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​Chapter 1: Compulsive Buying Disorder
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You know that feeling when you get a really good deal? You see the price tag, double check it to make sure that it is real, and the feeling of euphoria creeps through your veins like a warm cup of coffee. It feels great.

My friend, Anna, absolutely lives for good deals. Black Friday is her favorite day of the year. She goes all-out for it. Honestly, Anna could probably skip Thanksgiving dinner altogether if that meant that she could start early on Black Friday. In fact, it isn't even Black Friday anymore because it starts on Thursday! Not only do you have to get in line before Black Friday starts, but then you have to act like you’re corralling a bunch of bulls just to get that one item you really wanted.

Anna’s year is divided into Black Friday preparation, Black Friday, and the giving of Black Friday gifts. She’s completely normal the other days of the year, it's like she turns into a werewolf one day a year. The woman just loves to buy things that are a good deal. In fact, she loves to buy things and then gift them because they are a good deal.

You might think that Anna is a bit of a shopaholic, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. She’s not a shopaholic at all. If you get the shopping frenzy every once in a while, consider yourself a normal human being living in the age of consumption. Sometimes, a good deal is just too good to pass up.

However, if you find yourself buying much more than you need on a regular basis, you might want to take a step back and consider that buying things you don’t need every day could be a sign of shopaholism. 

Remember that movie, Confessions of a Shopaholic? While it is great entertainment, it isn’t a great life. The main character, the kind and chatty Rebecca Bloomwood, has a serious compulsive shopping problem, yet, ironically, she works at a news agency which gives financial advice. As the movie goes on, Rebecca’s life spirals lower and lower in lies, running away from debt collectors, and losing the people closest to her. Of course, in the end she turns the sinking ship around like one would expect from a cheesy Hollywood romantic comedy. 

Real life doesn’t work by the laws of Hollywood. The movie of the regular average Joe would go on spiraling deeper and deeper in debt and desperation. I can’t promise you a Hollywood ending but I can assure you that reading this book, you’ll get some down to earth advice on how to escape the vicious circle of debt, how to handle your finances better, and how to cure your compulsive shopping, hoarding, and spending habits.

Compulsive Buying Disorder (CBD)

Compulsive buying disorder (CBD) was first described as a clinical problem in the early 20th century by Bleuler and Kraepelin. "As a last category Kraepelin mentions the buying maniacs (oniomaniacs) in whom even buying is compulsive and leads to senseless contraction of debts with continuous delay of payment until a catastrophe clears the situation a little - a little bit never altogether because they never admit to their debts" says Bleuler.​[i] CBD was also referred to as a "reactive impulse", or "impulsive insanity" by Bleuler, who categorized CBD together with kleptomania and pyromania.​[ii]

There are many types of addictions. Alcoholism, drug abuse, and binge eating are just some of the common ones. Then there are unusual addictions like the ones shown on the show My Strange Addiction, like eating chalk, falling asleep to a hair dryer, and hoarding. Compulsive shopping is just as much of an addiction as the rest of them. If it isn't dealt with in a timely manner, compulsive shopping can ruin your marriage and familial relationships.

When we talk about compulsive behavior, we mean the conscious or unconscious repetition of a behavior despite adverse consequences, distress or impairment.​[iii] Compulsive Buying Disorder therefore can be described as an excessive preoccupation and low impulse control with buying things. The adverse consequences of such a behavior are financial problems, spiraling into debt.

Today, around six percent of the population of the United States suffers from CBD, the majority of them being women. However, there is an increased number of men with CBD in recent years, because of the expansion and evolution of digital products. ​[iv]

If you compulsively shop, you have an unhealthy relationship with the act of shopping. Shopping not only gives you a relief, it can also make you anxious when you are not shopping. You would feel the constant need to purchase anything you might not necessarily want or need. This act of compulsive shopping goes far beyond the normal person’s shopping habits. It interferes with your life and daily activities.

Research shows that CBD is not an independent condition. It usually is associated with other psychiatric problems such as “mood and anxiety disorders, substance use disorders, eating disorders, and other disorders of impulse control” says Donald W. Black, a psychiatrist of the University of Iowa. 

While there is no research proving “shopping” personality, however, a big percentage of the people who suffer with severe CBD meet the criteria for an Axis II disorder, Black says. Axis II disorder incorporates a set number of different disorders that are considered 'personality' disorders. In other words, they affect the person's overall personality, how they relate to themselves and others.​[v] There are twelve conditions, eleven personality disorders and the classification of intellectual disorders, grouped into the Axis II disorders. The entire list of Axis II disorder are the following: “personality disorders—paranoid, schizoid, schizotypal, antisocial, borderline, histrionic, narcissistic, dependent, obsessive-compulsive, personality and NOS (not otherwise specified)—and intellectual disorders, including mental retardation.”​[vi] 

Donald W. Black argues that compulsive shopping usually runs in families that have problems with mood or substance use disorders over the generations. Often, the children learn the behavior from their parents. 

Research surrounding compulsive shopping is a bit controversial because many don’t believe this is truly a mental disorder. Psychopharmacologic treatment studies are actively done and it has been shown that someone who takes antidepressants can benefit from them and that they can aid in their condition. However, there is no standard, universally accepted treatment for CBD. ​[vii]

Those who compulsively shop get a high from buying different items. Just like when a person takes a drug, the act of shopping releases the same chemicals - like endorphins and dopamine - and gives the person a feeling of euphoria.​[viii] To obtain this high, people shop over and over again, which creates a shopping addiction.

It’s thought that shopping addiction affects around six percent of the United States’ population alone. No one should feel ashamed if they have a shopping addiction, as you can see, you’re not alone. Just like with any other addiction, those who have shopping addiction can receive help. 

Shopping is cultural in the American society. It is used as a fun activity or a chance to spoil. People are introduced to this possible addiction at an early age.

Shopping itself is not illegal, so many people may not realize they have an addiction until their credit card statement arrives. Greater problems arise when people resort to criminal activity to support their level of addiction to shopping. ​[ix]

What makes shopping addiction – or rather getting cured from it – even more difficult is the fact that what you want to buy is readily available whenever you want. You can go online to Amazon, go to the store, or you can even use Google Home or Amazon’s Alexa to order items with just your voice. It’s scary that you don’t even have to move an inch to buy something. 

While The American Psychiatric Association doesn’t currently recognize shopping addiction as a categorized disorder, there is a lot of research surrounding the problem.​[x] In The Journal of Consumer Policy, there was a study that looked at brain scans of women with and without compulsive shopping behaviors. What the researchers found was that when the compulsive shoppers were buying something, there was a higher level of brain activity in the region that is responsible for making decisions. The Journal of Consumer Policy also found that those who compulsively shop have a higher risk of suffering from other addiction-based disorders like substance abuse, eating disorders, anxiety, and depression.​[xi]

Causes and Symptoms

The causes of shopping addictions are very similar to those of other addictions. A lot of it stems from the person's childhood. Emotional trauma or being deprived of attention in your childhood could play a role in shopping addiction. Psychoanalysts have suggested that early life traumas, such as sexual abuse, could also be an underlining cause of CBD. I need to emphasize that no specific family constellation or pattern of childhood traumas has been identified as a direct cause of CBD.​[xii] 

There are some theories in neurobiology where experts link CBD to disturbed neurotransmitters, specifically those which have involvement with the chemicals serotonin, dopamine, and opioid systems.​[xiii] 

Those who seek approval and need it to survive, those who need to control things, to fill an inner void, or those who are dealing with a painful loss or grief might turn to shopping to try and numb the pain. It might start out seemingly innocent, but it is far from that. 

Just because shopping isn’t a drug doesn’t mean that it doesn’t do harm. Deep down, people with shopping addictions know this, which is why they go to such lengths to try to keep their addiction under the radar. In fact, those who compulsively shop hide it extremely well. Oftentimes, only those who are closest to the person know that there is a problem.

Why? Because you need money to shop. Compulsive shoppers often act like they have a lot of money; they show off the expensive things that they buy and act like they are really wealthy people when often they are deeply in debt. Think of shopping like swimming in the ocean. You can only tread water for so long before you go beneath the surface. The same happens with spending. Even if you start out wealthy, you can only spend and shop for so long before your wealth is gone and you’re drowning in debt. 

Donald W. Black observed that shopping and spending are strongly connected in most CBD cases. There are a very few who only “window shop.” The first symptom Black identified talking to CBD patients was the increased urge and anxiety they felt, which only went away and got replaced by a sense of completion when the patients bought something. 

In a study, Black with co-authors S. Repertinger and S. Schlosser identified four phases of CBD: 


1)  anticipation;

2)  preparation; 

3)  shopping; 

4)  spending.​[xiv] 



In the anticipation phase, the CBD patient creates thoughts and urges with either purchasing a well-defined item, or with the act of shopping in general. 

The second phase, preparation, includes getting ready for shopping or spending, like where to go, what to wear, how to pay and so on. This is the phase where sales and seemingly optimized shopping plans are made.

The third phase is the de facto shopping experience. This is where the person feels the most excitement. Studies show that this excitement can reach the level of the feeling of sexual arousal.​[xv]

The fourth and final phase is the purchase. In this phase, people often experience a feeling of self-disappointment, sadness, anxiety of their instable finances, the pink shopping bubble pops, in other words. Excessive research proves that depression, anxiety, boredom, self-critical thoughts, and anger were the most frequently mentioned antecedents to compulsive shopping. Euphoria or relief from the negative emotions are the most common consequence.​[xvi]
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