the 
checkout process should be 
mobile-responsive. 

To ensure that smartphone and tablet users can read what you send, keep copy minimal, include 
a clean design that features products, and stack content in such a way that important items and 
messaging is easily viewed on a vertical and smaller smartphone or tablet screen.

Make sure to use a payment processor that 
offers a dynamic checkout that adjusts 
according to the device screen size and 
resolution, to encourage cart conversions on 
smaller devices like smart phones and tablets.
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Beyond The Rack has had an m-commerce site since 2012, and is currently in the process of developing an 
iPhone and iPad app. According to the site’s stats, mobile accounts for 37% of traffic and 33% of revenue on 
weekdays; 41% of traffic and 41% of revenue on weekends.

one to watch
BEYONDTHERACK.com

http://www.beyondtherack.com
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Conclusion
It doesn’t take a university degree in Psychology to understand how human 
behavior and psychological principles play a major role in the e-commerce 
process. By applying these simple but powerful truths to your website, you can 
reduce shopping cart abandonment, increase your average order size, and lay the 
foundation for repeat purchases and customer loyalty.

We’d love to hear from you! Connect with us on Twitter or 
Facebook and share your stories.

share

https://twitter.com/2checkout
https://www.facebook.com/2Checkout.2CO
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Global payments made easy.
2Checkout is an online payment processing provider who helps thousands of 
online businesses sell around the world every day with dozens of international 
currencies, multiple languages, and a customizable checkout page.
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optimization, and the world of SaaS. Witnessing people work towards a 
common goal keeps her engaged and excited to come to work each day.

Hobbies include spending time with her husband and pups, walking, and 
dining out. Jenny received her BA in Communications from the University of 
New Orleans and her MA in Telecommunications, Information Studies and 
Media from Michigan State University.
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Connect with 2Checkout and learn more about 
how our services can enable you to implement 
these principles.

Connect >>

http://www.2checkout.com
http://www.2checkout.com

