
In order to find products that appeal as last-minute additions to a 
pharmacy basket, we looked at existing research to determine the 
types of pharmacy products that are often unplanned. 

One study we examined asked consumers to rate 108 product 
categories and found that customers were more likely to purchase 
an item without planning based on to the following statements:

What solutions can encouraging more 
unplanned pharmacy purchases?

What non-prescription items do people 
buy at an independent pharmacy?

The fact that only 72% of pharmacy customers buy 1 item per trip 
raises a new question:  

How can independent pharmacies get 
customers to buy an additional item per trip?  
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A University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology
study determined 4 categories of pharmacy purchases and 
found that 43% of non-prescription purchases are unplanned.

Keeping in mind that more than half of independent pharmacy 
customers visit specifically to purchase non-prescription items, we 
examined the sales data from 6 months of sales at 106 independent 
pharmacies. There, we found the following breakdown of major 
product categories: 

The researchers assigned an impulse factor score to those items. 
The top products rated as high impulse were all edibles, mainly 
coming from the confection sub-category. The top products rated 
as low impulse spanned several product categories including 
edibles, health, and general merchandise.

PLANNED  VS. UNPLANNED PHARMACY PURCHASES 

SALES BY PRODUCT QUANTITY

SALES BY PRODUCT VALUE
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According to our data analysis, independent pharmacy customers 
buy, on average, 1.5 items per trip. This number includes customers 
who came to pick up a prescription as well as customers who came 
specifically to buy a non-prescription item.    

We used association rule mining (also known as a�nity 
analysis or market basket analysis) to examine the data from 
our set of 106 pharmacies. This allows us to visualize the 
relationships between products that customers are interested 
in purchasing together. 
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Adjust the store layout to encourage customers 
to pass through more of the store. 

According to one study, only 16% of pharmacy customers visited 
the entire store. Encourage them to walk through more of the 
store by putting the highest-demand items towards the back. The 
prescription counter already tends to be at the back of the store, 
but non-prescription health care items in independent pharmacies 
are only at the back of the store 20% of the time. 

Placing high-demand items in the back of the store provides 
opportunities for customers to remember other needs or wants. 

Encourage browsing of popular product categories 
near the prescription counter. 

Prescription customers typically wait for 3–5 minutes. During that 
time, 78% don’t move around at all. Independent pharmacies can 
take a cue from retail and specialty stores and add curvilinear shelving 
elements near the prescription window to catch the eye of waiting 
customers. Pharmacies should also consider keeping popular products 
like confections or greeting cards near the prescription counter.

Place products together when they are often 
purchased by the same customers. 

As our association rule mining showed us, customers that are 
interested in beauty are also highly interested in personal care. 
If those sections are close to one another, a customer buying one 
is more likely to remember a need for the other.

PURPOSE OF 
PHARMACY VISIT

UNPLANNED
PHARMACY 
PURCHASES

50.8% NON-PRESCRIPTION 
ITEM 

1.8% COLLECT OR DELIVER 
PHOTOGRAPHS 

17.2% PRESCRIPTION 
FOR SOMEONE ELSE 

30.2% PRESCRIPTION 
FOR SELF 

30% ITEMS PURCHASED 
BY NON-RX CUSTOMERS 

70% ITEMS PURCHASED 
BY RX CUSTOMERS 
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SUPPORT Indicated by size 

Support is the fraction of the 915,744 
baskets in our dataset that contain a 
given subset of items. The higher the 
support, the more often that 
particular combination occurred.

LIFT Indicated by color 

Lift lets us know whether or not these 
associations could be occurring through 
random chance.  When Lift > 1, the 
occurrence of items together is more 
likely than one would expect by chance.

Our research focused on the following question: 

Can small, independent pharmacies 
compete with the big chains?

One survey found that 47.4% of customers visit an independent 
pharmacy to obtain a personal prescription or a prescription for 
someone else. 52.6% of customers visited for a non-prescription 
item or photo order. 

The same study found that 70% of unplanned purchases were 
from customers who picked up a prescription.    

“I WANT THAT!”
How Independent Pharmacies Can
Captitalize on Impulse Purchases

57% SPECIFICALLY 
PLANNED PURCHASE

The need was anticipated and 
the customer bought the exact 
item planned.  

23% GENERALLY PLANNED PURCHASE

The need was anticipated but the customer 
decided on an item in the store. 

13% REMINDER PURCHASE

The customer was reminded of the need 
by some influence in the store. 

7% ENTIRELY UNPLANNED PURCHASE

The need had not been anticipated by 
the time the customer arrived at the store.  
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ITEMS
PURCHASED

PER TRIP

72% CUSTOMERS 
WITH 1 ITEM IN BASKET 

18% CUSTOMERS 
WITH 2 ITEMS IN BASKET

10% CUSTOMERS 
WITH 3+ ITEMS IN BASKET

ASSOCIATION RULE MINING: WHEN PEOPLE BUY X THEY ALSO BUY Y

APPLICATIONS OF THE ASSOCIATION RULES

LIFT SCALE

0.227

LESS LIKELY THAN 
EXPECTED BY CHANCE

1              3.390

MORE LIKELY THAN
EXPECTED BY CHANCE

SUPPORT SCALE

0.020423123

OCCURRED IN
18,702 BASKETS

0.001217944

OCCURRED IN 
1,115 BASKETS

Statistically, health care or general 
merchandise may not pair well with beauty, 
edibles, greeting cards, or personal care. 
These pairs occurred less often than they 
would at random.

Customers who buy a personal care product 
are highly likely to also be interested in a 
beauty product.  

If a customer buys both a beauty product 
and a product from general merchandise, 
they will also, more likely than chance, buy 
an item from personal care.

What is an unplanned purchase
 at an independent pharmacy?

What pharmacy products tend 
to be unplanned purchases? 

How many non-prescription items 
do customers buy per trip?

Why do people visit an 
independent pharmacy?

To put this question in context, we first examined existing 
research on independent pharmacy customers. 

When people buy more than 
one item, what do they buy?

This prompted a search for existing patterns in the data.
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 HIGH IMPULSE PRODUCTS

LOW IMPULSE PRODUCTS

+1
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It is easy to store
extra quantities
of this product in

my home.

I like to stock 
up on this product

when I can.

I typically like
to buy this product

when the urge
strikes me.

I often buy this
product on a whim

when I pass by it
in the store.
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PRODUCTS THAT DON’T PAIR
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