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Abstract 

This paper provides insights into consumer behavior towards erotic shops during an economic 

crisis. Specifically, it deals with the impact of a financial crisis on participants' visits to 

conventional and online erotic shops and to their relevant purchase behavior. It addresses 

three issues: 1. The impact of the economic crisis on visits to the erotic shops, 2. The impact 

of the economic crisis on purchasing behavior from an erotic shop, and 3. The purchasing of, 

or intention to purchase, lower quality erotic products due to the economic crisis. Totally, 152 

in-depth interviews were conducted. Results showed that participants experienced the impact 

of the crisis differently and had diverse visiting and purchase behavior depending on age, 

marital status, and profession. Based on the results, managerial implications are proposed 

Keywords: economic crisis, consumer behavior, “erotic” shops, qualitative research, 

marketing communications 

1. Introduction 

Previous research shows that consumers become more rational about their purchasing 

behavior during times of economic stress (Ang, 2001; Ang et al., 2000; Gajewski, 1992; 

Kaytaz & Gul, 2014; Mansoor and Jalal, 2011; Nistorescu & Puiu, 2009; Priporas et al., 

2015). An economic crisis affects salaries, and thus money concerns terminate or decrease 

spending on leisure or entertainment-related purchasing (Ang, 2001; Mansoor & Jalal, 2011). 

Nistorescu and Puiu (2009) found that the financial crisis leads consumers away from 

purchasing premium products and forces them to purchase necessities. 

After 2010, and the signing of the memorandum of understanding, Greece came under the 

surveillance of a protective mechanism. The country started to sink into a deep recession. 

Despite the harsh measures taken, Greece failed to improve its position in the international 

markets and signed a total of four memoranda (Kamenidou et al., 2020). These measures 

included salary cuts, cuts in pensions, and cuts in every aspect of Greek's economic life. In 

addition, an increase in tax levels and the implementation of austerity programs resulted in 

poverty indicators worsening rapidly (INE GSEE, 2014; Salourou, 2013). 
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Kent and Brown (2006) state that erotic retailing “is concerned with products and images 

that are sexually arousing, but not pornographic”. Since the first erotic shop in 1962 (Uhse, 

2014), erotic shops have spread all over the world. Although there are many consumer goods 

and services that are connected to erotism, from the consumer behavior perspective it has 

been rarely investigated in the past (Walthera & Schoutenb, 2016). 

In Greece, official statistics regarding “erotic”-related products and the “erotic” shop 

industry do not exist. According to fair organizer G. Chrysospathis' interview with 

Papachristou (2012), until 2010, about 300-400 “erotic” shops had opened only in the capital 

Athens, while after signing the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), more than one half of 

the businesses closed.  

On the other hand, according to the life history theory (LHT), when vital resources 

decrease (i.e., adverse conditions to future survival), amongst which is an extensive economic 

crisis (effecting their perception of future life conditions) individuals' preparedness to engage 

in sex increases (Griskevicius et al., 2011), also boosting the probability to visit a sex shop or 

purchase its products.  

Thus, due to above contradictory matters, the following research questions (RQ) arose: 

1. Do people during an economic crisis visit erotic shops? 

2. Has an economic condition impact purchasing behavior from an erotic shop? 

3. Do people due to the economic crisis intend to or purchase, lower quality “erotic” 

products? 

Based on the above statements, this paper investigates consumers' behavior towards “erotic” 

shops in the period of the deep recession that Greece is experiencing. In particular, it 

addresses the following objectives: 

1. Impact of the economic crisis on visits to “erotic” shops, answering RQ1. 

2. Impact of the economic crisis on purchasing behavior from a “erotic” shop, answering 

RQ2. 

3. The purchasing of, or intention to purchase, lower quality “erotic” products due to the 

economic crisis, answering RQ3. 

This research attempts to close the following gaps in literature: It addresses an issue that is 

understudied from the consumer behavior perspective, even though “erotic” shops are 

considered as “big business”. It also addresses the issue under economic constraints which to 

our knowledge has not been studied up to now.  

It is pointed out that when referring to erotic shops and products, this paper does not refer 

to porn or uses of products. 
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2. Literature Review 

Carr and Taylor (2010, p.18), emphasize that even though the sex/erotic industry is a multi-

billion-dollar industry, the erotic shop as a business "is a relatively under-researched topic." 

As to erotic shop related issues, research has been realized on the legal issues/aspects of erotic 

shops or erotic toys (e.g., Hubbard, 2015; Stabile, 2013). In addition, studies have focused on 

the role of erotic shops in safe sex promotion, HIV prevention, and sex education (e.g., Godin 

et al., 2008; Reece et al., 2004). Other studies have centered on erotic products-related 

accessories, toys, and their use (e.g., Herbenick et al., 2015; Jozkowski et al., 2013). Also, 

research has looked at employees/ workers at “erotic”-shops (e.g., Hancock et al. 2015; Tyler, 

2012); location/ geography (e.g., Coulmont & Hubbard, 2010; Prior & Crofts, 2012), and the 

history of erotic shops (e.g., Evans et al., 2010). 

While the above studies are informative, few studies have focused on traditional or online 

erotic shops and consumer behavior (e.g., Attwood, 2005; Brown, 1998; Daneback et al., 

2011; Evans et al., 2010; Fisher & Barak,2000; Hefley, 2007; Kent & Brown, 2006; Malina & 

Schmidt,1997). These studies have undeniably contributed to the understanding of the 

subject; however, no studies have been found (to our knowledge) regarding customer 

behavior towards erotic shops during an economic crisis. Thus, a large gap in the theoretical 

and practical aspects of the subject remains. 

Daneback et al. (2011) investigated consumer behavior in online erotic shops. They found 

that the purchasing of “erotic”-related products was associated with age, relationship status, 

sexual orientation, and nationality. Convenience was found to be the primary contributing 

factor in the consumers' decision to make their purchases via the internet. 

Kent and Brown (2006) studied consumer behavior changes in British erotic shops from 

1963 to 2003. Attwood (2005) investigated the social construction of the new female 

sexuality, examining the marketing of erotic products to women through content analysis of 

websites associated with four "erotic businesses". They found that these websites attempted to 

connect erotic-related products with fashion, modern lifestyle, youthfulness, pleasure, and 

self-care. 

Kent (2005), when exploring erotic shops for women, employed a mixed-method approach 

(observation, content analysis of photographic archives of seven erotic shops, and an 

interview with a salesclerk of a UK “shop). According to the survey results, product design 

and the re-evaluation of the operation of erotic toys have significantly changed the attitudes 

and opinions of consumers, especially since 1990, due to the dynamic commercial presence of 

stores such as Ann Summers. 

Malina and Schmidt (1997) investigated the characteristics of the services provided by 

female erotic shops, as well as the attitudes and perceptions of women using a case study in 

the British female store Sh! They found that divergent consumer behavior is transformed into 

legitimate hedonistic consumption. Customers do not only participate but also contribute to 

creating new products in the context of the novel exculpation of desires and the establishment 

of their sexual identity based on their values, beliefs, and attitudes. 
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3. Methodology 

Given this study's exploratory nature and the limited prior research on this subject, marketing 

literature on consumer behavior suggests that qualitative research should be undertaken. 

Qualitative research uses a non-representative sample, and non-statistical methods are 

employed for the analysis of the results (Malhotra & Peterson, 2006). This offers insights into 

the questions that address the way people think about this particular subject (Hair et al., 2007, 

p. 152).  

For collecting the qualitative data, two waves of data collection were implemented, and a 

mixed-method approach. The first wave regards face-to-face in-depth interviews, particularly 

suitable for sensitive issues (Robson & Foster, 1989), like sexual behavior. It was conducted 

from September to December 2016. The second wave was two years after (2018), and data 

was collected via asynchronous online interviews with an open-end questionnaire (Stavrianea 

et al., 2019). The first wave resulted in 48 interviews, while the second wave resulted in 104 

participants. Participants were selected based on purposive sampling, i.e., choose participants 

using an important feature (Patton, 1990). In the current study, adults who have been sexually 

active were eligible to participate in the research. All interviewees were volunteers who 

agreed to participate in the study. Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured, and all 

participants were informed by the researchers that data collected will be used only for the 

purposes of the current research study. Totally 152 interviews were conducted during this 

two-wave data collection period.  

Inductive or conventional content analysis was used to analyze the data since limited 

information exists on the specific topic, either as a theory or prior research (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005). The researchers individually analyzed the data cross-sectional per question, developing 

a code sheet with the themes, codes, and phrases that emerged. Following, the results were 

compared, giving composite inter-judge reliability of 88.3%, which is considered satisfactory 

(Kassarjian, 1977). Moreover, two experts (psychologists) were recruited to establish the 

validity of the category system and compared their codes and themes with the researchers. 

3.1 Sample Profile 

Regarding gender, males and females were almost equally represented (75 men and 77 

women), ranging from 18 to 58 years old. They were divided into three groups: 18-25 

(57.1%), 26-35 years old (30.4%) and 36+ (12.5%). Referring to marital status, 123 (80.9%) 

were single; 20 (13.2%) were married, and 9 (5.9%) were divorced/separated or widowed, 

while only 29 participants had children. As regards professional occupation, 56 (36.8%) were 

employees (federal and private); 18 (11.9%) were professionals; 3 (2.0%) were on a pension, 

and 75 (49.3%) were dependent on others (students, housewives and unemployed). 
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4. Results 

4.1 Impact of the economic crisis on visits to erotic shops 

Most participants stated that for them, the frequency of their visits had decreased significantly 

due to economic restraints: 

 

“It has adversely affected me; wages are low, the money entering the house is a lot less, so 

it makes sense to cut such hobbies or habits. In essence, what is the point of visiting if you 

can’t buy anything?” (C25, male, 24 years old). 

 

“Yes, it has. I stopped going. I have now money only to spend for necessities" (C97, 

female, 49 years old). 

 

“Yes, because there is no mood for sex” (C144, male 49 years old). 

 

However, there were some participants, mainly the younger ones, who considered that the 

economic crisis had had no impact, or a small impact, on their visits to erotic shops: 

 

“No, because looking doesn’t hurt anyone” (C3, male, 21 years old). 

 

On the other hand, the frequency of visiting online erotic shops seems unaffected by the crisis. 

 

“My visits did not decrease due to the economic crisis, especially to an online sex shop. It 

doesn't cost anything to "get in" and look. No one can make you embarrassed because you 

can't buy anything. For me as a woman, an essential part of my personality is to go "strolling" 

and "window shopping" and I have not lost the opportunity to do so. Purchases, however, 

have become limited, which is reasonable since sex shops are not known for their low prices.” 

(C116, female, 20 years old). 

 

In addition, some participants asserted that their online visits increased. 

 

“I don’t go out often anymore. When I stay home, I surf the Net… what else to do? I visit 

two-three good sex shops almost every week. A few years ago, I would prefer to go out and 

drink some beers instead of surfing…” (C88, male, 28 years old). 

 

Table 1 summarizes the key findings on the connection between visits to erotic shops and the 

economic recession. 
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Table 1: Visits to erotic shops during economic crisis 

Physical erotic shops  Online erotic shops  

Visits decreased due to the crisis  Visits remained the same/ increased due to the crisis. 

Reasons: 

Lack of money/ reduced income 

Lack of time  

Depression/ bad mood 

No mood/need for sex  

Perceived high prices  

Reasons: 

Stay home/ go out less. 

Feel good to have a look (for free)  

Promotions  

 

Table 2 presents the visits to erotic shops based on demographic characteristics: gender, age, 

marital status, and occupation in frequencies.  From table 2 it is evident that the vast majority 

of the females, the youngest age group, single and dependent were the most affected by the 

economic crisis as regards their visit to erotic shops. 

 

Table 2: Visits to erotic shops based on demographic characteristics 

Demographic characteristic Yes  No  

Male  40 35 

Female  75 2 

18-25 62 25 

26-35 35 11 

36+ 18 1 

Single  95 28 

Married  15 5 

Divorced/widowed  5 4 

Employees  38 18 

Professionals  14 4 

On pension  3 0 

Dependent  60 15 
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4.2 Impact of the economic crisis on erotic shops purchasing behavior 

Regarding their purchasing from erotic shops and compared to previous years or visits, the 

vast majority has reduced the amount of money spent on erotic-related products from erotic 

shops due to the economic crisis. This was more obvious in those who had a lower income, 

due to their jobs or to the money that their parents send to them (students), or those who had 

other priorities that had to be taken care of first (e.g., children). The amount spent in most 

cases dropped by more than 50%: 

“Of course it has had an impact because when you cannot cover your basic financial costs, 

you don't go around buying things for pleasure……I don't purchase any more, so the rate of 

reduction is 100% ” (C3, male, 21 years old). 

 

“Yes, it has. It might not cost anything to take a look, but products from sex shops are very 

expensive. I have decreased my spending by more than 40%” (C130, male). 

 

“Regarding myself, I always wanted to buy a costume for my girlfriend, but prices were 

very high, and I didn’t get to the point of purchasing one” (C13, male, 21 years old). 

 

“The economic crisis has made me purchase products from another kind of sex shops… 

peddlers! Mostly sexy lingerie and erotic CDs that I cannot find on the internet. They do not 

say that they are peddler sex- shops, but in essence, they are….100% reduction in spending 

from sex shops" (C152, male, 48 years old). 

 

On the other hand, many considered that the crisis did not affect them at all because they did 

not visit erotic shops often or purchase anything from them; so, in essence, their behavior 

before and after was the same. A few though stated that it did not affect them very much, or at 

all, and that they kept on visiting and purchasing as before: 

“Yes, it has affected me, but not so much, I am in a better economic situation compared to 

others” (C68, male, 21 years old). 

 

“No. it hasn’t affected me at all. I keep on visiting regularly, and that is the same for the 

products I buy. I believe that the pleasure of sex is paramount, so it should not be neglected. 

That is why I keep on visiting and purchasing products to keep my relationships interesting.” 

(C120, female, 21). 

 

Table 3 presents the impact of the economic crisis on erotic shops purchasing behavior based 

on demographic characteristics: gender, age, marital status, and occupation in frequencies.  

From table 3 it is evident that the vast majority of the females, the youngest age group, single 

and dependent were the most affected by the economic crisis as regards their visit to erotic 

shops. 
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Table 3: Impact of the economic crisis on erotic shops purchasing behavior based on demographic 

characteristics 

Demographic characteristic Yes  No  

Male  65 10 

Female  75 2 

18-25 79 8 

26-35 43 3 

36+ 18 1 

Single  116 7 

Married  18 2 

Divorced/widowed  6 3 

Employees  49 7 

Professionals  15 3 

On pension  3 0 

Dependent  73 2 

4.3 The purchasing of, or intention to purchase, lower quality erotic products due to 

the economic crisis 

The significant majority of participants claimed that they would not buy lower quality erotic 

products, basically for safety reasons: 

 

"I prefer not to buy anything than something that can hurt my partner or me during sex, 

with God knows what consequences, physical or emotional" (C142, female). 

 

"No, it is better to buy things once a year than buy cheap no-name sex toys. That is what I 

do. I save my money, visit an erotic shop with my partner once a year and spend around 150 

Euros. I will buy one or two things because products in erotic/sex shops are very expensive” 

(C150, male, 21 years old). 

 

However, participants would appreciate some sales promotions or discounts. 

 

“I always look for offers in online sex shops. But there are not many. Sure, I would have 

more chances to buy an erotic toy with 40% or 50% off” (C49, female, 38 years old).  

 

"I look for special offers and discounts on everything these days! Well, I am not sure if I 

would buy [an erotic toy] but.. yes, I could buy it as a present if it were really cheap, or even 
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for myself. Since these products are just for fun, discounts are a strong motivation…” (C71, 

female, 41 years old).  

 

Table 4 presents the purchasing of, or intention to purchase, lower quality erotic products due 

to the economic crisis based on demographic characteristics: gender, age, marital status, and 

occupation in frequencies.  From table 4 it is evident that the vast majority of the sample will 

not proceed in purchasing low quality erotic products due to the economic crisis. 

Table 4: The purchasing of, or intention to purchase, lower quality erotic products due to the economic 

crisis based on demographic characteristics 

Demographic characteristic Yes (N) No  (N) 

Male  72 3 

Female  77 0 

18-25 85 3 

26-35 46 0 

36+ 19 0 

Single  120 3 

Married  20 0 

Divorced/widowed  9 0 

Employees  56 0 

Professionals  18 0 

On pension  3 0 

Dependent  72 3 

5 Discussion and Conclusions 

This study's basic aim was to investigate consumer purchasing behavior towards erotic shops 

during an economic downturn. This was realized through qualitative research, which 

investigated the impact of the economic crisis in visiting to and purchasing behavior towards 

erotic shops. 

The analysis showed that participants experienced the economic crisis's impact in terms of 

visit and purchasing behavior towards an erotic shop differently and those significant 

differences were depending on age, marital status, and profession.  

For younger subjects, visits to erotic shops were not affected since they believe that 

looking does not necessarily commit them to buy anything. Older and married participants 

have reduced the frequency of their visits to physical erotic shops because they feel 

uncomfortable since they cannot purchase anything. On the other hand, the frequency of visits 

to online erotic shops has not been affected by the economic crisis since anonymity exists, 

and no one is criticized for not purchasing.  
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As for buying products from erotic shops, the majority of the participants have decreased 

the frequency of purchases and the amount of money they spend by 50%+ compared to 

previous years. Therefore, the provision and communication of an effective website that can 

offer value to the users can become a significant advantage for these businesses (Shobeiri et 

al., 2018). 

Previous research suggests that in economic recessions, consumers accept lower quality 

products (Gajewski, 1992) since they focus on price and not quality (Mansoor and Jalal, 

2011). Moreover, they replace expensive products with cheaper ones where possible (Kaytaz 

& Gul, 2014), or reduce product quantity and/or quality (Urbonavicius & Pikturniene, 2010). 

With this concept in mind, participants were asked if they purchased or were willing to 

purchase lower quality but cheaper erotic products due to the economic crisis. Respondents 

answered that they are not willing to purchase any erotic toy or related accessories (excluding 

lingerie and erotic CDs) that are of lower quality, mainly for safety reasons. On the other 

hand, discounts or other sales promotions seem to be highly appreciated by the majority of 

respondents and should be key communication points to potential customers. 

This study also revealed that consumers had changed their purchasing behavior due to the 

economic crisis' economic and psychological impact, in agreement with previous studies on 

the economic downturn's impact. Thus, erotic shops have to adjust to survive on a long-term 

basis. Erotic shops can benefit from this research's results by understanding how and whom 

they should target and adjust their prices in the current conditions. Accordingly, adequate 

communication, especially through digital media should be implemented by the businesses. 

6 Limitations and recommendations for further research 

This research has limitations that suggest possibilities for further research. The first limitation 

regards the nature of the study itself; it is qualitative in nature, so it focused exclusively on 

gaining depth of understanding. The second limitation refers to the sample of the study. Even 

though it is not considered small for qualitative research, the sample of this study cannot be 

considered representative of all Greek consumer behavior during the economic crisis. Lastly, 

future studies should include quantitative measures to examine the validity of the current 

findings. 
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