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Six months ago, I was blithely unaware 
of The Outnet; now I’m a full-fledged 
addict. Every day at 11:30 a.m., my 
BlackBerry flashes as the email alerts 
appear. I’ve already scored some of my 
favourite wardrobe pieces from The 
Outnet: a By Malene Birger woven 
dress, an Anna Sui shift and a pair of 
watermelon Marni heels. The siren 
sale call is just too strong to resist. 
Within seconds, I’m browsing things I 
have never considered (or even knew 
existed) and they suddenly seem like 
necessities. How is it that I’ve been 
able to survive without a camo-print 
Missoni cape or Hervé Léger suede 
booties? I wonder. “I’ll wear it with  
everything” becomes my mantra as I 
add items to my basket. Satisfied that 
I’ve scored the best options, I check 
out. “You’ve saved $1,629!” The 
Outnet boldly affirms. If only I could 
bank the savings. Below, the much 
smaller, unbolded text whispers the 
amount that will actually be charged to 
my Visa. Confidently, I click Purchase 
(my personal information is already  
on file, eliminating the crucial pause 
moment) and euphoria soars! Mo
ments later, I experience a twinge  
of buyer’s remorse. How much did I 
just charge? The adrenaline and the 
panic that the sky-high Hervé Léger 
suede booties would be sold out had 
clouded my judgment. (And days  
later, when the booties arrive, I can 
barely walk in them.) I swiftly calculate  
when my rent is due and when my 
next paycheque will come. I resolve  
to give The Outnet a break. But the 
next morning, at 11:30 a.m., my 
BlackBerry begins flashing yet again. 
Who needs electricity? Candles are  
far more romantic, I say to myself as  
I log on to see what new deals are 
available today. ally dean 
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Chicago-based strategy firm Female 
Factor and author of Why She Buys. 
“Getting a deal has become like a 
game for many people. Can you win 
by being one of the first few people to 
seize the deal? Can you tell your 
friends about it later? There’s a lot of 
adrenaline that comes from feeling 
like you’ve beaten the system.”

For some, however, that adrenaline 
rush blossoms into compulsive online 
shopping. “Research suggests that  
the Internet is a strong trigger for 
compulsive buyers—even more than 
stores,” says April Benson, a New 
York-based psychologist who treats 
shopping addicts. “The variety of 
products offered by flash sales, the 
ability to buy unobserved and the 
emotional rush this generates on any 
given day is the hook. The limited-
time offer—and the fear that they 
may miss out on something—also 
triggers them to buy.”

Results from a 2009 survey of 
more than 300 online shoppers, con-
ducted at Virginia’s University of 
Richmond, found that compulsive 
buyers spent 50 percent more on 
fashion online than they did at tradi-
tional retail stores, whereas non-
compulsive shoppers reported no 
difference in the amount they spent 
on clothing between online and 
physical retail environments. 

The results—which were pub-
lished in a study in the Journal of 
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Retailing—concluded that the on-
line environment is the trigger for 
consumers with compulsive buying 
tendencies. Being able to shop 
anonymously 24-7 and quickly 
buy whatever they want at the one-
click express checkout leads to in-
stant gratification.

This year, the researchers pub-
lished additional data that shows 
that it’s not just the ability to buy 
online that lures the compulsive 
shopper but also the prospect of 
buying well-known brands on sale 
and the pleasure of being able to 
take advantage of a promotion or 
get a great deal. They also found h 
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that compulsive buyers place more 
emphasis on buying prestigious and 
national-brand products and report 
experiencing significantly more pleas
ure from getting a deal than non-
compulsive buyers do.

Benson believes—and hopes—it’s 
only a matter of time before shop-
ping websites begin to feature infor-
mation about shopping responsibly. 
“I know it might seem like a conflict 

of interest, but we do it with 
tobacco and liquor and I 
think we need to do it with 
shopping sites where people 
are prone to overdoing it.”

But, says Underhill, when it 
comes right down to it, we are re-
sponsible for our own shopping  
behaviour. “We can’t look at mer-
chants and blame them for our 
shopping habits,” he says. “We 
don’t blame the Domino Sugar 
Company for obesity. We don’t 
blame Labatt for alcoholism. If you 
spend more money than you can  
afford, it’s your problem.” n
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I know all about Ally’s “Just In” adrenaline rush. I’m a member of Gilt Groupe 
and Beyond The Rack, but Net-A-Porter’s email notifications are my true retail 
nirvana. I hit the motherlode when I discovered a killer 3.1 Phillip Lim camel 
robe coat last fall on Net-A-Porter. I began making daily online visits to look at 
it from every angle and zoom lens. (When I fall in love, I fall hard.) Framed in 
the minimalist, slick background of the website, this coat was the business: 
modern, elegant, chic. Yes, the price was a tad prohibitive. Yes, the sleeves 
were elbow-length and I live in Canada. But obsession is blind. And the sartorial 
geniuses behind the hugely successful designer-shopping website had it paired 
beautifully with a Miu Miu cross-body bag and Acne stiletto boots—the woman 
I needed to be. I saw myself marching purposefully through Toronto, street-
style photographers falling over themselves to document my brazen disregard 
for slush, dirt and streetcar slime while wearing this (sublime) beige, double-
face ribbed-wool coat. But, she who hesitates is lost: My size sold out. 
Fantasies turned to panic and then dismay. One bereft month later, while in 
Manhattan for work, I found myself with a 30-minute window of free time. 
Racing across town in a taxi, I rushed upstairs at Barneys, knocking slow- 
moving tourists out of the way and brushing off sales staff with aplomb. I knew 
what I wanted. Give me the damn medium already. It was, as I knew it would 
be, stunning. I slipped it on, relishing the zipper details on the pockets and the 
thin, black leather belt. But love truly took me by surprise that day: I looked like 
a dumpy, flat-arsed potato in this coat. The dream was over. vanessa craft  

Net-a-porter.com stats
Most popular item Christian Louboutin 
pumps. Website traffic peak When the 
“What’s New” emails go out around 11 a.m.
The site (which leaves flash sales to The 
Outnet) gets more than four million 
visitors every month, with orders from as 
far and wide as Bangladesh and El Salvador.

theoutnet.com stat
When The Outnet hosts a Christian 
Louboutin flash sale, a pair of shoes is  
sold every nine seconds.
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