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At just about every moment of our lives, we engage in some form of consumer be-
havior. When we watch an ad on TV, talk to friends about a movie we just saw, 
brush our teeth, go to a ball game, buy a new CD, or even throw away an old pair 
of shoes, we are behaving as a consumer. In fact, being a consumer reaches into 
every part of our lives.

Given its omnipresence, the study of consumer behavior has critical implica-
tions for areas such as marketing, public policy, and ethics. It also helps us learn 
about ourselves—why we buy certain things, why we use them in a certain way, 
and how we get rid of them.

In this book we explore the fascinating world of consumer behavior, looking at 
a number of interesting and exciting topics. Some of these are quickly identifi ed 
with our typical image of consumer behavior. Others may be surprising. We hope 
you will see why we became stimulated and drawn to this topic from the very mo-
ment we had our fi rst consumer behavior course as students. We hope you will also 
appreciate why we choose to make this fi eld our life’s work, and why we developed 
and continue to remain committed to the writing of this textbook.

Why the New Edition of This Book?

There are a number of consumer behavior books on the market. An important 
question concerns what this book has to offer and what distinguishes it from other 
texts. As active researchers in the fi eld of consumer behavior, our overriding goal 
was to continue providing a treatment of the fi eld that is up to date and cutting 
edge. There has been an explosion of research on a variety of consumer behavior 
topics over the last twenty years. Our primary aim was to provide a useful summary 
of this material for students of marketing. However, in drawing on cutting-edge 
 research, we wanted to be careful not to become too “academic.” Instead, our 
objective is to present cutting-edge topics in a manner that is accessible and easy 
for students to understand. 

Specifi c changes and improvements to the fi fth edition of this book include:

Shorter length and more streamlined prose, making the content easier for stu- d
dents to process

Coverage of the latest research from the academic fi eld of consumer behavior d

New end-of-chapter cases, giving students the opportunity to discuss real-  d
world consumer issues and to apply and use the concepts discussed in each 
chapter

New coverage of research and behavioral concepts related to such topics as  d
emotions, post-decision regret, decision framing, privacy, and obesity

Numerous new advertisements offering concrete illustrations of consumer be- d
havior concepts in action

Numerous new examples highlighting how all kinds of organizations use con- d
sumer behavior in their marketing efforts

Preface
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New database analysis exercises offering students an opportunity to make  d
marketing decisions based on consumer demographics and behavior styles

Textbook Features 

As award-winning teachers, we have tried to translate our instructional abilities 
and experience into the writing of this text. The following features have been a nat-
ural outgrowth of these experiences.

Conceptual Model First, we believe that students can learn best when they see the 
big picture—when they understand what concepts mean, how they are used in 
business practice, and how they relate to one another. In our opinion, consumer 
behavior is too often presented as a set of discrete topics with little or no relation-
ship to one another. We have therefore developed an overall conceptual model that 
helps students grasp the big picture and see how the chapters and topics are them-
selves interrelated. Each chapter is linked to other chapters by a specifi c model that 
fi ts within the larger model. Further, the overall model guides the organization of 
the book. This organizing scheme makes the chapters far more integrative than 
most other books.

Practical Orientation, with an Emphasis on Globalization and E-commerce 
Another common complaint of some treatments of consumer behavior is that they 
refl ect general psychological or sociological principles and theories, but provide 
very little indication of how these principles and theories relate to business prac-
tice. Given our notion that students enjoy seeing how the concepts in consumer 
behavior can apply to business practice, a second objective of the book was to pro-
vide a very practical orientation. We include a wealth of contemporary real-world 
examples to illustrate key topics. We also try to broaden students’ horizons by pro-
viding a number of international examples. Given the importance of online con-
sumer behavior, we also provide a number of examples of consumer behavior in an 
e-commerce context. 

Current and Cutting-Edge Coverage Third, we provide coverage of the field of 
 consumer behavior that is as current and up to date as possible (including many of 
the recent research advances). This includes several novel chapters that often do 
not appear in other textbooks: “Symbolic Consumer Behavior,” “Knowing and 
 Understanding,” “Low Effort Attitude Change,” “Low Effort Decision Making,” 
and “Ethics, Social Responsibility, and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior and 
Marketing.” These topics are at the cutting edge of consumer behavior research and 
are likely to be of considerable interest to students. 

Balanced Treatment of Micro and Macro Topics Fourth, our book tries to pro-
vide a balanced perspective on the fi eld of consumer behavior. Specifi cally we 
give treatment to both psychological (micro) consumer behavior topics (e.g., 
attitudes, decision making) and sociological (macro) consumer behavior topics 
(e.g., subculture, gender, social class influences). Also, although we typically 
teach consumer behavior by starting with the more micro topics and then mov-
ing up to more macro topics, we realize that some instructors prefer the reverse 
sequence. The Instructor’s Manual therefore provides a revised table of contents 
and model that shows how the book can be taught for those who prefer a macro 
fi rst, micro second approach.
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Broad Conceptualization of the Subject Fifth, we present a broad conceptualiza-
tion of the topic of consumer behavior. While many books focus on what products 
or services consumers buy, consumer behavior scholars have recognized that the 
topic of consumer behavior is actually much broader. Specifically, rather than 
studying buying per se, we recognize that consumer behavior includes a set of deci-
sions (what, whether, when, where, why, how, how often, how much, how long) 
about acquisition (including, but not limited to buying), usage, and disposition de-
cisions. Focusing on more than what products or services consumers buy provides 
a rich set of theoretical and practical implications for our both understanding of 
consumer behavior and the practice of marketing.

Finally, we consider the relevance of consumer behavior to many constituents,
not just marketers. Chapter 1 indicates that CB is important to marketers, public 
policy makers, ethicists and consumer advocacy groups, and consumers themselves 
(including students’ own lives). Some chapters focus exclusively on the implications 
of consumer behavior for public policy makers, ethicists, and consumer advocacy 
groups. Other chapters consider these issues as well, though in less detail.

Content and Organization of the Book

One can currently identify two main approaches to the study of consumer behav-
ior: a “micro” orientation, which focuses on the individual psychological processes 
that consumers use to make acquisition, consumption, and disposition decisions, 
and a “macro” orientation, which focuses on group behaviors and the symbolic na-
ture of consumer behavior. This latter orientation draws heavily from such fi elds as 
sociology and anthropology. The current book and overall model have been struc-
tured around a “micro to macro” organization based on the way we teach this 
course and the feedback that we have received from reviewers. (As mentioned 
 previously, for those who prefer a “macro to micro” structure, we provide in the 
Instructor’s Manual an alternative Table of Contents that reflects how the book 
could be easily adapted to this perspective.)

Chapter 1 presents an introduction to consumer behavior and provides stu-
dents with an understanding of the breadth of the fi eld, and its importance to mar-
keters, advocacy groups, public policy makers, and consumers themselves. It also 
presents the overall model that guides the organization of the text. An enrichment 
chapter, which follows Chapter 1, describes the groups who conduct research on 
consumers. It also describes methods by which consumer research is conducted.

Part I, “The Psychological Core,” focuses on the inner psychological processes 
that affect consumer behavior. We see that consumers’ acquisition, usage, and dis-
position behaviors and decisions are greatly affected by the amount of effort they 
put into engaging in behaviors and making decisions. Chapter 2 describes three 
critical factors that affect effort: the (1) motivation or desire, (2) ability (knowledge 
and information), and (3) opportunity to engage in behaviors and make decisions. 
In Chapter 3, we then examine how information in consumers’ environments (ads, 
prices, product features, word-of-mouth communications, and so on) is internally 
processed by consumers—how they come in contact with these stimuli (exposure),
notice them (attention), and perceive them. Chapter 4 continues by discussing how 
we compare new stimuli to our knowledge of existing stimuli, a process called cat-
egorization, and how we attempt to understand or comprehend them on a deeper 
level. In Chapters 5 and 6, we see how attitudes are formed and changed depending 
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on whether the amount of effort consumers devote to forming an  attitude is high 
or low and whether attitudes are cognitively or affectvely based. Finally, because 
consumers often must recall the information they have previously stored in order 
to make decisions, Chapter 7 looks at the important topic of consumer memory.

Whereas Part I examines some of the internal factors that infl uence consumers’ 
decisions, a critical domain of consumer behavior involves understanding how con-
sumers make acquisition, consumption, and disposition decisions. Thus, in Part II 
we examine the sequential steps of the consumer decision-making process. In 
Chapter 8, we examine the initial steps of this process—problem recognition and in-
formation search. Similar to the attitude change processes described earlier, we next 
examine the consumer decision-making process, both when effort is high (Chapter 
9) and when it is low (Chapter 10). Further, in both chapters we examine these im-
portant processes from both a cognitive and an affective perspective. Finally, the 
process does not end after a decision has been made. In Chapter 11 we see how con-
sumers determine whether they are satisfi ed or dissatisfi ed with their decisions and 
how they learn from choosing and consuming products and services. 

Part III refl ects a “macro” view of consumer behavior that examines how various 
aspects of culture affect consumer behavior. First, we see how consumer diversity (in 
terms of age, gender, sexual orientation, region, ethnicity, and religion) can affect 
consumer behavior (Chapter 12). Chapter 13 then examines how social class and 
households are classifi ed and how these factors affect acquisition, usage, and disposi-
tion behaviors. Chapter 14 then examines how external infl uences affect our person-
ality, lifestyle, and values, as well as consumer behavior. Chapter 15 considers how, 
when, and why the specifi c reference groups (friends, work group, clubs) to which we 
belong can infl uence acquisition, usage, and disposition decisions and behaviors.

Part IV, “Consumer Behavior Outcomes,” examines the effects of the numerous 
influences and decision processes discussed in the previous three sections. 
 Chapter 16 builds on the topics of internal decision making and group behavior by 
examining how consumers adopt new offerings, and how their adoption decisions af-
fect the spread or diffusion of an offering through a market. Because products and 
services often refl ect deep-felt and signifi cant meanings (e.g., our favorite song or res-
taurant), Chapter 17 focuses on the interesting topic of symbolic consumer behavior.

Part V, “Consumer Welfare” covers two topics that have been of great interest to 
consumer researchers in recent years. Chapter 18 examines ethics, responsibility, 
and the “dark side” of consumer behavior and focuses on some negative outcomes 
of consumer-related behaviors (compulsive buying and gambling, prostitution, 
etc.) as well as marketing practices that have been the focus of social commentary 
in recent years. Finally, an additional chapter can be found on the website for this 
book. That chapter discusses consumerism and public policy issues that are rele-
vant to consumer behavior.

Pedagogical Advantages

Based on our extensive teaching experience, we have incorporated a number of 
features that should help students learn about consumer behavior.

Chapter Opening Cases Each chapter begins with a case scenario about an actual 
company or situation that illustrates key concepts discussed in the chapter and 
their importance to marketers. This will help students grasp the “big picture” and 
understand the relevance of the topics from the start of the chapter.
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Chapter Opening Model Each chapter also begins with a conceptual model that 
shows the organization of the chapter, the topics discussed, and how they relate 
both to one another and to other chapters. Each model refl ects an expanded pic-
ture of one or more of the elements presented in the overall conceptual model for 
the book (described in Chapter 1).

Marketing Implication Sections Numerous Marketing Implications sections are in-
terspersed throughout each chapter. These sections illustrate how various con-
sumer behavior concepts can be applied to the practice of marketing, including 
such basic marketing functions as market segmentation, target market selection, 
positioning, market research, promotion, price, product, and place decisions. An 
abundance of marketing examples (from both the US and abroad) provide concrete 
applications and implementations of the concepts to marketing practice. 

Marginal Glossary Every chapter contains a set of key terms that are both high-
lighted in the text and defi ned in margin notes. These terms and their defi nitions 
should help students identify and remember the central concepts described in the 
chapter.

Abundant Use of Full-Color Exhibits Each chapter contains a number of illustrated 
examples, including photos, advertisements, charts, and graphs. These illustrations 
help to make important topics personally relevant and engaging, help students re-
member the material, and make the book more accessible and aesthetically pleas-
ing, thereby increasing students’ motivation to learn. All diagrams and charts 
employ full color, which serves to both highlight key points and add to the aesthetic 
appeal of the text. Each model, graph, ad, and photo also has an accompanying 
caption that provides a simple description and explanation of how the exhibit re-
lates to the topic it is designed to illustrate.

End-of-Chapter Summaries The end of each chapter provides students with a sim-
ple and concise summary of topics. These summaries are a good review tool to use 
with the conceptual model to help students to get the big picture.

End-of-Chapter Questions Each chapter includes a set of review and discussion 
questions designed to help students recall and more deeply understand the con-
cepts in the chapter. 

End-of-Chapter Cases Each chapter ends with a short case that describes an issue 
pertinent to the topics discussed in the text. By applying chapter content to real-
world cases, students have a chance to make the concepts we discuss more con-
crete. Many of the cases involve brands that consumers are familiar with, 
heightening engagement with the material. 

Complete Teaching Package

A variety of ancillary materials have been designed to help the instructor in the 
classroom. All of these supplements have been carefully coordinated to support the 
text and provide an integrated set of materials for the instructor. The Instructor’s 
Manual, Test Bank, and PowerPoint programs can be found on the Instructor’s 
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 Resource CD-ROM. Instructor Manual, Test Bank fi les, and Lecture Outline Power-
Points can also be found on the Instructor’s Companion Site.

Instructor’s Manual The Instructor’s Manual, prepared by Professor Carol Bru-
neau, has been completely revised and updated to provide a thorough review of 
material in the text as well as supplementary materials that can be used to expand 
upon the text and enhance classroom presentations. An alternate table of contents 
and consumer behavior model for presenting the text in a “macro to micro” ap-
proach has been provided as well as different sample syllabi. Included for each 
chapter are a chapter summary; learning objectives; a comprehensive chapter out-
line; answers to review and discussion questions; answers to end-of-chapter cases; 
suggestions and guidelines for end-of-chapter exercises, including Internet exer-
cises; additional discussion questions; and several suggested classroom activities. 
Classroom activities include questions for each chapter that stimulate group dis-
cussion, suggestions for bringing additional examples (videos, readings, etc.) into 
the classroom, and special experiential activities created by Professor Sheri Bridges, 
with detailed guidelines for facilitation. 

Online Test Bank An extensive test bank prepared by Professor Carol Bruneau 
is available to assist the instructor in assessing student performance. The test 
bank has been expanded and revised to reflect the new edition content and in-
cludes a mix of both conceptual and applied questions for each chapter. Each 
test bank question provides a text page reference and has been tagged for 
AACSB requirements.

Online Test Bank, Diploma Format This electronic version of the printed Test Bank 
allows instructors to generate and change tests easily on the computer. The pro-
gram will print an answer key appropriate to each version for the test you have de-
vised, and it allows you to customize the printed appearance of the test. 

PowerPoint Presentation Package A package of professionally developed Power-
Point slides is available for use by adopters of this textbook. Two versions of the 
PowerPoints are available to provide instructors with maximum fl exibility. The Lec-
ture PowerPoints outline the text content, including key fi gures and tables; while 
specially tagged premium slides include additional print ads and other supplemen-
tary content that does not appear within the textbook. Instructors who have access 
to PowerPoint can edit slides to customize them for their classrooms. 

Videos A completely new video package has been provided to supplement and en-
liven class lectures and discussion. Videos include many real-world scenarios that 
illustrate certain concepts in a given chapter. The clips are intended to be interest-
ing, to ground the concepts in real life for students, and to provide an impetus for 
stimulating student input and involvement. A Video Guide is also available to help 
instructors integrate the videos with various text chapters. 

WebCT For instructors teaching an online or hybrid course, WebCT course car-
tridges are available. This special offering provides unique exercises that give stu-
dents fi rst-hand experience using PRIZM® NE data resources. Students will be able 
to use this ground-breaking methodology to practice making solid, cost-effective 
marketing decisions about market size, site selection, direct mail, and other tar-
geted communications.
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An Introduction to 
Consumer Behavior

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

In Part One, you will learn that con-
sumer behavior involves much more than 
purchasing products. In addition, you will 
fi nd out that marketers continuously 
study consumer behavior for clues to who 
buys, uses, and disposes of what products 
as well as clues to when, where, and why 
they do.

Chapter 1 defi nes consumer behavior 
and examines its importance to marketers, 
advocacy groups, public policy makers, and 
consumers themselves. It also presents the 
overall model that guides the organization 
of this text. As this model  indicates, con-
sumer behavior  covers four basic domains: 
(1) the psychological core, (2) the process 
of making decisions, (3) the consumer’s 
culture, and (4)  consumer behavior out-
comes and issues. In addition, you will 
read about the implications of consumer 
behavior for marketing decisions and 
 activities.

The Enrichment Chapter focuses on 
consumer behavior research and its spe-
cial implications for marketers. You will 
learn about various research methods, 
types of data, and ethical issues related 
to consumer research. With this back-
ground, you will be able to understand 
how consumer research helps marketers 
develop more effective strategies and 
tactics for reaching and satisfying 
 customers.

Part 1
1  Understanding Consumer 

Behavior
Enrichment Chapter:

  Developing Information 
About Consumer Behavior
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Defi ne consumer 
behavior and explain the 
components that make up 
the defi nition.

2.  Identify the four domains 
of consumer behavior shown 
in Exhibit 1.6 that affect 
acquisition, usage, and 
disposition decisions.

3.  Discuss the benefi ts of 
studying consumer behavior.

4.  Explain how companies 
apply consumer behavior 
concepts when making 
marketing decisions.

Understanding Consumer 
Behavior

Chapter 1

2

INTRODUCTION

Land of the Rising Trends

W hen Google wants to learn how cell phone users search the Internet, it looks at Japan, 
where 100 million consumers use phones to search online for train timetables, videos 

of pop stars, and more. Google’s marketers watch and listen while cell phone users conduct 
searches, narrow down results, and react to website layouts. After users complained that maps 
loaded slowly and were diffi cult to navigate, Google sped up the process and added arrows 
to facilitate faster navigation. “People’s expectations are very high here  compared [with those 
of people in] other regions,” explains a manager. “That’s why we get good feedback.” With 
good feedback, Google can make changes to meet consumers’  expectations and maintain its 
position in the global search-engine market.

Japan is the land of rising trends in fashion as well as in high-tech services. The Swedish 
retail chain H&M has opened its doors in Tokyo to keep an eye on what local high school 
girls wear, as have Abercrombie & Fitch and other clothing retailers. LeSportsac’s designers 
seek inspiration for new handbags by observing the preferences of trend-setting Tokyo teens. 
“I can see something happen in Tokyo and watch the ripple effect across the Pacifi c to 
New York and then watch as it goes back to L.A.,” says a LeSportsac executive who visits 
Japan regularly in search of new product ideas.1



If you were asked to defi ne consumer behavior, you might say it refers to the study 
of how a person buys products. However, this is only part of the defi nition. Con-
sumer behavior really involves quite a bit more, as this more complete defi nition 
indicates:

Consumer behavior refl ects the totality of consumers’ decisions with respect to 
the acquisition, consumption, and disposition of goods, services, activities, ex-
periences, people, and ideas by (human) decision-making units [over time].2

This defi nition has some very important elements, summarized in Exhibit 1.1. Here 
is a closer look at each element.

Consumer Behavior Involves Goods, Services, Activities, 
 Experiences, People, and Ideas
Consumer behavior means more than just the way that a person buys tangible 
products such as bath soap and automobiles. It also includes consumers’ use of 
services, activities, experiences, and ideas such as going to the doctor, visiting a 
festival, signing up for yoga classes, taking a trip, donating to UNICEF, and 
checking for traffic before crossing the street (an idea championed by New York 
City’s “Cars hurt, stay alert” campaign).3 In addition, consumers make decisions 
about people, such as voting for politicians, reading books written by certain 
authors, seeing movies starring certain actors, and attending concerts featuring 
favorite bands.

Another example of consumer behavior involves choices about the consump-
tion of time, such as whether to watch a certain television program (and for how 
long), and the use of time in ways that show who we are and how we are different 
from others.4 Many consumers like the excitement of watching a sports event live on 
TV rather than waiting to watch a tape-delayed version later, for instance.5 Because 
consumer behavior includes the consumption of many things, we use the simple 
term offering to encompass these entities.

Consumer behavior 
The  totality of consumers’ 
decisions with respect to the 
acquisition, consumption, and 
disposition of goods, services, 
time, and ideas by human 
decision-making units (over 
time).

Offering A product, service, 
activity, or idea offered by a 
marketing organization to 
consumers.
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Google, LeSportsac, H&M, and other companies know that their success depends on 
 understanding consumer behavior and trends so that they can create goods and services 
that consumers will want, like, use, and recommend to others. This chapter provides a 
 general overview of (1) what consumer behavior is, (2) what factors affect it, (3) who bene-
fi ts from studying it, and (4) how marketers apply consumer behavior concepts. Because you 
are a consumer, you probably have some thoughts about these issues. However, you may be 
surprised at how broad the domain of consumer behavior is, how many factors help explain 
it, and how important the fi eld is to marketers, ethicists and consumer advocates, public 
 policy makers and regulators, and consumers like yourself. You will also get a glimpse of the 
marketing implications of consumer behavior, previewing how we will connect consumer 
 behavior concepts with practical applications throughout this book.

Defi ning Consumer Behavior
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Consumer Behavior Involves More Than  Buying
The manner in which consumers buy is extremely important to marketers. How-
ever, marketers are also intensely interested in consumer behavior related to using 
and disposing of an offering: 

 Acquiring. d  Buying represents one type of acquisition behavior. As shown later 
in this chapter, acquisition includes other ways of obtaining goods and ser-
vices, such as leasing, trading, and sharing. It also involves decisions about 
time as well as money.6

 Using. d  After consumers acquire an offering, they use it, which is why usage is at 
the very core of consumer behavior.7 Whether and why we use certain products 
can symbolize something about who we are, what we value, and what we be-
lieve. The products we use at Thanksgiving (for example, pumpkin pie, whether 
made from scratch or store bought) may symbolize the event’s signifi cance and 
how we feel about our guests. The music we enjoy (Shakira or Andrea Bocelli) 
and the jewelry we wear (Swatch watches or belly button rings) can also sym-
bolize who we are and how we feel. Moreover, marketers must be sensitive to 
when consumers are likely to use a product,8 whether they fi nd it effective,9

and how they react after using it—do they spread positive or negative word-of-
mouth reviews about a new fi lm, for  instance?10

Disposing. d Disposition, how consumers get rid of an offering they have previ-
ously acquired, can have important implications for marketers.11 Eco-minded 
consumers often seek out biodegradable products made from recycled materi-
als or choose goods that do not pollute when disposed of. Municipalities are 
also interested in how to motivate earth-friendly disposition.12 Marketers see 
profi t opportunities in addressing disposition concerns. For instance, consum-
ers who renovate their kitchens can install new counters made from recycled 
materials such as ShetkaStone, which is made from recycled paper.13

Usage The process by which a 
consumer uses an offering. 

Acquisition The process by 
which a consumer comes to 
own an offering.

Disposition The process by 
which a consumer discards an 
offering. 

What Is Consumer 
Behavior? 
Consumer behavior refl ects more 
than the way that a product is ac-
quired by a single person at any 
one point in time. Think of some 
marketing strategies and tactics 
that try to infl uence one or more 
of the dimensions of consumer 
behavior shown in this exhibit. 

Exhibit 1.1 

Whether

What

Why

How

When

Where

How much/
How often/
How long

the totality
of decisions

about the
consumption over time

by decision-
making unitsof an offering

Acquisition

Usage

Disposition

Products

Services

Activities

Experiences

People

Ideas

Information
gatherer

Influencer

Decider

Purchaser

User

Hours

Days

Weeks

Months

Years

Consumer Behavior reflects:

Marketing Strategies and Tactics
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Consumer Behavior Is a Dynamic Process
The sequence of acquisition, consumption, and disposition can occur over time in 
a dynamic order—hours, days, weeks, months, or years, as shown in Exhibit 1.1. To 
illustrate, assume that a family has acquired and is using a new car. Usage provides 
the family with information—whether the car drives well, is reliable, and does little 
harm to the environment—that affects when, whether, how, and why members will 
dispose of the car by selling, trading, or junking it. Because the family always needs 
transportation, disposition is likely to affect when, whether, how, and why its mem-
bers acquire another car in the future. 

Entire markets are designed around linking one consumer’s disposition deci-
sion to other consumers’ acquisition decisions. When consumers buy used cars, 
they are buying cars that others have disposed of. From eBay’s online auctions to 
Goodwill Industries’ secondhand clothing stores, from consignment stores to used 
book stores, many businesses exist to link one consumer’s disposition behavior 
with another’s acquisition behavior.

Consumer Behavior Can Involve Many People
Consumer behavior does not necessarily refl ect the action of a single individual. 
A group of friends, a few coworkers, or an entire family may plan a birthday party 
or decide where to have lunch. Moreover, the individuals engaging in consumer 
behavior can take on one or more roles. In the case of a car purchase, for exam-
ple, one or more family members might take on the role of information gatherer 
by researching different models. Others might assume the role of infl uencer and 
try to affect the outcome of a decision. One or more members may take on the 
role of purchaser by actually paying for the car, and some or all may be users. 
 Finally, several family members may be involved in the disposal of the car. 

Consumer Behavior Involves Many Decisions
Consumer behavior involves understanding whether, why, when, where, how, how 
much, how often, and for how long consumers will buy, use, or dispose of an offer-
ing (look back at Exhibit 1.1). 

Whether to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
Consumers must decide whether to acquire, use, or dispose of an offering. They 
may need to decide whether to spend or save their money when they earn extra 
cash.14 How much they decide to spend may be infl uenced by their perceptions of 
how much they recall spending in the past.15 They may need to decide whether to 
order a pizza, clean out a closet, or go to a movie. Some decisions about whether to 
acquire, use, or dispose of an offering are related to personal goals, safety concerns, 
or a desire to reduce economic, social, or psychological risk. 

What Offering to Acquire/Use/Dispose of
Consumers make decisions every day about what to buy; in fact, each U.S. house-
hold spends an average of $127 per day on goods and services.16 In some cases we 
make choices among product or service categories, such as buying food versus 
downloading new music. In other cases we choose between brands, such as 
whether to buy an iPhone or a Samsung cell phone. Our choices multiply daily 
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as marketers introduce new products, sizes, and packages. Exhibit 1.2 shows some 
of the spending patterns of consumers in particular age groups. 

Why Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
Consumption can occur for a number of reasons. Among the most important rea-
sons, as you will see later, are the ways in which an offering meets someone’s 
needs, values, or goals. Some consumers have body parts pierced as a form of 
self-expression, while others do it to fi t into a group. Still others believe that body 
piercing is a form of beauty or that it enhances sexual pleasure.17

Sometimes our reasons for using an offering are fi lled with confl ict, which leads 
to some diffi cult consumption decisions. Teenagers may smoke, even though they 
know it is harmful, because they think smoking will help them gain acceptance. 
Some consumers may be unable to stop acquiring, using, or disposing of products. 
They may be physically addicted to products such as cigarettes or alcoholic bever-
ages, or they may have a compulsion to eat, gamble, or buy.    

Why Not to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
Marketers also try to understand why consumers do not acquire, use, or dispose 
of an offering. For example, consumers may delay buying a personal video re-
corder because they doubt that they can handle the technology or they doubt 
that the product offers anything special. They may believe that technology is 
changing so fast that the product will soon be outdated. They may even believe 
that some fi rms will go out of business, leaving them without after-sale support 
or service. At times, consumers who want to acquire or consume an offering are 
unable to do so because what they want is unavailable.Ethics can also play a role. 
Some consumers may want to avoid products made in factories with question-
able labor practices or avoid movies downloaded, copied, and shared without 
permission.18

How to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
Marketers gain a lot of insight by understanding how consumers acquire, consume, 
and dispose of an offering.

Ways of Acquiring an Offering How do consumers decide whether to acquire an of-
fering in a store or mall, online, or at an auction?19 How do they decide whether to 

Consumer Spending, 
By Age
Consumers born in different 
years have different needs and 
spend different amounts on 
 necessities and non-necessities.

Exhibit 1.2

Consumers 
Born In

Annual Average 
Spending per 
Household

Annual Average 
Spending on 
Housing, Food, and 
Transportation

Annual Average 
Spending on 
Entertainment, 
Reading, and 
Alcohol

1982 and later $28,181 $18,941 $1,867

1972–1981 $47,582 $32,290 $2,976

1962–1971 $57,476 $37,611 $3,574

1952–1961 $57,563 $35,816 $3,515

1942–1951 $50,789 $31,337 $3,290

1941 and earlier $35,058 $21,764 $1,983

Source: Adapted from “Age of Reference Person: Average Annual Expenditures and Characteristics,” Consumer Ex-
penditure Survey Anthology 2006, U.S. Department of Labor, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Table 3, www.bls.gov.

www.bls.gov
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pay with cash, a check, a debit card, a credit card, or an electronic system such as 
PayPal, which online shoppers use to buy goods and services worth $47 billion 
annually?20 These examples relate to consumers’ buying decisions, but Exhibit 1.3 
shows that consumers can acquire an offering in other ways. 

Ways of Using an Offering  In addition to understanding how consumers acquire an 
offering, marketers want to know how consumers use an offering.21 For obvious 
reasons, marketers want to ensure that their offering is used correctly. For example, 
makers of camera phones need to educate consumers about how to print images, 
not just e-mail them.22  Improper usage of offerings like cough medicine or alcohol 
can create health and safety problems.23 Because consumers may ignore label 
warnings and directions on potentially dangerous products, marketers who want 
to make warnings more effective have to understand how consumers process label 
information. Some consumers collect items, a situation that has created a huge 
market for buying, selling, transporting, storing, and insuring collectible items.24

Ways of Disposing of an Offering Finally, consumers who want to dispose of offer-
ings have several options:25

Find a new use for it. d  Using an old toothbrush to clean rust from tools or mak-
ing shorts out of an old pair of jeans shows how consumers can continue using 
an item instead of disposing of it.

Get rid of it temporarily. d  Renting or lending an item is one way of getting rid of 
it temporarily.

Get rid of it permanently. d  Throwing away an item gets rid of it permanently, 
 although consumers may instead choose to trade it, give it away, or sell it. 

However, some consumers refuse to throw away things that they regard as special, 
even if the items no longer serve a functional purpose. 

When to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
The timing of consumer behavior can depend on many factors, including our per-
ceptions of and attitudes toward time itself. Consumers may think in terms of 

Eight Ways to Acquire 
an Offering
There are many ways that con-
sumers can acquire an offering. 

Exhibit 1.3

 Acquisition Method Description 

 Buying Buying is a common acquisition method used for many offerings. 
 Trading  Consumers might receive a product or service as part of a trade. Example: Trading in old DVDs as 

 partial payment for new DVDs. 
 Renting or leasing Instead of buying, consumers rent or lease cars, tuxedos, furniture, vacation homes, and more. 
 Bartering  Thousands of consumers (and businesses) exchange goods or services without having money 

change hands. 
 Gifting  Gifting is common throughout the world. Each society has many gift-giving occasions as well as in-

formal or formal rules dictating how gifts are to be given, what is an appropriate gift, and what is 
an  appropriate response to a gift. 

 Finding  Consumers sometimes fi nd goods that others have lost (hats left on the bus, umbrellas left in 
class) or thrown away. 

 Stealing  Because various offerings can be acquired through theft, marketers have developed goods and 
 services to deter this acquisition method, such as alarms to deter car theft. 

 Sharing  Another method of acquisition is by sharing or borrowing. Some types of “sharing” are illegal and 
border on theft, as when consumers copy and share movies.
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whether it is “time for me” or “time for others” and 
whether acquiring or using an offering is planned or 
spontaneous.26 In cold weather, our tendency to rent 
DVDs, call for a tow truck, or shop for clothes is greatly 
enhanced while we are less likely to eat ice cream, shop 
for a car, or look for a new home. Time of day infl uences 
many consumption decisions, which is the reason why 
many McDonald’s outlets stay open late to cater to hun-
gry night-owls and workers getting off late shifts or 
going to early shifts.27

Our need for variety can affect when we acquire, 
use, or dispose of an offering. We may decide not to eat 
yogurt for lunch today if we have already had it every 
other day this week. Transitions such as graduation, 
birth, retirement, and death also affect when we ac-
quire, use, and dispose of offerings. For instance, we 
buy wedding rings, wedding dresses, and wedding 
cakes only when we get married. When we consume 
can be affected by traditions imposed by our families, 
our culture, and the area in which we live.

Decisions about when to acquire or use an offering 
are also affected by knowing when others might or 
might not be buying or using it. Thus, we might choose 
to go to the movies or the gym when we know that oth-
ers will not be doing so. In addition, we may wait to buy 
until we know something will be on sale; even if we have 
to line up to buy something popular, we are likely to 

continue waiting if we see many people joining the line behind us.28 At times, we 
will acquire an item for later consumption. In fact, waiting to consume a pleasurable 
product such as candy increases our enjoyment of its consumption, even though we 
may be frustrated by having to wait to consume it.29

Another decision is when to acquire a new, improved version of a product we 
already own. This can be a diffi cult decision when the current model still works 
well or has sentimental value. However, marketers may be able to affect whether 
and when consumers buy upgrades by providing economic incentives for trading 
up from older products.30

Where to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering 
As Exhibit 1.4 suggests, transitions such as graduation, birth, retirement, and death 
also affect when we acquire, use, and dispose of offerings. Consumers have more 
choices of where to acquire, use, and dispose of an offering than they have ever had 
before, including making purchases in stores, by mail, by phone, and over the In-
ternet. Shopping habits are changing as more consumers buy groceries, clothing, 
and other products at multiline superstores such as  Wal-Mart.31 The Internet has 
changed where we acquire, use, and dispose of goods. Shoppers spend $175 billion 
online every year—a fi gure that’s growing by 20 percent or more annually.32 Many 
consumers buy online because they like the convenience or the price.33 Circuit City 
and other retailers even let customers go to local stores to pick up or return mer-
chandise purchased online.34 And as eBay’s success shows, the Internet provides a 

Transitions
Getting married is a major life 
transition that (like other transi-
tions) stimulates consumption 
of entirely new offerings.

Exhibit 1.4
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convenient and often profi table way of dis-
posing of goods that are then acquired by 
others.

In addition to acquisition decisions, 
consumers also make decisions about 
where to consume various products. For ex-
ample, the need for privacy motivates con-
sumers to stay home when using products 
that determine whether they are ovulating 
or pregnant. On the other hand, wireless 
connections allow consumers in public 
places to make phone calls, check e-mail, 
read news headlines, play computer games, 
and download photos or music from any-
where in the world. Consumers can even 
make charitable donations via cell phone.35

Finally, consumers make decisions re-
garding where to dispose of goods. Should 
they toss an old magazine in the trash or 

the recycling bin? Should they store an old photo album in the attic or give it to a 
relative? Older consumers, in particular, may worry about what will happen to their 
special possessions after their death and about how to divide heirlooms without 
creating family confl ict. These consumers hope that mementos will serve as a leg-
acy for their heirs.36 A growing number of consumers are recycling unwanted goods 
through recycling agencies or nonprofit groups or giving them directly to other 
consumers through websites like Freecycle.org.37

How Much, How Often, and How Long to Acquire/Use/Dispose of an Offering
Consumers must make decisions about how much of a good or service they need; 
how often they need it; and how much time they will spend in acquisition, usage, 
and disposition.38 Usage decisions can vary widely from person to person and from 
culture to culture. For example, consumers in India drink an average of only 5 nine-
ounce bottles of soft drinks per year, whereas consumers in China drink 17, and 
consumers in America drink 280.39

Sales of a product can be increased when the consumer (1) uses larger amounts 
of the product, (2) uses the product more frequently, or (3) uses it for longer peri-
ods of time. Bonus packages such as the one shown in Exhibit 1.5 may motivate 
consumers to buy more of a product, but does this stockpiling lead to higher con-
sumption? In the case of food products, consumers are more likely to increase con-
sumption when the stockpiled item requires no preparation.40 Usage may also 
increase when consumers sign up for fl at-fee pricing covering unlimited consump-
tion of telephone services or other offerings. However, because many consumers 
who choose fl at-fee programs overestimate their likely  consumption, they often 
pay more than they would have paid with per-usage pricing.41

Some consumers experience problems because they engage in more acquisition, 
usage, or disposition than they should. For example, they may have a compulsion to 
overbuy, overeat, smoke, or gamble too much. Many of us make New Year’s resolu-
tions to stop consuming things we think we should not consume or to start consum-
ing things we think we should consume. Hence, researchers have recently given 

Bonus Packs
Promotions like bonus packs 
prompt consumers to buy and 
perhaps use more of an offering 
than they otherwise would.

Exhibit 1.5
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attention to understanding what affects consumers’ abilities to control consumption 
temptations and what happens when self-control falters.42

Consumer Behavior Involves Feeling and Coping
Consumer researchers have studied the powerful role that emotions play in con-
sumer behavior.43 Positive and negative emotions as well as specifi c emotions like 
hope,44 fear,45 regret,46 guilt,47 embarrassment,48 and general moods49 can affect 
how consumers think, the choices they make, how they feel after making a deci-
sion, what they remember, and how much they enjoy an experience. Emotions like 
love sometimes describe how we feel about certain brands or possessions.50 Con-
sumers often use products to regulate their feelings—as when a scoop of ice cream 
seems like a good antidote to a bad quiz score.51 Researchers have also studied how 
service employees’ emotions can subconsciously affect consumers’ emotions.52

And low-level emotions can be very important in low-effort situations (e.g., the 
low-level feelings we get from viewing a humorous ad).

Because issues related to consumer behavior can involve stress, consumers 
often need to cope in some way.53 Researchers have studied how consumers cope 
with difficult choices and an overwhelming array of goods from which to 
choose;54 how consumers use goods and services to cope with stressful events55

like having cancer; and how they cope with losing possessions due to divorce, 
natural disasters, moving to a residential-care facility, and other incidents.56 They 
have even studied the coping behavior of certain market segments, such as low-
literacy consumers who often fi nd it challenging to understand the marketplace 
without being able to read.57

What Affects Consumer Behavior? 

The many factors that affect acquisition, usage, and disposition decisions can be 
classifi ed into four broad domains, as shown in the model in Exhibit 1.6: (1) the 
psychological core, (2) the process of making decisions, (3) the consumer’s culture, 
and (4) consumer behavior outcomes. Although the four domains are presented in 
separate sections of this book, each domain is related to all the others. For example, 
to make decisions that affect outcomes like buying new products, consumers must 
fi rst engage in processes described in the psychological core. They need to be moti-
vated, able, and have the opportunity to be exposed to, perceive, and attend to 
 information. They need to think about this information, develop attitudes about it, 
and form memories. 

The cultural environment also affects what motivates consumers, how they pro-
cess information, and the kinds of decisions they make. Age, gender, social class, 
ethnicity, families, friends, and other factors affect consumer values and lifestyles 
and, in turn, infl uence the decisions that consumers make and how and why they 
make them. In the following overview, we illustrate the interrelationships among 
the domains with an example of a vacation decision.

The Psychological Core: Internal Consumer Processes
Before consumers can make decisions, they must have some source of knowledge or 
information upon which to base their decisions. This source—the psychological 
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A Model of Consumer 
Behavior
Consumer behavior encom-
passes four domains: (1) the 
consumer’s culture, (2) the 
 psychological core, (3) the 
 process of making decisions, 
and (4) consumer behavior 
 outcomes and issues. As the 
 exhibit shows, Chapters 2–18 
of this book relate to the four 
parts of this overall model. 

Exhibit 1.6

core—covers motivation, ability, and opportunity; exposure, attention, and perception; 
categorization and comprehension of information; and attitudes about an offering. 

Having Motivation, Ability, and Opportunity
Consider the case of a consumer named Jessica who is deciding on a ski vacation. 
In Jessica’s mind, the vacation decision is risky because it will consume a lot of 
money and time, and she does not want to make a bad choice. Therefore, Jessica is 
motivated to learn as much as she can about various vacation options, think about 
them, and imagine what they will be like. She has put other activities aside to give 
herself the opportunity to learn and think about this vacation. Because Jessica 
 already knows how to ski, she has the ability to determine what types of ski vaca-
tions she would find enjoyable. Whether she focuses on concrete things (how 

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences

(Ch. 15)
• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)
• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)
• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)
• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)
• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)
• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)
• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)
• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)
• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)
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much the trip will cost) or abstract things (how much fun she will have) depends 
on how soon she plans to travel and how well the place she plans to visit fi ts with 
her self-concept.58

Exposure, Attention, and Perception
Because Jessica is greatly motivated to decide where to go on vacation and because 
she has the ability and opportunity to do so, she will make sure she is exposed to, 
perceives, and attends to any information she thinks is relevant to her decision. She 
might look at travel ads and websites, read travel-related articles, and talk with 
friends and travel agents. Jessica will probably not attend to all vacation informa-
tion; however, she is likely to be exposed to information she will never consciously 
perceive or pay attention to.

Categorizing and Comprehending Information
Jessica will attempt to categorize and comprehend the information she does  attend 
to. She might infer that Kitzbühel, Austria, is a reasonably priced vacation destination 
because a website shows information consistent with this interpretation.

Forming and Changing Attitudes
Jessica is likely to form attitudes toward the vacations she has categorized and com-
prehended. She may have a favorable attitude toward Kitzbühel because a website 
describes it as affordable, educational, and fun. However, her attitudes might change 
as she encounters new information. Attitudes do not always predict our behavior. 
For example, although many of us have a positive attitude toward working out, our 
attitude and our good intentions do not always culminate in a trip to the gym. For 
this reason, attitudes and choices are considered as separate topics.

Forming and Retrieving Memories 
One reason that our attitudes may not predict our be-
havior is that we may or may not remember the infor-
mation we used to form our attitudes when we later 
make a decision. Thus, Jessica may have formed memo-
ries based on certain information, but her choices will 
be based only on the information she retrieves from 
memory, as Exhibit 1.7 suggests.

The Process of Making Decisions
The processes that are part of the psychological core are 
intimately tied to the second domain shown in  Exhibit 
1.6; the process of making decisions. The process of mak-
ing consumption decisions involves four stages: problem 
recognition, information search, decision making, and 
post-purchase evaluation.

Problem Recognition and the Search for Information
Problem recognition occurs when we realize that we have 
an unfulfi lled need. Jessica realized that she needed a va-
cation, for example. Her subsequent search for informa-
tion gave her insight into where she might go, how much 

Forming and Retrieving 
Memories
Ads can affect our choices, but 
whether we choose something 
the next time may depend on 
what we remember about our 
experiences. 

Exhibit 1.7
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the vacation might cost, and when she might travel. She also examined her fi nancial 
situation. Elements of the psychological core are invoked in problem recognition 
and search because once Jessica realizes that she needs a vacation and begins her 
information search, she is exposed to information, attends to and perceives it, cate-
gorizes and comprehends it, and forms attitudes and memories.

Making Judgments and Decisions
Jessica’s decision is characterized as a high-effort decision, meaning that she is will-
ing to invest a lot of time and to exert mental and emotional energy in making it. 
She identifi es several criteria that will be important in making her choices: the trip 
should be fun and exciting, safe, educational, and affordable. Not all decisions in-
volve a lot of effort. Jessica also faces low-effort decisions such as what brand of 
toothpaste to take on the trip. 

Again, the psychological core is invoked in making decisions. With a high- effort 
decision, Jessica will be motivated to expose herself to lots of information, think 
about it deeply, analyze it critically, and form attitudes about it. She may have last-
ing memories about this information because she has thought about it so much. 
Consumers are not always aware of what they are thinking and how they are mak-
ing their choices, so Jessica might not be able to explain what affected her choices 
(background music in a travel agency might even be an infl uence).59 Yet the emo-
tions she thinks she will experience from different options (excitement, relaxation) 
may well infl uence her ultimate choice.60 With a low-effort decision, such as what 
brand of toothpaste to buy, she would probably engage in less information search 
and process information less deeply, resulting in less enduring  attitudes and 
memories.

Making Post-Decision Evaluations 
This step allows the consumer to judge, after the fact, whether the decision made 
was the correct one and whether to purchase that offering again. When she returns 
from her vacation, Jessica will probably evaluate the outcome of her decisions. If 
her expectations were met and if the vacation was everything she thought it would 
be, she will feel satisfied. If the vacation exceeded her expectations, she will be 
 delighted. If it fell short of them, she will be dissatisfi ed. Once again, aspects of the 
psychological core are invoked in making post-decision evaluations. Jessica may 
expose herself to information that validates her experiences, she may update her 
attitudes, and she may selectively remember aspects of her trip that were extremely 
positive or negative.

The Consumer’s Culture: External Processes
Why did Jessica decide to go on a skiing trip in the fi rst place? In large part, our 
consumption decisions and how we process information are affected by our cul-
ture. Culture refers to the typical or expected behaviors, norms, and ideas that 
characterize a group of people. It can be a powerful influence on all aspects of 
human behavior. Jessica had certain feelings, perceptions, and attitudes because of 
the unique combination of groups to which she belongs and the infl uence they 
have on her values, personality, and lifestyle. 

Diversity Infl uences
Jessica is a member of many regional, ethnic, and religious groups that directly or 
 indirectly affect the decisions she makes. For example, although her decision to ski at 

Culture The typical or 
 expected behaviors, norms, 
and ideas that characterize a 
group of people.
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a place far from home is fairly typical for a working woman from North America, a 
consumer from a developing nation or a single woman from a different culture may 
not have made the same choice. Also, her age, gender, and educational background 
may all affect her impressions of what constitutes a good vacation, accounting 
for her interest in a European ski trip. Consider the vacation choices shown in 
Exhibit 1.8, and try to imagine the background factors that predispose consum-
ers to choose these as vacation options.

Social Class and Household Infl uences 
Because Jessica is a member of the upper middle class and has moved in with her 
parents, these social and household infl uences may have had an effect on her deci-
sion to go to a luxurious European ski resort with friends rather than go skiing with 
her family at a rustic ski area near home.

Values, Personality, and Lifestyles
The choices Jessica makes are based, in part, on her beliefs, her personality, and 
her activities, interests, and opinions. Thus, she may be attracted to a European ski 
trip because she wants a vacation that she thinks will be exciting and out of the 
 ordinary. She also anticipates that this vacation will test her ability to manage on 
her own and give her a sense of accomplishment. 

Reference Groups and Other Social Infl uences
When Jessica sees groups of others she perceives as similar to herself, she regards 
them as reference groups, people whose values she shares and whose opinions 
she values (see Exhibit 1.9). She might also want to emulate the behavior of peo-
ple whom she admires and to listen to the advice they offer through word of 
mouth. Thus, athletes, musicians, or movie stars sometimes serve as reference 

Reference group A group of 
people we compare ourselves 
with for information regarding 
behavior, attitudes, or values.

Sources: Rosalind S. Helderman, “Lessons from the Bottom of the World,” Washington Post, December 23, 2004, p. T3; 
Perri Cappell, “Going Mobile: Can’t Shake the ‘Easy Rider’ Fantasy?” Wall Street Journal, December 20, 2004, p. R7; 
Marcy Barack, “Destination: Wyoming; Ranch Life Can Spoil a Manicure,” Los Angeles Times, July 11, 2004, p. L13. 

Vacation
The word “vacation” means 
different things to different 
people. Your idea of a “relaxing 
getaway” may be quite different 
from someone else’s. Can you 
see how factors like social class, 
ethnic status, economic condi-
tions, group affi liations, and 
gender affect the kinds of vaca-
tions we are likely to fi nd attrac-
tive? These examples show that 
some marketers are successful 
precisely because they under-
stand what their customers 
value.

Exhibit 1.8 On vacation, would you like to . . .

Tour the World by Motorcycle? See Europe or Asia from behind the handlebars of a motor-
cycle riding up and down highways, mountain passes, and country roads. You’ll need 
$3,000, at least seven days, and considerable stamina to handle long days of riding and 
parking a 600-pound bike—but the views are breathtaking.

Work Up a Sweat and Then Get Pampered? At a high-activity spa, you can learn to surf, 
practice yoga positions, hike sandstone canyons, or kickbox during the day. Nights are for 
pampering: After a healthy gourmet meal, rest your feet, take a class, or just retire to your 
featherbed. Price tag, including three meals: $200–$540 per day.

Be a Rancher? Visit one of the more than 100 ranches in Wyoming and Montana, 
choosing from a rustic cabin at $150 per day or a luxurious room priced at $275 per 
day, including hearty chow. Help herd cattle, fi x fences, take trail rides, or simply enjoy 
the Western scenery. 

Play with Penguins? Be one of only 15,000 tourists who visit Antarctica in a year. Start 
with a long plane ride to South America, followed by a cruise through the icy waters of the 
Drake Passage. Learn about the fl ora and fauna; then go ashore to see penguins and seals 
at play. Expect to pay $5,000 and up for a 12-day cruise.
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groups, infl uencing how we evaluate information 
and the choices we make. Reference groups can 
also make us feel as if we should behave in a cer-
tain way. Jessica may feel some pressure to go to 
Kitzbühel because her friends think that doing so 
is cool. In addition, Jessica’s personality may 
 affect her decisions. Because she is an extrovert 
and a moderate risk taker, she wants a vacation 
that is exciting and allows her to meet new 
 people.

Consumer Behavior Outcomes 
and Issues
As Exhibit 1.6 shows, the psychological core, 
decision-making processes, and the consumer’s 
culture affect consumer behavior outcomes such 
as the symbolic use of products and the diffusion 
of ideas, products, or services through a market. 
They also infl uence and are infl uenced by issues 
of ethics and social responsibility as well as the 
dark side of marketing and consumer behavior. 

Consumer Behaviors Can Symbolize 
Who We Are
The groups we belong to and our sense of self can 
affect the symbols or external signs we use, con-
sciously or unconsciously, to express our identity. 
For example, while skiing, Jessica may wear a 
North Face parka and Bollé goggles to communi-

cate her status as an experienced skier. She might also take home objects that sym-
bolize her vacation, such as postcards and T-shirts. 

Consumer Behaviors Can Diffuse Through a Market
After Jessica makes her vacation decision, she may tell others about her prospective 
trip, which, in turn, could infl uence their vacation decisions. In this way, the idea of 
going to Kitzbühel on vacation may diffuse, or spread, to others. Had Jessica re-
sisted going to Kitzbühel (perhaps because she thought it was too expensive or too 
far away), she might have communicated information that would make others less 
likely to vacation there. Thus, the diffusion of information can have both negative 
and positive effects for marketers.

The Dark Side of Marketing and Consumer Behavior, Ethics, 
and Social Responsibility
Certain consumer behaviors and certain marketing practices may be problematic 
to the consumer and/or to society. For instance, compulsive buying can have se-
vere fi nancial consequences for the consumer and his or her family. Lack of self-
control over such behaviors can make consumers feel bad about themselves as 
well.61 Other behaviors of concern include stealing, buying or selling through black 
markets, and underage drinking or smoking. Marketing can have a dark side, as 

Infl uence of Reference 
Groups
Reference groups are people 
whose values we share and 
whose opinions we value.

Exhibit 1.9

Symbols External signs that 
we use to express our  identity. 
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well. Key ethical issues are whether companies should advertise to children, 
whether marketing efforts promote obesity, whether advertising  affects self-image, 
and whether marketing invades consumers’ privacy. In addition, the environmen-
tal consequences of products and marketing are of increasing concern to consum-
ers, regulators, and companies worldwide. For example, consumer research on 
disposition behavior has the potential to affect programs that conserve natural 
 resources. Exhibit 1.10 shows an ad that aims to educate consumers about the ben-
efi ts of recycling.

Who Benefi ts from the Study of Consumer Behavior? 

Why do people study consumer behavior? The reasons are as varied as the four dif-
ferent groups who use consumer research: marketing managers, ethicists and ad-
vocates, public policy makers and regulators, and consumers.

Marketing Managers
The study of consumer behavior provides critical information to marketing manag-
ers for developing marketing strategies and tactics. The American Marketing Asso-
ciation’s definition of marketing shows why marketing managers need to learn 
about consumer behavior: 

Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, commu-
nicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, 
clients, partners, and society at large. 

As this definition makes clear, marketers need consumer behavior insights to 
 understand what consumers and clients value; only then can they develop, com-
municate, and deliver appropriate goods and services. See the Enrichment Chapter 
for more about marketing research.    

Marketing A social and man-
agerial process through which 
individuals and groups obtain 
what they need and want by 
creating and exchanging 
products and value with 
others. 

Advertisement for 
Recycling
Companies, consumers, and the 
environment can benefi t from 
recycling. 

Exhibit 1.10
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Ethicists and Advocacy Groups
Marketers’ actions sometimes raise important ethical questions. Concerned con-
sumers sometimes form advocacy groups to create public awareness of inappropri-
ate practices. They also infl uence other consumers as well as the targeted companies 
through strategies such as media statements and boycotts. For example, Mothers 
Against Violence in America is one of several groups protesting video games that 
feature physical violence. The video game industry’s Entertainment Software Rating 
Board labels games with designations such as M (mature, for persons 17 and older). 
Despite such labeling, advocacy groups are concerned that younger teens can easily 
acquire and play games intended for older consumers.62 We explore various ethical 
issues throughout this book and go into more detail in Chapter 18. 

Public Policy Makers and Regulators
Consumer behavior can be quite useful to legislators, regulators, and government 
agencies in developing policies and rules to protect consumers from unfair, unsafe, 
or inappropriate marketing practices. In turn, marketers’ decisions are affected by 
these public policy actions. Consider the regulatory limits on tobacco marketing 
that are designed to discourage underage consumers from smoking and to inform 
consumers of smoking’s health hazards. The United States, European Union, and 
other areas ban cigarette advertising on television and radio and in certain other 
media; they also require warning labels on each pack.63

Understanding how consumers comprehend and categorize information is im-
portant for recognizing and guarding against misleading advertising. For instance, 
researchers want to know what impressions an ad creates and whether these im-
pressions are true. They also want to know how marketing infl uences consumers’ 
decisions to comply with product usage instructions, such as using medical treat-
ments as prescribed.64 And consumer behavior research helps government offi cials 
understand and try to improve consumer welfare.65

Academics
Consumer behavior is important in the academic world for two reasons. First, aca-
demics disseminate knowledge about consumer behavior when they teach courses 
on the subject. Second, academics generate knowledge about consumer behavior 
when they conduct research focusing on how consumers act, think, and feel when 
acquiring, using, and disposing of offerings. In turn, such academic research is use-
ful to marketing managers, advocacy groups, regulators, and others who need to 
understand consumer behavior. 

Consumers and Society
An understanding of consumer behavior can help make a better environment for 
consumers. For example, research indicates that we better understand the differ-
ences among brands when we can view a chart, matrix, or grid comparing brands 
and their attributes.66 Thus, matrices such as those presented in Consumer Reports
are likely to help many consumers make better decisions.

Product, service, and communications developments to protect certain con-
sumer segments have also grown out of understanding how consumers behave. 
Many people want to protect children against inappropriate advertising or guard 
themselves against invasion of privacy. Some companies have changed their 
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 marketing voluntarily, whereas others have waited until legislators, regulators, or 
advocacy groups forced them to make changes in their marketing. Finally, research 
on disposition behavior has the potential to aid recycling programs and other 
 activities related to environmental protection, as discussed in Chapter 18.

Marketing Implications of Consumer Behavior

As you learn about consumer behavior, you may wonder how marketers use differ-
ent consumer behavior concepts and fi ndings. Starting with Chapter 2, you will 
fi nd numerous sections titled “Marketing Implications” that illustrate how market-
ers apply consumer behavior concepts in the real world. In general, consumer 
 research helps marketers to develop product-specifi c plans as well as broader strat-
egies for market segmentation, targeting, and positioning and to make decisions 
about the components of the marketing mix. 

Developing and Implementing Customer-Oriented Strategy
Marketing is designed to provide value to customers. Thus, marketers must conduct 
research to understand the various groups of consumers within the marketplace so 
that they can develop a strategy and specifi c offerings that will provide such value. 
Once they develop and implement a suitable strategy, marketers need research to 
determine how well it is working and whether it is delivering the  expected results 
(such as increasing market share or improving profi ts). 

How Is the Market Segmented?
What one consumer values in a product may not be the same as what another 
 consumer values. Consider the market for plug-in battery chargers. Energizer 
conducted consumer research and “found that how people use chargers is very 
different,” says a marketing manager. Women said they wanted an easy-to-use 
charger that is “instantly understandable,” whereas men disliked chargers that 
were too simplistic. Energizer therefore developed the Dock & Go for men, with 
lights that show when the charging is underway and when it is complete, and the 
Easy Charger for women, with readouts that show each stage of the charging 
 cycle.67 Consumer research helps marketers understand the different groups that 
make up a market and whether they can make an offering to appeal to one or 
more of these groups.

How Profi table Is Each Segment?
Consumer research can help marketers identify consumers who have needs that 
are not being met and can reveal the size and profi tability of each segment. When 
Best Buy researched its customer base, the retailer identifi ed a number of segments 
and created personas, names and descriptions to personify each segment’s charac-
teristics. It named one profi table segment “Buzz” (young men who enjoy new tech-
nology and like to buy new electronics gadgets) and one unprofitable segment 
“Devil” (consumers who buy items on sale and resell them online). The company 
then remodeled its stores and retrained its salespeople to focus on consumers who 
fi t the “Buzz” persona.68

What Are the Characteristics of Consumers in Each Segment?
After determining how the market is segmented and whether it is potentially 
profitable, marketers need to learn about the characteristics of consumers in 
each  segment, such as their age, education, and lifestyle. This information helps 
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marketers project whether the segment is likely to grow or to shrink over time, a 
factor that affects future marketing decisions. For example, sales of fi tness goods 
and services are expected to rise as aging baby boomers strive to stay fi t.

Are Customers Satisfi ed with Existing Offerings? 
Marketers often do considerable research to learn whether consumers are currently 
satisfi ed with the company’s offerings. Harley-Davidson executives regularly ride 
with members of the Harley Owners Group to find out firsthand what satisfies 
 motorcycle buyers and what else they are looking for. Combining this information 
with data from other research helps the company come up with new product ideas 
and promote new bikes to current and potential customers.69

Selecting the Target Market
Understanding consumer behavior helps marketers determine which consumer 
groups are appropriate targets for marketing tactics and how heavy users of a product 
differ from light users.70 Marketers also need to identify who is likely to be involved in 
acquisition, usage, and disposition decisions. Although Virgin Mobile mainly targets 
teenagers and young adults who use cell phones, its research shows that parents are 
often the decision makers. Its research also shows that family plans can be more costly 
than parents realize. “The message we’re trying to get out is: When they use family 
plans, parents are handing [teens] a credit card with an antenna on it,” says a com-
pany offi cial.71

Positioning 
Another strategic choice is deciding how an offering should be positioned in con-
sumers’ minds. The desired image should refl ect what the product is and how it 
differs from the competition. For example, Newman’s Own’s slogan, “Shameless ex-
ploitation in pursuit of the common good,” refl ects the company’s positioning of 
itself as the upstart food brand that donates all its profi ts to charity.

How Are Competitive Offerings Positioned?
Marketers sometimes conduct research to see how consumers view other brands 
in comparison with their own and then plot the results on a graph called a 
 perceptual map. Brands in the same quadrant of the map are perceived as offer-
ing similar benefi ts to consumers. The closer companies are to one another on 
the map, the more similar they are perceived to be, and hence, the more likely 
they are to be competitors. 

How Should Our Offerings Be Positioned?
Companies use consumer research to understand what image a new offering 
should have in the eyes of consumers and what messages will effectively support 
this image.72 The positioning should suggest that the product is superior in one or 
more attributes valued by the target market.73 For example, Toyota’s target market 
for the Scion is car buyers in their twenties and thirties. Through research, Toyota 
learned that these consumers expect good value for their money, like distinctive 
styling, and want to customize their cars. The Scion’s positioning touches on all of 
these elements, especially the self-expression aspect that has become a key differ-
entiator.74

Should Our Offerings Be Repositioned?
Consumer research can help marketers reposition existing products (i.e., change 
their image). Consider how the World Gold Council, a trade group, decided to 
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 reposition gold jewelry. Through research, the council determined that women 
enjoy wearing fi ne gold jewelry, but they didn’t perceive available products as either 
exciting or stylish. The Council therefore recommended that jewelers create pieces 
with updated, edgier styling, and it repositioned gold jewelry through ads tapping 
into the positive feelings women have about wearing gold.75

Developing Products and Services 
Developing products and services that satisfy consumers’ wants and needs is a crit-
ical marketing activity. Marketers apply consumer research when making a number 
of decisions about products.

What Ideas Do Consumers Have for New Products?
First, marketers need to design an offering that matches what consumers want. In 
some cases, customers collaborate on the development of new offerings. Consider 
what happened when Häagen-Dazs invited consumers to suggest new ice cream 
fl avors. From the hundreds of ideas submitted, the company chose Sticky Toffee 
Pudding—a fl avor that proved so popular it has become part of the regular line in-
stead of a limited-time-only offering.76

What Attributes Can Be Added to or Changed in an Existing Offering?
Marketers often use research to determine when and how to modify or tailor a 
product to meet the needs of new or existing groups of consumers. For example, 
Virgin Mobile asked 2,000 of its teenage customers about their color preferences for 
cell phones. Originally, the company was planning to make an all-white cell 
phone—building on the popularity of the original white Apple iPod digital music 
player—but the teens rejected that idea as “a knockoff” and asked for a blue phone 
with a silver interior, which Virgin Mobile put into production.77

What Should Our Offering Be Called?
Consumer research plays a vital role in product and brand naming decisions. For 
instance, Burger King introduced the BK Stacker (a sandwich with layers of burg-
ers and cheese) after research showed that hamburger lovers wanted a “really in-
dulgent meat-and-cheese burger,” says a Burger King executive.78 This offering’s 
name is consistent with research suggesting that brands should be easy to 
 understand and remember and reflect key benefits (like stacks of burgers 
and cheese).

What Should Our Package and Logo Look Like?
Many marketers use consumer research to test alternative packaging and logos. Re-
search shows, for instance, that consumers are likely to think that food (including 
cookies) is good for them if it comes in green packaging.79 This information is valu-
able in the design of packages for products with a “healthy” positioning. Research 
is also vital in decisions about changing packaging and logos. For instance, WD-40 
repackaged its X-14 household cleaning products to better communicate the 
brand’s positioning as the “bathroom cleaning expert.”80

Making Promotion and Marketing Communications Decisions
Research can help companies make decisions about promotional/marketing commu-
nications tools, including advertising, sales promotions (premiums, contests, sweep-
stakes, free samples, coupons, and rebates), personal selling, and public relations.
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What Are Our Advertising Objectives?
Consumer research can be very useful in determining advertising objectives. It may 
reveal, for example, that few people have heard of a new brand, suggesting that the 
advertising objective should be to enhance brand-name awareness. If research in-
dicates that consumers have heard of the brand but don’t know anything about it, 
the advertising objective should be to enhance brand knowledge. If consumers 
know the brand name but don’t know the characteristics of the brand that make it 
desirable, the advertising should aim to enhance brand knowledge and encourage 
positive attitudes about it. And if consumers know neither the brand name nor the 
product’s benefi ts, the advertising should educate the target market about both.

What Should Our Advertising Look Like?
Research can help marketers determine what words and visuals would be most 
 effective and most memorable in advertising. A brand name is better remembered 
when placed in an ad that has interesting, unusual, and relevant visuals. If the visu-
als are interesting but unrelated to the product, consumers may remember the 
 visuals but forget the product’s name. Moreover, marketers can research how differ-
ent groups respond to different wording. For example, saying a product is a good 
“value for the money” does not work in Spain. Instead, marketers use the phrase 
“price for product.”81 And research shows that marketers who use e-mail to boost 
website traffi c should customize messages based on their knowledge of different 
consumers in the target market.82

Where Should Advertising Be Placed?
When marketers select specifi c media vehicles in which to advertise, they fi nd de-
mographic, lifestyle, and media usage data very useful. As noted earlier, research 
shows that more people split their time among many different media and that 
many people use recording technology to avoid commercials. Knowing this, mar-
keters are choosing media with better targeting or more consumer exposure in 
mind. A growing number of fi rms are using sponsorship of cause-related events 
(such as the Avon Walk for Breast Cancer) to reach target audiences.83

When Should We Advertise?
Research may reveal seasonal variations in purchases due to weather-related needs, 
variations in the amount of discretionary money consumers have (which changes, 
for instance, before and after Christmas), holiday buying patterns, and the like. 
ConAgra Foods advertises its Banquet Crock-Pot Classics ready-to-cook frozen 
foods during fall and winter because consumers use slow-cookers more often dur-
ing those seasons.84

Has Our Advertising Been Effective?
Finally, advertisers can research an ad’s effectiveness at various points in the adver-
tising development process. Sometimes marketers or ad agencies conduct adver-
tising copy testing or pretesting, testing an ad’s effectiveness before it appears in 
public. If the objective is creating brand awareness and the tested ad does not en-
hance awareness, the company may replace it with a new ad. Effectiveness research 
can also take place after the ads have been placed in the media, such as conducting 
tracking studies to see whether ads have achieved particular objectives over time.

What About Sales Promotion Objectives and Tactics?
When developing sales promotions, marketers can use research to identify sales 
promotion objectives and tactics. For example, after OfficeMax discovered that 
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consumers didn’t see much difference among the big offi ce-supply retailers, it tried 
to make OfficeMax stand out during the year-end holiday buying period. It 
launched a branded, interactive Elf Yourself website for consumers’ enjoyment that 
created a buzz and drew more than 200 million visitors during two holiday seasons. 
Follow-up research revealed that more than one-third of these visitors were infl u-
enced to shop at Offi ceMax.85 Research can also prevent such pitfalls as offering 
coupons to certain consumers who won’t redeem them for fear of looking stingy.86

When Should Sales Promotions Take Place?
Companies can also use consumer research to time their sales promotions. Del 
Monte Beverages, maker of World Fruits juices, conducted research to learn more 
about its U.K. target market. The company discovered that those in the segment of 
frequent purchasers, men and women ages 25 to 44, usually take two vacations per 
year, preferably to foreign destinations. To boost brand awareness and sales, World 
Fruits launched a “Win an Exotic Adventure with a Twist” promotion during the 
winter months, when members of this segment are thinking about vacations.87

Have Our Sales Promotions Been Effective?
Consumer research can answer this question. Offi ceMax counted the number of 
visitors to its Elf Yourself site and researched visitors’ shopping intentions. Del 
Monte can compare brand awareness after the World Fruits promotion with 
pre-promotion levels, for instance, and measure pre- and post-promotion market 
share. Research can also indicate whether a free sample has been more effective 
than a price promotion, whether a free gift enhances value perceptions and 
purchase intentions, and how consumers react after a sales promotion has been 
discontinued.88

How Many Salespeople Are Needed to Serve Customers? 
By tracking store patronage at different times of the day or on different days of the 
week, retailers can determine the appropriate number of store personnel needed 
to best serve customers. 

How Can Salespeople Best Serve Customers? 
Finally, research can help managers make decisions about selecting salespeople 
and evaluating how well they serve customers. For example, similarity between the 
consumer and a salesperson or service provider can infl uence whether customers 
comply with these marketing representatives.89 Other studies indicate that how a 
salesperson presents a product will affect consumers’ attitudes toward the sales-
person and what consumers learn about the product.90

Making Pricing Decisions
The price of a product or service can have a critical infl uence on consumers’ acqui-
sition, usage, and disposition decisions. It is therefore very important for marketers 
to understand how consumers react to price and to use this information in pricing 
decisions. 

What Price Should Be Charged? 
Why do prices often end in 99? Consumer research has shown that people perceive 
$9.99 or $99.99 to be cheaper than $10.00 or $100.00. Perhaps this is one reason 
why so many prices end in the number 9.91 Although economic theory suggests 
that a decrease in price will increase the likelihood of purchase, too low a price can 
make consumers suspect the product’s quality.92 In general, consumers respond 



 C H A P T E R  1   •  Understanding Consumer Behavior 23

better to a discount presented as a percentage off the regular price (e.g., 25 percent 
subtracted from the original cost) than to a discount presented as a specifi c amount 
of money subtracted from the regular price (originally $25, now only $15).93 Re-
search shows that consumers have complicated reactions to pricing. For example, 
if catalog customers can save $8 on shipping charges, they will spend an average of 
$15 more on catalog purchases—a fi nding that has caused some catalog marketers 
to absorb shipping fees.94

Also, when making a purchase, consumers consider how much they must pay 
in relation to the price of other relevant brands or to the price they previously paid 
for that product, so marketers must be aware of these reference prices.95 When buy-
ing multiple units of a service for one bundled price (such as a multiday ski pass), 
consumers may not feel a great loss if they use only some of the units because they 
have diffi culty assigning value to each unit. In addition, when consumers buy mul-
tiple products for one bundled price (such as a case of wine), they are likely to in-
crease their consumption because unit costs seem low.96 According to research, 
how much consumers will pay for a given item can even be affected by the price of 
unrelated products they happen to see fi rst. Thus, the price you would be willing to 
pay for a T-shirt may vary, depending on whether the prices you noticed for shoes 
in the store next door were high or low.97 Finally, studies indicate that consumers 
have differing perceptions of what a product is worth, depending on whether they 
are buying or selling it. Sellers should therefore avoid this endowment effect; that is, 
they should not set a higher price than buyers are willing to pay.98

How Sensitive Are Consumers to Price and Price Changes? 
Research also suggests that consumers have different views of the importance of 
price. Some consumers are very price sensitive, meaning that a small change in 
price will have a large effect on consumers’ willingness to purchase the product. 
Cruise lines, for example, have found that lower prices help fi ll their ships.99 Other 
consumers are price insensitive and thus likely to buy an offering regardless of its 
price. Demand for brewed coffee generally remains steady despite price increases, 
a situation that means Starbucks is unlikely to lose many customers when it raises 
its coffee prices.100 Marketers can use research to determine which consumers are 
likely to be price sensitive and when. For fashion or prestige goods, a high price 
symbolizes status. Thus, status-seeking consumers may be less sensitive to a prod-
uct’s price and pay more than $50 for a T-shirt with a prestigious label. 

When Should Certain Price Tactics Be Used? 
Research also reveals when consumers are likely to be most responsive to various 
pricing tactics. For example, consumers have traditionally been very responsive to 
price cuts on bed linens during January. These “white sales” are effective because 
consumers have come to anticipate them and are unlikely to buy linens after 
Christmas without a fi nancial incentive to do so. 

Making Distribution Decisions
Another important marketing decision involves how products are distributed and 
sold to consumers in retail stores. Here, too, marketers can use consumer research. 

Where Are Target Consumers Likely to Shop? 
Marketers who understand the value consumers place on time and convenience 
have developed distribution channels that allow consumers to acquire or use goods 
and services whenever and wherever it is most convenient for them. For example, 
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24-hour grocery stores, health clubs, and catalog ordering and online ordering sys-
tems give consumers fl exibility in the timing of their acquisition, usage, and dispo-
sition decisions. As another example, consumers can now shop for cars through the 
Internet, auto brokers, and warehouse clubs and at giant auto malls and used-car 
superstores as well as at traditional auto dealerships.

How Should Stores Be Designed?
Supermarkets are generally designed with similar or complementary items stocked 
near one another because research shows that consumers think about items in 
terms of categories based on products’ similar characteristics or use. Thus, stores 
stock peanut butter near jelly because the products are often used together. Con-
sumer research can also help marketers develop other aspects of their retail envi-
ronments. Studies show that bright colors and up-tempo music make consumers 
move quickly through a store; subdued colors and quiet music have the opposite 
effect.101 Store design also depends on whether consumers are shopping for fun or 
seeking to quickly accomplish a particular task like buying a certain item.102 Know-
ing that some consumers simply like to shop, retailers are increasingly creating 
more exciting and aesthetically pleasing store environments.103

Stores and websites can be designed to convey a very specifi c image. Apple’s 
stores are open and modern, with plenty of gadgets for shoppers to test. The “ge-
nius bar,” staffed by tech experts, is in the back, drawing customers through the 
store (and past attractive displays) when they need advice. “We wanted an atmo-
sphere that was inviting—not intimidating—forward-looking, warm, interactive,” 
explains the head of Apple retail operations.104

Summary

Consumer behavior involves understanding the set of 
decisions (what, whether, why, when, how, where, how 
much, and how often) that an individual or group of 
consumers makes over time about the acquisition, use, 
or disposition of products, services, ideas, or activities. 
The psychological core exerts considerable infl uence 
on consumer behavior. A consumer’s motivation, abil-
ity, and opportunity affect his or her decisions and 
 infl uence what a consumer is exposed to, what he or 
she pays attention to, and what he or she perceives. 
These factors also affect how a consumer categorizes 
or interprets information, how he or she forms and 
changes attitudes, and how he or she forms and re-
trieves memories. Each aspect of the psychological core 
has a bearing on the consumer decision-making pro-
cess, which involves (1) problem recognition, (2) infor-
mation search, (3) judgment and decision making, and 
(4) evaluation of level of satisfaction with the decision.

Consumer behavior is also affected by the consum-
er’s culture and by the typical or expected behaviors, 

norms, and ideas of a particular group. Consumers 
 belong to a number of groups, share their cultural val-
ues and beliefs, and use their symbols to communi-
cate group membership. Consumer behavior can be 
symbolic and express an individual’s identity. In addi-
tion, consumer behavior is indicative of how forcefully 
or quickly an offering can spread throughout a market.

Marketers study consumer behavior to gain 
 insights that will lead to more effective marketing 
strategies and tactics. Ethicists and advocacy groups 
are also keenly interested in consumer behavior, as are 
public policy makers and regulators who want to 
 protect consumers from unsafe or inappropriate offer-
ings. Consumers and society can both benefit as 
marketers learn to make products more user-friendly 
and to show concern for the environment. Finally, 
studying consumer behavior helps marketers under-
stand how to segment markets and how to decide 
which to target, how to position an offering, and which 
marketing-mix tactics will be most effective. 
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Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How is consumer behavior defi ned?

 2. What three broad categories of consumer activity 
do marketers and researchers study in consumer 
behavior?

 3. What are some of the factors in the psychological 
core that affect consumer decisions and behavior?

 4. What are some of the external processes that infl u-
ence consumer decisions and behavior?

 5. How is marketing defi ned?

 6. How do public policy decision makers, advocacy 
groups, and marketing managers use consumer 
 research?

7. What kinds of questions can marketers use con-
sumer behavior research to answer? 

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

From plastic to platinum—the wristwatch company 
known for fun fashion accessories is now focusing on 
the watch as a status symbol. When Switzerland-based 
Swatch Group was founded in 1983, popularly priced 
quartz watches made by Japanese fi rms had taken con-
siderable market share from traditional Swiss watch 
brands. Swatch’s bold idea for recapturing share was to 
combine colorful cases, bands, and faces into eye-
catching watches that were functional, affordable, and 
fashionable. The company began introducing an ever-
changing array of new models, which helped consumers 
begin to think about wristwatches as both trendy and 
collectible. It also decided to restrict some models to 
certain geographic areas. This encouraged consumers to 
be on the lookout for new Swatches when traveling and 
to snap up models not sold in stores at home.

The idea of building a wardrobe of watches caught 
on. Consumers—particularly women—quickly became 
accustomed to buying Swatch watches as they would 
any fashion accessory, on impulse or to match particular 
outfi ts. Showing off new and unusual Swatch models—
especially those not locally available—became another 
way to express individuality and status. Soon Swatch’s 
success attracted the attention of rivals that entered 
the market with a wide range of inexpensive watches 
for everyday wear.

To avoid the profi t-sapping problems of this intense 
competition, Swatch made another bold decision. With-
out abandoning its basic $35 Swatch models, the com-
pany started acquiring established quality brands such as 
Omega and Hamilton. It also bought super-luxury brands 

such as Breguet, which offers hand-made,  limited-edition 
watches priced as high as $500,000. The posh image of 
these brands brought a new dimension to Swatch’s cor-
porate reputation and new possibilities for marketing 
more watches to more segments.

Now the company can cater to buyers seeking an 
extraordinary piece of jewelry for themselves or to give 
as a special gift—buyers for whom price is a secondary 
consideration. Swatch’s high-end brands can also 
 satisfy the needs of wealthy consumers who get in a 
buying mood while on vacation and choose fancy 
watches in exclusive boutiques or airport duty-free 
shops. Knowing that more luxury watches are sold to 
men than to women, Swatch has also partnered with 
the Tiffany jewelry retail chain to design and market 
high-quality women’s watches as fashion accessories. 

To connect with customers beyond the purchase of 
a single wristwatch and strengthen brand loyalty, 
Swatch has been using a variety of marketing communi-
cations. Its luxury brand ads appear in magazines geared 
to high-income consumers. It publishes Voice, a twice-
yearly lifestyle magazine, to inform customers about 
fashion trends, special Swatch events, new product 
news, and more. Its online newsletter keeps customers 
updated on the latest styles and trends. On the Swatch 
website, enthusiasts can click to join the Swatch club 
and gain access to members-only products, contests, 
collectible watches, blogs, photos, and videos. In addi-
tion, Swatch mounts special events for customers all 
over the world, such as a beach-theme party in Austria 
and a weekend pirate-theme cruise in Turkey. 

Swatch Makes Time for Luxury

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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Thanks to its portfolio of more than a dozen brands 
and a global chain of 600 stores, Swatch has become 
the world’s leading watch marketer. Its annual sales 
have risen to $5 billion, despite mixed global economic 
conditions. In fact, luxury watches now account for 
more than half of Swatch’s profi ts, and the company is 
readying more fi ne-jewelry accessories under its sta-
tus-symbol brands. Still, competition from high-end 
brands such as Patek Philippe, Piaget, Cartier, and 
 Bulgari has become more intense over the years. Will 
Swatch continue to thrive in such a highly pressured 
 environment? Only time will tell.105

Case Questions
 1. What role does the consumer’s culture seem to be 

playing in Swatch’s marketing strategy?
 2. Explain, in terms of internal consumer processes, 

why Swatch puts so much emphasis on marketing 
communications.

 3. Under what circumstances would the decision to 
buy a Swatch watch be a high-effort decision? 
A low-effort decision?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Outline some of the 
research methods used to 
understand consumer 
behavior.

2. Identify the kinds of 
organizations that conduct 
consumer research.

3. Discuss some of the 
ethical issues raised by 
consumer research.

Developing Information About 
Consumer Behavior

Enrichment 
Chapter

Understanding China’s “Technology Tribes”

O f the more than 40 million PCs sold in China every year, 10 million bear the Lenovo 
brand. But this fast-growing market is drawing global competitors like Hewlett Packard 

and Dell. Lenovo, which bought IBM’s PC division in 2005, is defending itself by marketing 
new products created through a deeper understanding of the needs, expectations, and aspira-
tions of Chinese PC users.

Lenovo hired the research and design fi rm Ziba to study how Chinese consumers buy, 
use, think about, and feel about PCs. Ziba researchers observed how consumers in China 
spent their time, how they made major purchases, and how they used technology products. 
They asked consumers to photograph their activities during one weekday and one leisure 
day, with special attention to use of technology products. The researchers studied fashion 
trends and other infl uences on product styling and interviewed consumers about the 
 benefi ts they sought from technology products.

After analyzing all the data, Ziba researchers identifi ed fi ve segments or “technology 
tribes” with differing needs, attitudes, and behaviors: Social Butterfl ies, Relationship Builders, 
Upward Maximizers, Deep Immersers, and Conspicuous Collectors. Lenovo chose to  target 
all but the Conspicuous Collectors with new products such as modular, multimedia desktop 

 INTRODUCTION



PCs (for Deep Immersers) and smaller notebook PCs (for Relationship Builders). Building on 
its success in China’s consumer market, Lenovo has expanded to targeting  consumers in 
other parts of Asia plus those in Europe and the United States, where its ThinkPad laptops 
already have a loyal following.1

Consumer behavior research helps marketers such as Lenovo determine what custom-
ers need, how they behave, and how they feel. Just as important, research can guide mar-
keters in determining how to profi tably satisfy consumer needs through decisions about 
segmentation, targeting, positioning, and the marketing mix. This chapter opens with a 
description of the tools that marketers use to collect information about consumers. Next, 
you will learn about the types of entities that use consumer research. Finally, you will 
be introduced to some ethical issues related to consumer research, a topic covered in 
more detail in Chapter 18, “Ethics, Social Responsibility, and the Dark Side of Consumer 
 Behavior and Marketing.”
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Researchers collect and analyze two types of data for marketing purposes: primary 
and secondary. Data collected for its own purpose is called primary data. When 
marketers gather data using surveys, focus groups, experiments, and the like to 
support their own marketing decisions, they are collecting primary data. Data col-
lected by an entity for one purpose and subsequently used by another entity for a 
different purpose is called secondary data. For example, after the government 
 collects census data for tax purposes, marketers can use the results as secondary 
data to estimate the size of markets in their own industry.

A number of tools are available in the consumer researcher’s “tool kit” for gath-
ering primary data, some based on what consumers say and some on what they do. 
Researchers may collect data from relatively few people or compile data from huge 
samples of consumers. Each of these tools can provide unique insights that, when 
combined, reveal very different perspectives on the complex world of consumer 
behavior. This is research with a purpose: to guide companies in making more 
 informed decisions and achieving marketing results.2

Surveys
One of the most familiar research tools is the survey, a written instrument that 
asks consumers to respond to a predetermined set of research questions. Some 
responses may be open-ended, with the consumer fi lling in the blanks; others may 
ask consumers to use a rating scale or check marks. Surveys can be conducted in 
person, through the mail, over the phone, or by using the Web. Procter & Gamble, 
for example, conducts about 1,500 online consumer surveys every year and ob-
tains results 75 percent faster than it does with traditional survey methods—at half 
the cost.3

Although companies often undertake specialized surveys to better understand a 
specifi c customer segment, some organizations carry out broad-based surveys that 
are made available to marketers. The U.S. Bureau of the Census is a widely used source 
of demographic information. Its Census of Population and Housing, conducted every 
ten years, asks U.S. consumers questions regarding their age, marital status, gender, 
household size, education, income, and home ownership. This database, available 

Primary data Data originat-
ing from a researcher and col-
lected to provide information 
relevant to a specifi c  research 
project.

Secondary data Data 
 collected for some other 
 purpose that is subsequently 
used in a research project. 

Survey A written instrument 
that asks consumers to 
 respond to a predetermined 
set of research questions.

Consumer Behavior Research Methods
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 online (www.census.gov), in libraries, or on CD-ROM, helps marketers learn about 
population shifts that might affect their offerings or their  industry.

Survey data can also tell marketers something about media usage and product 
purchase. Mediamark Research Incorporated conducts yearly surveys (in English 
and Spanish) with more than 26,000 consumers, asking about their media habits, 
demographics, and product purchases.4 Researchers are even studying how to en-
courage survey response. In one study, more consumers completed the survey 
when the package was topped by a Post-It note asking them to participate.5

Focus Groups
Unlike a survey, which may collect input from hundreds of people responding indi-
vidually to the same questionnaire, a focus group brings together groups of 6 to 12 
consumers to discuss an issue or an offering (see Exhibit EN.1). Led by a trained 
moderator, participants express their opinions about a given product or topic, 
which can be particularly useful in identifying and testing new product ideas. 
Focus groups provide qualitative insights into consumer attitudes as opposed to 
the quantitative (numerical) data resulting from surveys. Anheuser-Busch fine-
tunes its Bud Light commercials for the Super Bowl by showing them to dozens of 
focus groups in the months leading up to the game.6

A related technique is the computer-based focus group, in which consumers 
go to a computer lab where their individual comments are displayed anony-
mously on a large screen for viewing by the group. This method can help re-
searchers gather information on sensitive topics, as can focus groups conducted 
by telephone or online rather than in person. However, the anonymity prevents 
researchers from collecting other relevant data, such as nonverbal reactions 
 conveyed by facial expressions and body language that would be available in a 
traditional focus group.

Some companies convene customer advisory boards, small groups of custom-
ers that meet with marketing and service executives once or twice a year (face to 
face, online, or by phone) to discuss offerings, competitive products, future needs, 
acquisition and usage problems, and related issues. Board meetings serve not just 
as research but also as a tool for strengthening customer relations.7 To illustrate, 
Premier Bank of Tallahassee, Florida, asks its two customer boards for feedback on 
branch services, new product ideas, and community involvement.8

Interviews
Like focus groups, interviews involve direct contact with consumers. Interviews are 
often more appropriate than focus groups when the topic is sensitive, embarrass-
ing, confi dential, or emotionally charged. They provide more in-depth data than 
surveys when the researcher wants to “pick consumers’ brains.” For instance, when 
Volvo sought closer connections with car buyers, its ad agency interviewed valet 
parking attendants around the world to get a well-rounded picture of Volvo owners. 
The agency learned that Volvo customers are “doers”—more concerned with what 
they do than with what they have—and value togetherness and sharing. This 
 research helped the agency create a new Volvo campaign with the theme “Life is 
better lived together.”9

In some interviews, researchers ask customers about the process they use to 
make a purchase decision. One research company assigns professional interview-
ers to tape-record consumers’ thoughts while they shop for groceries. This research 

Focus group A form of 
interview involving 8 to 12 
people; a moderator leads the 
group and asks participants to 
discuss a product, concept, or 
other marketing stimulus.

www.census.gov
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helps marketers understand how factors in the shopping environment affect 
 purchasing. For example, a company might learn that a consumer didn’t buy a 
 certain cereal because it was placed too close to the laundry detergent.10

Traditional interviews require a trained interviewer who attempts to establish 
rapport with consumers. Interviewers also note nonverbal behaviors like fi dgeting, 
voice pitch changes, and folded arms and legs as clues to whether the respondent 
is open to the discussion or whether certain questions are particularly sensitive. 
Researchers often record interviews for later transcription so they can examine the 
results using qualitative or quantitative analysis. Sometimes researchers videotape 
nonverbal responses that cannot be captured in the transcription process and 
 analyze the interviews later to identify patterns or themes.

Storytelling
Another tool for conducting consumer research is storytelling, in which consum-
ers tell researchers stories about their experiences with a product. At Patagonia, re-
searchers collect consumer stories about backpacking and other outdoor 
experiences for use in developing the company’s catalogs. Storytelling not only 
 provides information relevant to the marketing of the product but also shows that 
Patagonia is in touch with its customers and values what they say.11

Although storytelling involves the real stories of real consumers, sometimes 
marketers ask consumers to tell or write stories about hypothetical situations that 
the marketer has depicted in a picture or scenario.12 The idea is that a consumer’s 
needs, feelings, and perceptions are revealed by the way he or she interprets what 
is depicted in the picture or scenario. For example, researchers may show a pic-
ture of a woman at the entrance to a Hot Topic store with a thought bubble above 
her head and ask consumers to write what they imagine the woman is thinking. 
Such stories can reveal what consumers think of a particular store, purchase 
 situation, and so on.

Storytelling A research 
method by which consumers 
are asked to tell stories about 
product acquisition, usage, or 
disposition experiences. These 
stories help marketers gain in-
sights into consumer needs 
and identify the product attri-
butes that meet these needs.

Focus Groups
Consumer focus groups often 
provide useful qualitative 
 insights into consumer 
 preferences.

Exhibit EN.1
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Photography and Pictures
Some researchers use a technique in which they show pictures of experiences that 
consumers have had in order to help consumers remember and report experiences 
more completely.13 Researchers may also ask consumers to draw or collect pictures 
that represent their thoughts and feelings about the topic at hand (the way Lenovo 
had consumers photograph their daily interactions with technology products). Still 
another practice is to ask consumers to assemble a collage of pictures that refl ects 
their lifestyles. Researchers then ask about the pictures and the meaning behind 
them or have the consumer write an essay, which can help integrate the images 
and thoughts suggested by the pictures.14

For example, Wrigley’s marketers asked teenagers to select pictures and write a 
story about Juicy Fruit Gum. The company learned that teens chewed the gum 
when they craved sweets. With this insight, Wrigley’s ad agency launched the “Gotta 
Have Sweet” campaign—and Juicy Fruit sales climbed.15

Diaries
Asking consumers to keep diaries can provide important insights into their behav-
ior, including product purchasing and media usage. Diaries often reveal how 
friends and family affect consumers’ decisions about clothes, music, fast foods, 
videos, concerts, and so on. When Unilever was planning a new deodorant, it asked 
a group of women to keep an “armpit diary” noting how often they shaved, what 
their underarms looked like, and how frequently they used deodorant. Finding that 
the women were concerned about the condition of their underarm skin, Unilever 
created a moisturizing deodorant product and promoted its skin-care benefi ts.16

The research fi rm NPD Group asks more than 3 million consumers worldwide to 
maintain online diaries tracking their purchases in dozens of product categories. 
Companies buy NPD’s diary data to learn whether consumers are brand loyal or brand 
switching and whether they are heavy or light product users. By linking the data with 
demographic data, marketers can also learn more about these consumers. Burger 
King, for example, can use the NPD system to look at burger consumption by age 
group, geographic location, and even time of day, information that helps the chain 
better target or change promotions, plan new products, and make other decisions.17

Experiments
Consumer researchers can conduct experiments to determine whether certain 
marketing phenomena affect consumer behavior. For example, they might design 
an experiment to learn whether consumers’ attitudes toward a brand are affected 
by the brand name as opposed to factors such as product features, package, color, 
logo, room temperature, or the consumer’s mood. By measuring emotional arousal, 
salivation levels, and eye movements of participants, marketers may determine 
which ads are most arousing and attention getting or which products are preferred. 
Ford used brain scanning technology as a way to gauge European consumers’ reac-
tions to a new vehicle in development.18

With experiments, researchers randomly assign consumers to receive different 
“treatments” and then observe the effects of these treatments. For example, consum-
ers might be assigned to groups that are shown different brand names. The  researchers 
collect data about participants’ attitudes toward the name and compare attitudes 
across groups. In a taste-test experiment, they might randomly assign  consumers to 
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groups and then ask each group to taste a different product. Comparing evaluations 
of the product across the groups will show which product is preferred.

An important aspect of such experiments is that the groups are designed to be 
identical in all respects except the treatment, called the independent variable. Thus, 
in a taste-test experiment, only the taste of the food or beverage is varied. Everything 
else is the same across groups—consumers eat or drink the same amount of the prod-
uct, at the same temperature, from the same kind of container, in the same room, in 
the presence of the same experimenter, and so on. After consumers taste and rate the 
product, researchers can compare the groups’ responses to see which taste is pre-
ferred. Because the groups are identical in all other respects, researchers know that 
any differences between the two groups are caused by the treatment (the food’s taste).

Field Experiments
Although experiments are often conducted in controlled laboratory situations, some-
times marketers conduct experiments in the real world, known as “fi eld  experiments.” 
One type of fi eld experiment, a market test, reveals whether an offering is likely to 
sell in a given market and which marketing-mix elements most effectively enhance 
sales. Suppose marketers want to determine how much advertising support to give to 
a new product. They could select two test markets of a similar size and demographic 
composition and spend a different amount of money on advertising in each market. 
By observing product sales in the two markets over a set period, the marketers would 
be able to tell which level of advertising expenditure resulted in higher sales.

All marketing-mix elements can be market tested. P. F. Chang’s China Bistro, a 
 restaurant chain, recently tested a new dinner menu in its Dallas restaurant. The results 
were so successful that the company added the menu to 45 of its other restaurants. 19

Conjoint Analysis
Many marketers use the sophisticated research technique of conjoint analysis to de-
termine the relative importance and appeal of different levels of an offering’s 
 attributes. To start, researchers identify the attributes of the offering, such as package 
size, specifi c product features, and price points. Next, they determine the levels to be 
tested for each attribute (such as large or small size). Then they ask consumers to react 
to a series of product concepts that combine these attributes in different ways.

For example, researchers might ask how likely consumers are to buy a large 
package of Tide laundry detergent that has added stain removal power and costs 
$4.75; they might also ask how likely consumers are to buy a small package of Tide 
that does not have added stain removal power and costs $2.50. By analyzing the 
 responses to different combinations, the researchers can see how important each 
attribute (e.g., size, price) is and the level of a given attribute that customers prefer. 
Academic researchers have used this methodology to understand, among other 
things, how much weight consumers give to environmental factors versus price 
and other attributes when they buy wooden furniture.20

Observations
At times, researchers observe consumers to gain insight into potentially effective 
product, promotion, price, and distribution decisions (see Exhibit EN.2). The maker 
of Huggies disposable diapers, Kimberly-Clark, uses observational  research to see 
how consumers react to new packaging and new shelf positions as they “shop” in 
virtual store environments customized to look like specifi c chain stores. The results 
not only help Kimberly-Clark’s marketers make product and promotion decisions; 

Independent variable The 
“treatment” or the entity that 
researchers vary in a research 
project.

Market test A study in which 
the effectiveness of one or 
more elements of the market-
ing mix is examined by evalu-
ating sales of the product in 
an actual market, e.g., a spe-
cifi c city. 

Conjoint analysis A research 
technique to determine the 
relative importance and 
 appeal of different levels of 
an offering’s attributes.
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they also help Wal-Mart, Target, and other re-
tailers make decisions about buying and dis-
playing Kimberly-Clark products.21

Some marketers use tracking software to 
observe which websites consumers visit, 
which pages they look at, how long they visit 
each site, and related data. By analyzing con-
sumer browsing patterns, researchers can de-
termine how to make websites more user 
friendly and how to better target online adver-
tising as well as how to make other decisions 
about online marketing activities.22 However, 
privacy advocates are concerned that tracking 
software—especially when used without the 
consumer’s knowledge or consent—is intru-
sive. In response, companies are posting pri-

vacy policies and, in some cases, allowing consumers to view and edit collected 
data or even “opt out” of tracking systems.23

Some companies conduct ethnographic research, in which researchers inter-
view, observe (and perhaps videotape) how consumers behave in real-world sur-
roundings. When Coleman wanted to expand from camping stoves to gas barbecue 
grills, its researchers visited homes to observe men (who typically act as outdoor 
cooks) talking with friends and family as they used a grill. The research revealed 
that the act of grilling evoked nostalgia for camping experiences. As a result, Cole-
man downplayed technical specifi cations such as BTUs and promoted its grill as 
the centerpiece of “a relaxing ritual” in the “backyard oasis.”24

Purchase Panels
Sometimes marketers try to understand consumer behavior by tracking what con-
sumers buy on different purchase occasions. This kind of research, conducted by 
IRI and other firms, simply records whether a behavior occurred; for instance, 
Campbell Soup uses IRI to track soup purchases in U.S. stores.25 Such behavioral 
data may be collected from special panel members, from a representative sample 
of the general population, or from the marketer’s target market. Every time panel 
members go shopping, the cash register records their purchases. By merging pur-
chase data with demographic data, marketers can tell who is purchasing a product, 
whether those consumers are also buying competitors’ products, and whether a 
coupon or other sales promotion was involved. Marketers can also use these data 
to determine whether, for example, the shelf space allocated to a product, or added 
advertising in the test area, affected panel members’ purchases.

A growing number of fi rms, including Del Monte Foods, Procter & Gamble, and 
Coca-Cola, also conduct research through a proprietary online purchase panel. For 
instance, Del Monte’s research fi rm set up the password-protected “I Love My Dog” 
website and invited 400 dog owners to participate in answering questions about 
dog food products. Feedback from participants helped Del Monte select fl avors for 
its Snausages Breakfast Bites dog treats.26

Database Marketing
Marketers can dig deeper into consumer behavior if they combine different forms 
of consumer research into a common database. This database might contain 

Ethnographic research 
In-depth qualitative research 
using observations and inter-
views (often over repeated 
occasions) of consumers in 
real world surroundings. Often 
used to study the meaning 
that consumers  ascribe to a 
product or consumption 
phenomenon.

Observational Research
At the Fisher-Price Playlab, 
 researchers observe children’s 
reactions to determine whether 
the children like Fisher-Price 
toys.

Exhibit EN.2
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 information about targeted consumers’ demographics and lifestyles combined 
with data about their purchases in various product categories over time, their 
media habits, and their usage of coupons and other promotional devices. Using 
data mining, the company then searches for patterns in the database that offer 
clues to customer needs, preferences, and behaviors.27

Wal-Mart is at the cutting edge of the data-mining movement. It follows every 
piece of merchandise from warehouse to store shelf by using radio frequency identi-
fi cation tags. Every item sold at the checkout is recorded, along with the item’s price, 
the time of sale, and the store location. These data are reported to Wal-Mart hourly 
and daily by product, by category, by store, by supplier, and so on. Wal-Mart also 
analyzes what else goes into the shopping cart, store by store and region by region, 
for clues to pricing products in different categories.  Finally, data mining helps the 
company identify promising new store locations and profi le each store’s shoppers 
so it can stock the right assortment of goods in appropriate quantities.28

More marketers are collecting consumer data online for promotional purposes, 
such as to plan e-mail messages or build website traffi c. Although e-mail is fast and 
cheaper than other communication methods, consumers are inundated with elec-
tronic messages. Therefore, to trigger a response, an e-mail campaign must be 
based on consumer needs—for instance, it might provide information the con-
sumer requested—and should tailor the content and timing to each individual.29

For instance, after consumers agree to receive e-mail from Frederick’s of Holly-
wood, which markets women’s lingerie, the company customizes messages based 
on the pages and products viewed by each consumer. This customization helps the 
company retain customers and build sales.30

It is even possible to use clickstream data from websites to analyze consumer 
behavior. One study looked at consumers’ use of websites to buy automobiles and 
found that the best predictor of purchase was not the use of sophisticated decision-
making aids or the number of repeat visits consumers made to the site but rather 
how long they browsed and navigated through the site.31 Database marketing and 
data mining have raised concerns about invasion of consumer privacy, however; 
see Chapter 18 for more detail.

Neuroscience
Neuroscientists are seeking to understand consumer behavior by looking at brain ac-
tivity using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). To do this, they examine 
which parts of the brain become activated when consumers are engaging in activities 
such as making a decision, viewing an ad, or selecting an investment.32 For instance, 
Christian Dior used fMRI research to test consumers’ reactions to music, colors, and 
ad placement when planning its highly successful introductory campaign for J’Adore 
perfume. Although neuroscience research raises concerns about manipulation, one 
advertising executive notes: “Observing brain activity and setting up models for 
 behavior is not the same as forcing a brain into making a consumption decision.”33

Data mining Searching for 
patterns in a company data-
base that offer clues to cus-
tomer needs, preferences, and 
behaviors.

Many entities use market research to study consumer behavior for different rea-
sons, as shown in Exhibit EN.3. Organizations such as consumer goods and service 
companies, ad agencies, and marketing research fi rms conduct research to make 
decisions about marketing a specifi c product or service. Government organizations 

Types of Consumer Researchers
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collect consumer information so as to set laws designed to protect consumers. Aca-
demics conduct research to protect consumers or simply to understand why and 
how consumers behave as they do.

In-house Marketing Research Departments
The benefi ts of conducting “in-house” research (conducted by the company for the 
company) are that the information collected can be kept within the company and 
that opportunities for information to leak to competitors are minimized. However, 
internal departments are sometimes viewed as less objective than outside research 
fi rms since they may have a vested interest in the research results. For example, 
employees may be motivated to show that the company is making good decisions, 
a situation that may unwittingly bias the nature of their research or the outcomes 
they report. Consequently, some companies use outside research companies to 
gather their consumer research.

External Marketing Research Firms
External research firms often help design a specific research project before it 
 begins. They develop measuring instruments to measure consumer responses, 
 collect data from consumers, analyze the data, and develop reports for their clients. 
As you saw in the chapter-opening example, Lenovo hired Ziba to study PC users in 
China as a fi rst step toward designing new products for that fast-growing market.

Some marketing research fi rms are “full service” organizations that perform a 
variety of marketing research services; others specialize in a particular type of re-
search. GfK Custom Research North America, for instance, conducts media 
 research, brand awareness research, and other consumer behavior research. In its 
Starch Ad Readership studies, dozens of readers of a specifi c magazine go through 
a recent issue with a trained interviewer. The interviewer asks whether consum-
ers have seen each ad in the issue and whether they saw the picture in each ad, 

Consumer
Behavior

Research Designed for Application Research Designed for Consumer Protection

Government
Consumer

Advocacy Groups

Academic
Researchers

Research Designed for General Understanding

Consumer Goods
Companies

(internal marketing
research

departments)

Retailers

Government
Data Sources

Research
Foundations and

Trade Groups

Syndicated
Data Services
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Who Conducts 
Consumer Research?
A number of different organiza-
tions conduct research on con-
sumers, although they differ in 
their objectives. Some do re-
search for application, some for 
consumer protection, and some 
for obtaining general knowl-
edge about consumers.

Exhibit EN.3
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read the headline, read the body copy, and saw the ad 
slogan. The company compiles reports about the per-
centage of respondents who saw each part of each ad 
and sells the results to advertisers who want to deter-
mine whether their ads were seen and read more than 
other ads in the issue or in the product category. 
 Exhibit EN.4 shows an ad for which STARCH scores 
have been tabulated.

Advertising Agencies
Some advertising agencies have departments to test ad-
vertising concepts as part of the service they provide to 
clients. On behalf of retailer Best Buy, the La Comunidad 
ad agency has used ethnographic research to study how 
Hispanic parents and their tech-savvy teenagers decide 
on consumer electronics purchases. The results helped 
the agency create Spanish-language TV commercials. 
They acknowledge that new technology can be intimi-
dating and showcase Best Buy’s expertise in helping 
 customers select the right electronics product for the 
entire family.34

Agencies may also conduct advertising pretesting, 
using drawings of ads or fi nished ads, to make sure that 
an ad is fulfi lling its objectives before it is placed in the 
media. In addition, agencies often conduct tracking 
studies to monitor advertising effectiveness over time. 

Tracking studies can determine whether the percentage of target market consum-
ers who are aware of a brand has changed as a function of the amount, duration, 
and timing of its advertising.

Syndicated Data Services
Syndicated data services are companies that collect and then sell the information 
they collect, usually to fi rms that market products and services to consumers. For 
example, the Yankelovich Monitor study collects data on consumer lifestyles and 
social trends using 90-minute interviews at the homes of approximately 2,500 
adults. Its annual reports describing current and projected lifestyle trends help 
 advertising agencies and company marketers develop content for promotional 
messages, choose media, identify new product ideas, plan positioning strategy, and 
make other marketing decisions.

Nielsen is a syndicated data service that tracks the TV viewing habits of thou-
sands of participating U.S. households using three techniques: (1) diaries, (2) TV set-
top people meters that record which household member is viewing and when, and 
(3) set-tuning devices that record whether a TV set is on or off and the channel it is 
tuned to.35 Based on these data, Nielsen assigns a rating that indicates the number 
and percentage of all households watching a particular TV program, and a specifi c 
commercial, along with demographic analyses of the audience. This is how advertis-
ers know how many viewers tuned in to watch the Super Bowl, for instance.36

By combining demographic and TV viewing behavior, Nielsen can also examine 
who is watching which shows. Networks, cable stations, and independent channels 

A “Starched” Ad
Companies like Starch collect 
data on what, if anything, 
 consumers remember from an 
ad. The numbers noted on the 
stickers placed at the top of the 
ad indicate the percentage of 
respondents sampled who re-
membered having seen or read 
various parts of the ad.

Exhibit EN.4
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use this information to determine whether TV shows should be renewed and how 
much they can charge for advertising time on a particular show. In general, advertisers 
will pay more to advertise on very popular shows (those with higher Nielsen ratings). 
Advertisers who buy Nielsen data can assess which TV shows they should advertise in, 
basing their decisions on how well the audience’s demographic characteristics match 
the sponsor’s target market. Nielsen also conducts research into consumers’ use of the 
Internet, video games, mobile devices, and other media that carry ad messages.37

Retailers
Large retail chains often conduct consumer research. By using electronic scanners to 
track sales of a brand or product category, they can determine which are their best- 
and worst-selling items and see how consumers respond to coupons, discounts, and 
other promotions. Because salespeople often interact directly with customers, retail-
ers sometimes use research to measure customer satisfaction and determine how 
they can improve service quality. Observing emerging trends can help retailers plan 
ahead for new products. For example, Target has employees who travel internation-
ally to spot new consumer trends in clothing, home decorating, and so on.38

Research Foundations and Trade Groups
Many research foundations and trade groups collect consumer research. A  research 
foundation is a nonprofi t organization that sponsors research on topics relevant to 
the foundation’s goals. As an example, the nonprofi t Advertising Research Founda-
tion seeks to improve the practice of advertising, marketing, and media research. It 
sponsors conferences and publishes reports related to research in these areas.39

The Marketing Science Institute is another nonprofi t organization that sponsors 
academic research studies to uncover information useful to companies.

Specialized trade groups may also collect consumer research to better under-
stand the needs of consumers in their own industries. A trade group is an organi-
zation formed by people who work in the same industry, such as the Recording 
Industry Association of America, a group whose members are involved in the 
 recorded music industry through recording, distribution, or retailing activities. This 
organization has sponsored a host of research projects, including studies to under-
stand how American music tastes have changed over the years.

Government
Although government agencies do not use research to help market an offering, 
businesses frequently use government research for marketing purposes, as when 
they examine census data to estimate the size of various demographic markets. 
Government studies by agencies such as the Consumer Products Safety Commis-
sion, the Department of Transportation, and the Food and Drug Administration 
are specifically designed for consumer protection. As an example, the Federal 
Trade Commission (FTC) conducts research on potentially deceptive, misleading, 
or fraudulent advertising. The FTC once conducted research to determine 
whether consumers might have been misled by ads claiming that one slice of 
Kraft cheese was made from fi ve ounces of milk. The FTC worried that consumers 
might infer that the cheese had as much calcium as fi ve ounces of milk (which it 
did not) or that Kraft cheese was superior to its competitors in terms of calcium 
content (which it was not).40 Research can also help resolve court cases involving 
marketing issues such as whether consumers are confusing a new product’s 

Research foundation A 
 nonprofi t organization that 
sponsors research on topics 
relevant to the foundation‘s 
goals.

Trade group A professional 
organization made up of mar-
keters in the same  industry.
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trademark with an established product’s trademark, a situation that could hurt 
the established brand.41

Consumer Organizations
Independent consumer organizations also conduct research, generally for the pur-
pose of protecting or informing consumers. Consumers Union is an independent, 
nonprofi t testing and information organization designed to serve consumers. The 
organization publishes the well-known Consumer Reports magazine. Many of the 
products described in Consumer Reports are tested in Consumers Union’s indepen-
dent product-testing lab, and the results are posted on the organization’s website 
(www.consumersunion.org).

Academics and Academic Research Centers
Although academic research involving consumers can be used for marketing and may 
have implications for public policy, studies often are designed simply to  enhance our 
general understanding of consumer behavior. Much of the research reported in this 
book describes state-of-the-art academic studies. Some academic research centers 
focus on a specifi c aspect of consumer behavior. For example, to learn more about 
media consumption, researchers from Ball State University’s Center for Media Design 
observed 101 consumers from the time they woke up until the time they went to sleep. 
They found that consumers actually spend more time with TV, radio, newspapers, and 
online media than is refl ected in conventional media research.42 Another example is 
the Restaurant of the Future, on the campus of Wageningen University in the Nether-
lands, where researchers experiment with lighting, plates, food arrangement, and 
other details to see their effects on what and how much students and faculty eat.43

Although marketers rely heavily on consumer research in the development of suc-
cessful goods and services, the conduct of this research raises important ethical is-
sues. As the following sections show, consumer research has both positive and 
negative aspects.

The Positive Aspects of Consumer Research
Both consumers and marketers can benefi t from consumer research. Consumers 
generally have better consumption experiences, and marketers can learn to build 
stronger customer relationships by paying attention to consumer research.

Better Consumption Experiences
Because consumer research helps marketers become more customer focused, con-
sumers can have better designed products, better customer service, clearer usage 
instructions, more information that helps them make good decisions, and more 
satisfying postpurchase experiences. Consumer research (by government and con-
sumer organizations) also plays a role in protecting consumers from unscrupulous 
marketers.

Potential for Building Customer Relationships
Research can help marketers identify ways of establishing and enhancing relation-
ships with customers through a better understanding of their needs, attitudes, 

Ethical Issues in Consumer Research

www.consumersunion.org
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and behavior. Interestingly, U.S. consumers have a more favorable view of market-
ing today than they did in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly in regard to retailing 
and distribution.44 Being aware of these kinds of broad trends in consumer senti-
ment is a good foundation from which to approach relationship building.

The Negative Aspects of Consumer Research
Consumer research is a very complex process with a number of potentially nega-
tive aspects. These include the diffi culty of conducting research in foreign coun-
tries, the high costs of conducting research, concerns about invasion of privacy, 
and the use of deceptive practices.

Tracking Consumer Behavior in Different Countries
Marketers who want to research consumer behavior in other countries face special 
challenges. For instance, focus groups are not appropriate in all countries or situa-
tions. U.S. marketers often put husbands and wives together in a focus group to 
explore attitudes toward products like furniture. However, this approach won’t work 
in countries like Saudi Arabia, where women are unlikely to speak freely and are 
highly unlikely to disagree with their husbands in such settings. Focus groups must 
also be conducted differently in Japan, where cultural pressures dictate against a 
person’s disagreeing with the views of a group.

Although telephone interviewing is common in the United States, it is far less 
prevalent in Third World countries. Marketers must also consider a country’s liter-
acy rate when planning survey research. At a minimum, researchers should word 
questions carefully and check to ensure that the meaning is being accurately con-
veyed by fi rst translating questions into the other language and then translating 
them back into English.

Companies may not be able to directly compare secondary data gathered in an-
other country with data gathered in the United States, in part because of different 
collection procedures or timing. Countries may also use different categorization 
schemes for describing demographics like social class and education level. More-
over, different or fewer syndicated data sources may be available in other countries, 
a situation that limits the research available to marketers.

Potentially Higher Marketing Costs
Some consumers worry that the process of researching consumer behavior leads to 
higher marketing costs, which in turn translate into higher product prices. Some 
marketers, however, argue that they can market to their customers more effi ciently 
if they know more about them. For example, product development, advertising, 
sales promotion costs, and distribution costs will be lower if marketers know 
 exactly what consumers want and how to reach them.

Invasion of Consumer Privacy
A potentially more serious and widespread concern is that in the process of con-
ducting and use of research—especially database marketing—marketers may in-
vade consumers’ privacy. Consumers worry that marketers know too much about 
them and that personal data, fi nancial data, and behavioral data may be sold to 
other companies or used inappropriately without their knowledge or consent. See 
Chapter 18 and the bonus online chapter about public policy for more discussion 
of this important issue.
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Deceptive Research Practices
Finally, unscrupulous researchers may engage in deceptive practices. One such prac-
tice is lying about the sponsor of the research (e.g., saying it is being conducted by a 
nonprofi t organization when it is really being conducted by a for-profi t company). 
Another deceptive practice is promising that respondents’ answers will  remain anon-
ymous when in fact the company adds identifying information to the data in order to 
be able to market to these consumers later on. Unscrupulous researchers may also 
promise to compensate respondents but fail to deliver on this promise.45

Summary

Consumer research is a valuable tool that helps mar-
keters design better marketing programs, aids in the 
development of laws and public policy decisions re-
garding product safety, and promotes our general un-
derstanding of how consumers behave and why. 
Researchers use a variety of techniques, including col-
lecting data on what consumers say and what they do. 
These tools may involve data collection from relatively 
few individuals or from many individuals and may 
study consumers at a single point in time or track their 
behavior across time.

Some companies have internal marketing research 
departments to collect data; others use external re-
search fi rms to conduct studies. Advertising agencies 
and syndicated data services are two types of outside 
agencies that conduct consumer research. Large retail 
chains often use electronic scanners to track sales of a 
brand or product category. Research foundations, 
trade groups, the government, consumer organiza-
tions, academics, and academic research centers also 
collect consumer information. Research supports a 
consumer-oriented view of marketing and can help 
companies improve consumption experiences and 

strengthen customer relationships. However, critics 
say research may invade consumers’ privacy and lead 
to higher marketing costs; in addition, unscrupulous 
marketers can misuse consumer information.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How do researchers use surveys, focus groups, in-
terviews, storytelling, and neuroscience to learn 
about consumer behavior?

 2. How do experiments differ from fi eld experiments?

 3. Why do researchers use observation and purchase 
panels to study consumer behavior?

 4. How is primary data different from secondary 
data?

 5. What are some of the positive and negative aspects 
of consumer research?

How can a retailer bring in more shoppers, encourage 
them to browse and buy more, and gain their long-term 
loyalty despite competition from two major rivals? Com-
peting against Staples and Offi ce Depot, Offi ceMax is in 
just such a situation. Although the offi ce-supply retailer 

draws many business buyers, it is also popular among 
consumers who need paper and envelopes, pens and 
pencils, fi le storage supplies, photocopying and printing, 
and home-offi ce essentials such as printers, scanners, 
computers, software, desks, and chairs.

Offi ceMax Asks How Shoppers Shop—and More

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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Every time a shopper buys any item in any Offi ceMax 
store, the company’s information system captures all of 
the details—the amount of the sale, the product(s) and 
quantities purchased, the store location, the time of 
day, and so on—and stores them in its huge database. 
Analyzing sales data helps the retailer’s marketers de-
termine, for instance, which products tend to be pur-
chased together and when and where certain products 
are particularly popular.

What no database can show, however, is how Offi ce-
Max shoppers navigate through the store and what in-
fl uences their movements from front to back and from 
aisle to aisle. Offi ceMax’s marketers needed to know 
more about how its customers shop, with their goal 
being to redo the stores to increase customer satisfac-
tion and boost sales. According to the chief merchan-
dising offi cer, “The experience [Offi ce Max creates] by 
scientifi cally understanding how [its] customers inter-
act with [its] stores can make a big difference.”

The market research fi rm hired by Offi ceMax to 
study shopper behavior began observing what people 
did from the moment they entered one of its stores to 
the moment they left. Did shoppers pick up a shopping 
bag? Did they turn left or right after entering? Which 
departments did they visit and in what order? Which 
displays did they examine, and how long did they 
browse?

After observing how shoppers behaved in several 
Offi ceMax stores, the researchers told the company 
that many shoppers were confused about the store lay-
out, in part because they could not see beyond the high 
shelving used to store and display some products. 
Moreover, the aisles were arranged in a grid, which 
made it diffi cult for some shoppers to quickly identify 
where to look for specifi c product categories. Based on 
their fi ndings, the researchers recommended that 
 Offi ceMax replace its straight aisles with a “racetrack” 
loop to guide shoppers around the store. They also 
 suggested featuring high-priced gadgets such as com-
puters and digital cameras in the center of the loop.

Offi ceMax acted on these research fi ndings and 
changed its store layout. It did away with the aisle grid 
and formed a central highlighted area for computers 
and other electronics. In addition, the retailer set up a 
few other zones along the racetrack loop, each orga-
nized around a particular product category. To see how 
the changes were working, the researchers observed 
shoppers in newly revamped stores. Now, because more 
products and displays were more visible from the race-
track loop, more than half of the shoppers browsed to 
the back wall, whereas in the original research only one-
third of the shoppers were observed doing so. 

Offi ceMax has also used research to develop new 
store-brand products and to fi ne-tune promotions. The 
fi rst time that Offi ceMax put up its holiday “Elf Yourself” 
website, where visitors could personalize an animated elf 
by using their own photos, observers noted how many 
visitors came to the site, how long they stayed, and how 
many created elves. The second year, after Offi ceMax 
added new features such as personalized voice mes-
sages, research showed that the site drew twice as many 
visitors as it had the previous year—drawing 60 million 
people in all. Reinforced by in-store communications and 
online advertising, the campaign achieved its goal of 
building brand excitement and store traffi c.46

Case Questions
 1. Identify the types of consumer research used by 

 Offi ceMax and the research fi rm it hired. Why 
were these appropriate for the company and its 
 situation?

 2. What kind of research would help Offi ceMax gauge 
the attitudes and feelings of current customers and 
noncustomers toward its brand?

 3. Suppose Offi ceMax was considering the use of ei-
ther purchase panels or diaries to gain a better 
understanding of its customers’ buying  behavior. 
Which method, if either, would you  recommend, 
and why?
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The Psychological Core

Consumer behavior is greatly affected 
by the amount of effort that consumers 
put into their consumption behaviors and 
 decisions. Chapter 2 describes three  critical 
factors that affect effort: the (1) motiva-
tion, (2) ability, and (3) opportunity con-
sumers have to engage in behaviors and 
make  decisions. Chapter 3 discusses how 
 consumers come into contact with 
 marketing stimuli (exposure), notice them 
(attention), and perceive them.

Chapter 4 continues the topic by 
 discussing how consumers compare new 
stimuli with their existing knowledge and 
attempt to understand or comprehend 
the information they take in on a deeper 
level. Chapter 5 describes what happens 
when consumers exert a great deal of 
 effort in forming and changing attitudes. 
Chapter 6 discusses how attitudes can 
be infl uenced when consumer effort is 
low. Finally, because consumers are not 
always exposed to marketing information 
when they actually need it, Chapter 7 
 focuses on memory and how consumers 
retrieve information.

Part 2
 2  Motivation, Ability, and 

Opportunity
 3  Exposure, Attention, and 

Perception
 4  Knowledge and 

Understanding
 5  Attitudes Based on High 

Effort
 6  Attitudes Based on Low 

Effort
 7 Memory and Retrieval



44

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Explain why consumers’ 
motivation, ability, and 
opportunity to process 
information, make decisions, 
or engage in behaviors are 
important to marketers.

2. Identify the infl uences 
and outcomes of consumer 
motivation, ability, and 
opportunity to process 
information, make decisions, 
and engage in behaviors.

Motivation, Ability, 
and Opportunity

44

INTRODUCTION

The Toyota Prius Zooms into the Fast Lane

W hen Toyota fi rst launched the Prius in the United States, the Ford Explorer was in its 
heyday. The year was 2000, and Ford sold a record 445,000 Explorers. In a market 

dominated by rugged SUVs and pickup trucks, few consumers knew anything about the 
 innovative hybrid electric-gasoline engine that powered the small Prius sedan. However, 
some had heard about earlier electric cars that couldn’t go very far or very fast without 
being plugged in for recharging, and many routinely evaluated cars in terms of horsepower. 
Therefore, Toyota’s introductory campaign focused on educating buyers about the Prius’s 
 environmentally friendly under-the-hood technology, one reason why the car cost a little 
more than comparable sedans.

Over the next few years, Toyota’s advertising continued to explain the hybrid engine to 
consumers but also emphasized low emissions, high mileage, and the fact that they would 
“never have to plug it in.” As the price of gasoline climbed higher and public concern about 
global warming heated up, the Prius’s sales soared, and demand outstripped supply for a time. 
Prius became the best-selling car in places like Portland, Oregon, where consumers enthusiasti-
cally embraced eco-friendly products. Once Toyota caught up with the demand, its new ads 
 announced, “Your Prius is ready,” calling the car “America’s most fuel-effi cient car.” By 2007, 

Chapter 2



Motivation is defined as “an inner state of arousal,” with the aroused energy 
 directed to achieving a goal.2 The motivated consumer is energized, ready, and will-
ing to engage in a goal-relevant activity. For example, if you learn that a 
much-anticipated video game will go on sale next Tuesday, you may be motivated 
to be at the store early that morning. Consumers can be motivated to engage in 
behaviors, make decisions, or process information, and this motivation can be seen 
in the context of acquiring, using, or disposing of an offering. Let’s look fi rst at the 
effects of motivation, as shown in Exhibit 2.1.

High-Effort Behavior
One outcome of motivation is behavior that takes considerable effort. For example, 
if you are motivated to buy a good car, you will research vehicles online, visit deal-
erships, take test drives, and so on. Likewise, if you are motivated to lose weight, 
you will buy low-fat foods, eat smaller portions, and exercise. Motivation not only 
drives behaviors consistent with a goal but also creates a willingness to expend 
time and energy engaging in these behaviors. Thus, someone motivated to buy a 
new video game may earn extra money for it, drive through a snowstorm to reach 
the store, and then wait in line for an hour to buy it.

Motivation An inner state of 
arousal that provides energy 
needed to achieve a goal.
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the Prius was outselling the Ford Explorer in the U.S. market and had become “a symbol for 
something more than just a car,” according to the Prius product marketing manager.1

Toyota understands that consumer motivation, ability, and opportunity exert a powerful 
 infl uence on a consumer’s acquisition, usage, and disposition decisions. This chapter examines 
motivation, ability, and opportunity in detail. Exhibit 2.1, an overview of the chapter, shows 
that motivated individuals may invest a lot of thought and activity in reaching their goals.

Motivation to process information, make a decision, or engage in a behavior is enhanced 
when consumers regard something as (1) personally relevant; (2) consistent with their 
 values, needs, goals, and emotions; (3) risky; and/or (4) moderately inconsistent with their 
prior attitudes. Toyota encourages Prius buyers to see the car as consistent with their save-
the-planet values, their goals of saving money, and their self-concept as people who can 
make a difference. On the other hand, consumers also have to weigh the car’s higher price 
against the money they’ll save on gas in the long run.

Whether motivated consumers actually achieve a goal depends on whether they have the 
ability to achieve it, which is based on (1) their knowledge and experience; (2) cognitive style; 
(3) complexity of information; (4) intelligence, education, and age; and, in the case of purchase 
goals, (5) money. Toyota, for instance, went to great lengths to provide information that clarifi ed 
how the Prius was different from electric cars and regular sedans. Achieving goals like process-
ing information also depends on whether consumers have the opportunity to achieve the goal. 
If the goal is to process information, opportunity is determined by (1) time, (2) distractions, 
and (3) the amount, repetition, and control of information to which consumers are exposed. So 
Toyota, realizing that the Prius was different, used many marketing communications and re-
peated its messages to give consumers the opportunity to learn about the novelty of the car.

Consumer Motivation and Its Effects



46 P A R T  T W O   •  The Psychological Core

MOTIVATION ABILITY
Influenced by:
• Personal relevance (to self-concept,
 values, needs, and goals)
• Perceived risk
• Moderate inconsistency
 with attitudes

Influenced by:
• Knowledge and experience
• Cognitive style
• Complexity of information
• Intelligence, education, age
• Monetary resources

• High-effort behavior
• High-effort information processing and decision making
• Felt involvement

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

OPPORTUNITY
Influenced by:
• Time
• Distractions
• Amount, repetition, and control
 of information

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

Motivation, ability, and opportunity (MAO) to engage in various consumer behaviors is affected by many 
factors. Outcomes of high MAO include (1) goal-relevant behavior, (2) high-effort information processing 
and decision making, and (3) felt involvement.

Chapter Overview: 
Motivation, Ability, 
and Opportunity

 EXHIBIT 2.1
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High-Effort Information Processing and Decision Making
Motivation also affects how we process information and make decisions.3 When 
consumers are highly motivated to achieve a goal, they are more likely to pay 
 careful attention to it, think about it, attempt to understand or comprehend goal-
relevant information, evaluate that information critically, and try to remember it 
for later use. Doing all this takes a lot of effort. For example, if you are motivated to 
buy a new video game, you might scour newspaper ads looking for a sale. If some-
one mentions a store that lets people reserve a game in advance, you might actively 
try to get the store’s name and phone number.

However, when consumers have low motivation, they devote little effort to pro-
cessing information and making decisions. For example, your motivation to pur-
chase the best pad of paper on the market is likely to be low. You wouldn’t devote 
much attention to learning about the characteristics of paper pads, nor would you 
think about what it would be like to use various types of pads. Once in the store, 
you are unlikely to spend much time comparing brands. You may use decision-
making shortcuts, such as deciding to buy the cheapest brand or the same brand 
you bought the last time.4 The purchase of most common grocery products falls 
into the same category.

Most research on consumer behavior has focused on consumers’ motivation to 
process information accurately, as just described. However, recent research has 
 focused on a different type of motivation involved in information processing that is 
called motivated reasoning. When consumers engage in motivated reasoning, they 
process information in a biased way so that they can obtain the particular conclusion 
they want to reach.5

For example, if your goal is to lose weight, and you see an ad for a diet product, 
you might process the ad in a biased way to convince yourself that the product will 
indeed work for you. If we want to believe that we are not vulnerable to the ill 
 effects of smoking, we may be more likely to smoke if we are aware that there are 
smoking cessation products on the market that are touted as “remedies.” Because 
there are remedies to help us stop smoking, we can use motivated reasoning to 
convince ourselves that smoking must not be so bad after all.6

As another example, because we want to think about good things that can hap-
pen to us rather than bad things, we may underestimate the likelihood of facing 
problems such as becoming ill—and fail to take preventive steps to avoid doing so.7

We may be particularly prone to motivated reasoning when our egos are at stake or 
when we desperately hope to achieve a particular goal (like weight loss) or avoid a 
negative outcome (like becoming ill).8 The concept of motivated reasoning is rather 
new, so most of the discussion that follows focuses on the motivation to process 
information accurately.

Felt Involvement
A fi nal outcome of motivation is that it evokes a psychological state in consumers 
called involvement.

Researchers use the term felt involvement to refer to the psychological experi-
ence of the motivated consumer.9

Types of Involvement
Felt involvement can be (1) enduring, (2) situational, (3) cognitive, or (4) affective.10

Enduring involvement exists when we show interest in an offering or activity 
over a long period of time.11 Car enthusiasts are intrinsically interested in cars and 

Motivated reasoning 
Processing information in a 
way that allows consumers to 
reach the conclusion that they 
want to reach.

Felt involvement Self- 
reported arousal or interest in 
an offering, activity, or 
 decision.

Enduring involvement Long-
term interest in an offering, 
activity, or decision.
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exhibit enduring involvement in them. Enthusiasts engage in activities that reveal 
this interest (e.g., going to car shows, reading car magazines, visiting dealerships). 
In most instances, consumers experience situational (temporary) involvement
with an offering or activity. For example, consumers who exhibit no enduring 
 involvement with cars may be involved in the car-buying process when they are in 
the market for a new car. After they buy the car, their involvement with new cars 
declines dramatically.

Researchers also distinguish between cognitive and affective involvement.12

Cognitive involvement means that the consumer is interested in thinking 
about and processing information related to his or her goal. The goal therefore in-
cludes learning about the offering. A sports enthusiast who is interested in learning 
all she can about pitching ace Pedro Martinez would be exhibiting cognitive 
 involvement.

Affective involvement means that the consumer is willing to expend emotional 
energy in or has heightened feelings about an offering or activity. The consumer who 
listens to music to experience intense emotions is exhibiting affective involvement.

Objects of Involvement
As many of this chapter’s examples indicate, consumers may exhibit cognitive and/
or affective involvement in objects. These objects can include a product or retail cat-
egory such as cars or cosmetic stores or can involve experiences such as white-water 
rafting.13 You might be involved with clothing because you enjoy shopping for such 
products and see them as important for your self-expression (see Exhibit 2.2).14

Consumers can also exhibit cognitive and/or affective involvement with a brand by 
being emotionally attached to it, as one might be with a particular musical band or 
one’s iPod. When one is emotionally attached to and involved with a brand, one views 
the brand as an extension of oneself and feels a great deal of passion toward the 
brand.15 Consumers can also be involved with ads that are interesting or relevant to 
them.16 In Japan, ads that emphasize interpersonal relationships, social circumstances, 
and nonverbal expressions generate more involvement than ads with clearly articu-
lated and spoken messages.17 Consumers may also be involved with a medium (like TV, 
newspapers, or the Internet) or with a particular article or show in which an ad is 
placed. American Idol, which has logged 600 million viewer votes per season, generates 
a lot of involvement, as does the Super Bowl.18 A person may get so involved in inter-
acting with a particular company’s website that he or she may view it as “play.”19

Consumers involved in certain decisions and behaviors are experiencing 
response involvement.20 For example, consumers may be highly involved in the 
process of deciding between brands. Because consumers can be involved with 
many different entities, it is important to specify the object of involvement when 
using the term involvement. For instance, consumers who are involved with brands 
because they are attached to them are unlikely to be involved in deciding which 
brand to buy since they already think their brand is the best. Similarly, consumers 
can be very involved in an ad because it is funny or interesting, yet they may not be 
 involved in the advertised brand because they are loyal to another brand.

We are motivated to behave, process information, or engage in effortful decision
making about things that we feel are personally relevant. And we will experience 
considerable involvement when buying, using, or disposing of them. Think about 
all the behaviors that you engaged in when deciding where to go to college— 
obtaining applications and information packets, searching the Web, visiting cam-
puses, weighing the information about each school, and deciding where to go. 

Situational involvement 
Temporary interest in an offer-
ing, activity, or decision, often 
caused by situational circum-
stances.

Cognitive involvement 
Interest in thinking about and 
learning information pertinent 
to an offering,  activitiy, or 
decisions.

Affective involvement 
Interest in expending emo-
tional energy and evoking 
deep feelings about an offer-
ing, activity, or decision.

Response involvement 
Interest in certain decisions 
and behaviors.
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You probably found the task of making this decision personally involving and were 
interested, enthusiastic, and perhaps anxious and overwhelmed during the pro-
cess. Finally, we are also motivated to think deeply about issues pertinent to a given 
 decision when we believe we will have to justify or explain our decisions.21

Are You Involved?
Are you involved with clothes? 
The more you agree with the 
items shown in regular print 
and the more you disagree with 
the items in italics, the more 
highly you are involved with 
clothes.

Exhibit 2.2  1. It gives me pleasure to shop for clothes.
 2.  I can think of instances in which a personal experience was affected by the way I was 

dressed.
 3. Because of my personal values, I feel that clothing ought to be important to me.
 4. I enjoy buying clothes for myself.
 5. I rate my dress sense as being of high importance to me.
 6. Clothes help me express who I am.
 7. I attach great importance to the way people are dressed.
 8. It is true that clothing interests me a lot.
 9. The kind of clothes I buy do not refl ect the kind of person I am.
 10. I buy clothes for the pleasure they give me, not others.
 11. Clothing is a topic about which I am indifferent. 
 12. Clothing is not part of my self-image. 
 13. Relative to other products, clothing is the most important to me.
 14. Buying clothes feels like giving myself a gift.
 15. I am not at all interested in clothes.

Source: From Nina Michaelidou and Sally Dibb, “Product Involvement: An Application in Clothing,“ Journal of Con-
sumer Behavior, no. 5, 2006, pp. 442–453.

Because motivation can affect outcomes of interest to marketers (like goal-relevant 
behaviors such as purchasing, effortful information processing, and felt involve-
ment; see Exhibit 2.1) it is important for marketers to understand what affects mo-
tivation. If they know what creates motivation, they may be able to develop 
marketing tactics to infl uence consumers’ motivation to think about, be involved 
with, and/or process information about their brand or ad.  Exhibit 2.1 shows that a 
key driver of motivation is personal relevance. In turn, personal relevance is af-
fected by how relevant something like a brand or an ad is to consumers’ (a) self-
concepts, (b) values, (c) needs, and (d) goals.

Personal Relevance
A key factor affecting motivation is the extent to which something is personally 
relevant—that is, the extent to which it has a direct bearing on and signifi cant im-
plications for your life.22 For example, if you learn that your laptop computer’s bat-
tery is being recalled because it can overheat and cause a fi re, you will probably 
find this issue to be personally relevant. Careers, college activities, romantic 
 relationships, a car, an apartment or house, clothes, and hobbies are likely to be 
personally relevant because their consequences are signifi cant for you. Research 
indicates that the prospect of receiving a customized (and therefore more person-
ally relevant) product will motivate consumers to disclose private information, 
 although they are less likely to reveal details that could be embarrassing.23 People 
perceive something as personally relevant when it is consistent with their values, 
needs, goals, and emotions. This relevance fuels their motivation to process infor-
mation, make decisions, and take actions.

Personal relevance 
Something that has a direct 
bearing on the self and has 
potentially signifi cant conse-
quences or implications for 
our lives.

What Affects Motivation?
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Consistency with Self-Concept 
Something may be personally relevant to the extent that it bears on your self- 
concept, or your view of yourself and the way you think others view you. Self- 
concept helps us defi ne who we are, and it frequently guides our behavior. 24 Note 
that different parts of a self-concept can be salient at different times.25 When we buy 
clothing, we are often making a statement about some aspect of who we are—such 
as a professional, a student, or a sports fan. To illustrate, some consumers find 
brands like Harley-Davidson to be relevant to their self-concept. Red, a U.K.  women’s 
magazine, makes itself relevant by appealing to the reader’s self-concept as busy and 
productive but entitled to small indulgences.26 In a similar way, reality TV shows can 
be relevant when viewers identify with the lives of the people on the show.27

Values
Consumers are more motivated to attend to and process information when they 
fi nd it relevant to their values—beliefs that guide what people regard as important 
or good. Thus, if you see education as very important, you are likely to be moti-
vated to engage in behaviors that are consistent with this value, such as pursuing a 
degree. (You’ll read more about values in Chapter 14.)

Needs
Consumers also fi nd things personally relevant when they have a bearing on acti-
vated needs. A need is an internal state of tension caused by disequilibrium from 
an ideal or desired state.

For example, at certain times of the day, your stomach begins to feel uncom-
fortable. You realize it is time to get something to eat, and you are motivated to di-
rect your behavior toward certain outcomes (such as opening the refrigerator). 
Eating satisfi es your need and removes the tension—in this case, hunger. Once you 
are motivated to satisfy a particular need, objects unrelated to that need seem less 
attractive. Thus, if you are motivated to fi x your hair because you’re having a bad 
hair day, a product such as styling gel will seem more attractive and important than 
will popcorn or another snack.28 Needs can also lead us away from a product or 
service: You might stay away from the dentist because you want to avoid pain.

What needs do consumers experience? Psychologist Abraham Maslow’s theory 
groups needs into the fi ve categories shown in Exhibit 2.3: (1) physiological (the 
need for food, water, and sleep); (2) safety (the need for shelter, protection, and se-
curity); (3) social (the need for affection, friendship, and acceptance); (4) egoistic 
(the need for prestige, success, accomplishment, and self-esteem); and (5) self- 
actualization (the need for self-fulfi llment and enriching experiences).29 Within this 
hierarchy, lower-level needs generally must be satisfi ed before higher-level needs 
become activated. Thus before we can worry about prestige, we must meet lower-
level needs for food, water, and so on.

Although Maslow’s hierarchy brings useful organization to the complex issue of 
needs, some critics say it is too simplistic. First, needs are not always ordered ex-
actly as in this hierarchy. Some consumers might place a higher priority on buying 
lottery tickets than on acquiring necessities such as food and clothing. Second, the 
hierarchy ignores the intensity of needs and the resulting effect on motivation. 
 Finally, the ordering of needs may not be consistent across cultures. In some soci-
eties, for instance, social needs and belonging may be higher in the hierarchy than 
egoistic needs.

Self-concept Our mental view 
of who we are.

Values Beliefs about what is 
right, important, or good.

Needs An internal state of 
tension caused by disequilib-
rium from an ideal/desired 
physical or psychological 
state.
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Types of Needs 
Another way to categorize needs is as (1) social and nonsocial needs or as (2) func-
tional, symbolic, and hedonic needs30 (see Exhibit 2.4).

Social needs d  are externally directed and relate to other individuals. Fulfi lling 
these needs thus requires the presence or actions of other people. For example, 
the need for status drives our desire to have others hold us in high regard; the 
need for support drives us to have others relieve us of our burdens; the need 
for modeling refl ects a wish to have others show us how to behave. We may be 

Self-
Actualization

Egoistic

Social

Safety

Physiological

Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs 
Maslow suggested that needs 
can be categorized into a basic 
hierarchy. People fulfi ll lower- 
order needs (e.g., physiological 
needs for food, water, sleep) 
 before they fulfi ll higher order 
needs.

Exhibit 2.3

Functional

Social

Nonsocial

Symbolic

Hedonic

• Modeling

• Support

• Safety

• Order

• Physical
 well-being

• Status

• Affiliation

• Belonging

• Achievement

• Self-control

• Independence

• Sensory
 stimulation

• Cognitive
 stimulation

• Novelty

• Reinforcement

• Sex

• Play

Categorizing Needs
Needs can be categorized 
 according to whether they are 
(1) social or nonsocial and 
(2) functional, symbolic, or 
 hedonic in nature. This categori-
zation method helps marketers 
think about consumers’ needs.

Exhibit 2.4
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motivated to buy products like Hallmark cards or use services such as  MySpace.
com because they help us achieve a need for affi liation.31 Other products may 
be valued because they are consistent with our need for status or our need to 
be unique. We also have antisocial needs—needs for space and psychological 
distance from other people. Plane seats that are too close together violate our 
need for space and motivate us to escape the confi ning environment.

Nonsocial needs d  are those for which achievement is not based on other people. 
Our needs for sleep, novelty, control, uniqueness, and understanding, which 
involve only ourselves, can affect the usage of certain goods and services. We 
might purchase the same brand repeatedly to maintain consistency in our 
world—or we might buy something different to fulfi ll a need for variety.

Functional needs d  may be social or nonsocial (see Exhibit 2.4). Functional needs 
motivate the search for products that solve consumption-related problems. For 
example, you might consider buying a product like a car with side airbags be-
cause it appeals to your safety needs (a functional, nonsocial need). For moth-
ers with young children, hiring a nanny would solve the need for support (a 
functional, social need).

Symbolic needs d  affect how we perceive ourselves and how we are perceived by 
others. Achievement, independence, and self-control are symbolic needs be-
cause they are connected with our sense of self. Similarly, our need for unique-
ness is symbolic  because it drives consumption decisions about how we 
express our identity.32 The need to avoid rejection and the need for achieve-
ment, status, affi liation, and belonging are symbolic because they refl ect our 
social position or role. For example, some consumers wear Jimmy Choo shoes 
to express their social standing.

Hedonic needs d  include needs for sensory stimulation, cognitive stimulation, 
and novelty (nonsocial hedonic needs) and needs for reinforcement, sex, and 
play (social hedonic needs). These hedonic needs refl ect our inherent desires 
for sensory pleasure. If the desire is intense enough, it can inspire fantasizing 
about specifi c goods, simultaneously pleasurable and discomforting.33 Con-
sumers may buy perfume for the sensory pleasure it can bring or go to luxury 
shopping areas like the Shoppes at Palazzo in Las Vegas for the eye-catching 
ambiance.34 For the same reason, products containing fake fat failed because 
they did not meet consumers’ hedonic needs—they tasted bad.

Needs for cognition and stimulation d  also affect motivation and behavior. Con-
sumers with a high need for cognition35 (a need for mental stimulation) enjoy 
being involved in mentally taxing activities like reading and deeply processing 
information when making decisions. People with a low need for cognition may 
prefer activities that require less thought, such as watching TV, and are less 
likely to actively process information during decision making. In addition, con-
sumers often need other kinds of stimulation. Those with a high optimum 
stimulation level enjoy a lot of sensory stimulation and tend to be involved 
in shopping and seeking brand information.36 They also show heightened 
involvement in ads. Consumers with thrill-seeking tendencies enjoy activi-
ties like skydiving and white-water rafting. In contrast, consumers who feel 
overstimulated want to get away from people, noise, and demands—a desire 
revealed in the popularity of vacations at monasteries and other sanctuaries.

Functional needs Needs that 
motivate the search for offer-
ings that solve consumption-
related problems.

Symbolic needs Needs that 
relate to how we perceive our-
selves, how we are perceived 
by others, how we relate to 
others, and the esteem in 
which we are held by others.

Hedonic needs Needs that re-
late to sensory pleasure.
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Characteristics of Needs
Each of the preceding needs has several characteristics:

Needs are dynamic. d  Needs are never fully satisfi ed; satisfaction is only tempo-
rary. Clearly, eating once will not satisfy our hunger forever. Also, as soon as 
one need is satisfi ed, new needs emerge. After we have eaten a meal, we might 
next have the need to be with others (the need for affi liation). Thus, needs are 
dynamic because daily life is a constant process of need fulfi llment.

Needs exist in a hierarchy. d  Although several needs may be activated at any 
one time, some assume more importance than others. You may experience a 
need to eat during an exam, but your need for achievement may assume a 
higher priority—so you stay to fi nish the test. Despite this hierarchy, many 
needs may be activated simultaneously and influence your acquisition, 
usage, and disposition behaviors. Thus, your decision to go out for dinner 
with friends may be driven by a combination of needs for stimulation, food, 
and companionship.

Needs can be internally or externally aroused. d  Although many needs are inter-
nally activated, some needs can be externally cued. Smelling pizza cooking in 
the apartment next door may, for example, affect your perceived need for food.

Needs can confl ict. d  A given behavior or outcome can be seen as both desirable 
and undesirable if it satisfi es some needs but fails to satisfy others. The result is 
called an approach-avoidance confl ict because you both want to engage in 
the behavior and want to avoid it. Teenagers may experience an approach-
avoidance confl ict in deciding whether to smoke cigarettes. Although they may 
believe that others will think they are cool for smoking (consistent with the 
need for belonging), they also know that smoking is bad for them (incompati-
ble with the need for safety).

An d approach-approach confl ict occurs when someone must choose between 
two or more equally desirable options that fulfi ll different needs. A consumer who 
is invited to a career-night function (consistent with achievement needs) might 
experience an approach-approach confl ict if he is invited to see a basketball game 
with friends (consistent with affi liation needs) on the same evening. This person 
will experience confl ict if he views both options as equally desirable.

An d avoidance-avoidance confl ict occurs when the consumer must choose be-
tween two equally undesirable options, such as going home alone right after a 
late meeting (not satisfying a need for safety) or waiting another hour until a 
friend can drive her home (not satisfying a need for convenience). Neither op-
tion is desirable, which creates confl ict.

Identifying Needs 
Because needs infl uence motivation and its effects, marketers are keenly interested 
in identifying and measuring them. However, consumers are often unaware of their 
needs and have trouble explaining them to researchers. Inferring consumers’ needs 
based only on their behaviors is also diffi cult because a given need might not be 
linked to a specifi c behavior. In other words, the same need (for example, affi lia-
tion) can be exhibited in various and diverse behaviors (visiting friends, going to 
the gym), and the same behavior (going to the gym) can reflect various needs 
 (affi liation, achievement). Consider the activity of shopping. One study found that 

Approach-avoidance 
 confl ict A feeling of confl ict-
edness about acquiring or 
consuming an offering that 
fulfi lls one need but fails to 
fulfi ll another.

Approach-approach 
 confl ict A feeling of confl ict-
edness about which offering 
to acquire when each can sat-
isfy an important but different 
need.

Avoidance-avoidance 
 confl ict A feeling of confl ict-
edness about which offering 
to acquire when neither can 
satisfy an important but dif-
ferent need.
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when women shop in drugstores, they are seeking information about items that 
provide peace of mind (satisfying needs for safety and well-being). When they shop 
in club stores like Costco or Price Chopper, they are seeking adventure and enter-
tainment (satisfying the need for stimulation).37

Inferring needs in a cross-cultural context is particularly difficult. For example, 
some research indicates that U.S. consumers use toothpaste primarily for its cavity- 
reducing capabilities (a functional need). In contrast, consumers in England and some 
French-speaking areas of Canada use toothpaste primarily to freshen breath (a hedo-
nic need). French women drink mineral water so they will look better (a symbolic 
need), whereas German consumers drink it for its health powers (a functional need).38

Given these diffi culties, marketers sometimes use indirect techniques to un-
cover consumers’ needs.39 One technique is to ask consumers to interpret a set of 
relatively ambiguous stimuli such as cartoons, word associations, incomplete sen-
tences, and incomplete stories. Using Exhibit 2.5, one consumer might reveal needs 
for esteem by interpreting the man in the cartoon as thinking, “My friends will 
think I’m really cool for riding in this car!” Another might reveal needs for affi liation 
by fi lling in the cartoon with “I could take all my friends for rides with me.”

When one study asked cigarette smokers why they smoked, most said they en-
joyed it and believed that smoking in moderation was fi ne. However, when they 
were given incomplete sentences like “People who never smoke are ,” 
 respondents fi lled in the blanks with words like happier and wiser. And when given 
sentences like “Teenagers who smoke are ,” respondents answered with 
words like crazy and foolish. These smokers were clearly more concerned about 
smoking than their explicit answers indicated.40

B. Sentence completion:
 Fill in the blanks with the first word that comes to your mind:

 1. The perfect gift

 2. The gifts I still treasure

 3. If I give a gift to myself

SURVEY

.

.

.

A. Cartoon drawing:
 What do you think the people
 in this cartoon are thinking?

C. Tell a story:
 Tell a story about the gift being
 unwrapped in this picture.

Uncovering Consumers’ 
Needs
Marketers sometimes uncover 
consumers’ needs using am-
biguous stimuli like cartoon 
drawings, sentence completion 
tasks, and tell-a-story tasks. 
The idea is that consumers will 
project their needs, wishes, 
and fantasies onto these am-
biguous stimuli.

Exhibit 2.5
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Feedback
reactions

Goal
setting

Formation
of a goal
intention

Action
planning

Action initiation
and control

Goal
attainment/

failure

"What are the
 goals I can
 pursue, and

 why do I
 want to

 pursue them?"

"What is it
 for which I

 strive?"

"How can I achieve 
my goal?"

("When, where,
how, and how
long should I

act?")

"To what degree
have I achieved/
failed to achieve

my goal?"

"How well have I
enacted my plans?"

"Am I making
progress toward

my goal?"
"Are there adjust-
ments that need 

to be made?"
"Is the goal

still important
to me?"

"How do I feel about
achieving/not achieving

my goal?"

The process of setting and pursuing goals is circular: How a person feels about achieving or not  achieving 
a goal affects what new goals that person sets and why. This process affects the individual’s motivation 
to initiate or continue behaviors relevant to the goal that has been set.

Goal Setting and 
Pursuit in Consumer 
Behavior

Exhibit 2.6

Goals
Goals are also an important infl uence on personal relevance and motivation (see 
Exhibit 2.1).41 A goal is a particular end state or outcome that a person would like to 
achieve. You might have goals for saving money, enrolling in a class you want to 
take, or taking someone special to dinner.

Goal Setting and Pursuit
Goal setting helps consumers fi gure out what they need to do to attain a goal.42 As 
shown in Exhibit 2.6, goal-attainment activities follow a certain sequence. After we 
set a goal (such as to lose four pounds this month), we are motivated to form a goal 
intention, plan to take action (identify low-fat foods and join a gym), implement 
and control the action (through diet and exercise), and evaluate success or failure 
in attaining the goal (checking weight at the end of the month). We use what we 
learn by achieving or not achieving the goal as feedback for future goal setting.
Thus, setting and pursuing goals help to drive behavior.

Goals and Effort
Consumers vary in how much effort they will exert to achieve a goal. You might 
want to lose weight but might not put much effort into doing so. Furthermore, if 
you perceive that you have failed in achieving a goal (such as saving a certain 
amount of money), you will be less motivated and, subsequently, perform even 

Goals Outcomes that we 
would like to achieve.
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more poorly in relation to that goal.43 Some research shows that the amount of 
 effort people exert to achieve a goal depends not only on how important the goal is 
to them but also on how well they are doing in achieving other, potentially unre-
lated, goals. For example, if you are making progress toward a goal of getting a good 
grade in a course, you may be more likely to also pursue a different goal, such as 
starting a new exercise routine.44 The amount of effort people put into achieving a 
goal also depends on whether they have feedback demonstrating their progress to-
ward goal attainment. You’ll be more likely, for example, to stick with an exercise 
routine if you notice that your strength and endurance are constantly improving.45

Types of Goals
Goals can vary in whether they are concrete or abstract. Some goals are concrete. They 
are specifi c to a given behavior or action and determined by the situation at hand. If 
you are tired, one of your goals for the evening might be to go to bed early. If you are 
often late for class, one of your goals might be to arrive on time. Other goals may be 
more abstract and endure over a long period, such as being a good student or looking 
beautiful.46 Consumers can also have goals that are described as promotion-focused
or prevention-focused. With promotion-focused goals, consumers are motivated to 
act in ways to achieve positive outcomes; that is, they focus on hopes, wants, and ac-
complishments. With prevention-focused goals, consumers are motivated to act in 
ways that avoid negative outcomes; they focus on responsibilities, safety, and guard-
ing against risks. To illustrate, if you were going to buy a new car, would you focus on 
how much fun you would have driving it (promotion-focused goal) or on how much 
you would have to pay for insurance (prevention-focused goal)? Alternatively, if you 
were trying to diet, would you be more likely to focus on how good you would feel if 
you avoided that slice of cake or how bad you would feel if you ate it?47

In addition, consumers frequently have goals to regulate how they feel. If you 
feel depressed, you might have a goal of trying to make yourself feel better, perhaps 
by eating an ice cream cone or going to the movies. These goals describe why con-
sumers who are feeling sad may think that “retail therapy” will cheer them up.48

Moreover, consumers also regulate their feelings by thinking about how to se-
quence their consumption activities so as to gain maximal pleasure. For example, 
when you are on vacation, you are likely to set a plan of what you want to do fi rst, 
second, and third so that you can maximize the overall pleasure of the day.49

And consumers can have goals to regulate what they do (not just how they feel). 
For example, if you have been doing just a little too much partying, you might try to 
regulate your behavior by partying less and hitting the books harder. In trying to 
control your behavior, you hope that you can achieve goals that will be important 
to you (like getting a good grade).50

Goals and Emotions
Goals are important because the extent to which our goals are met or thwarted 
 affects how we feel: Whether we feel good or bad about something depends on 
whether it is consistent or inconsistent with our goals. According to appraisal 
 theory, our emotions are determined by how we think about or “appraise” a situation 
or outcome. As Exhibit 2.7 shows, appraisal theory proposes that we feel positive 
emotions like pleasure and pride when an outcome is consistent with our goals.

Appraisal theory also posits that other appraisal dimensions affect how we feel—
dimensions like normative/moral compatibility (is the outcome relevant to what is 
expected of us or what we should do?), certainty (is the outcome certain to occur 
or not?), and agency (was I the cause of the outcome, did someone else or the 

Appraisal theory A theory of 
emotion that proposes that 
emotions are based on an 
 individual’s assessment of 
a situation or an outcome and 
its relevance to his or her 
goals.
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 environment cause it, or did it happen by chance?). To illustrate Exhibit 2.7, we might 
feel proud when a good outcome happens, we are the cause of that outcome, and the 
outcome is consistent with what we should have done. In contrast, we might feel sad 
when an outcome is inconsistent with our goals and we see it as being caused by the 
situation or by bad luck.51 Still applying appraisal theory, marketers should recognize 
that sometimes actions and outcomes create specifi c emotions rather than general 
feelings of goodness or badness. If a product doesn’t work, consumers might feel 
guilty, angry, sad, or frustrated, depending on who is seen as being responsible for the 
product’s not working. Because emotions play a powerful role in attitudes, choices, 
and satisfaction, the discussion of appraisal theory will continue in later chapters.52

Marketers can enhance consumers’ motivation to process promotional material by 
 making the information as personally relevant as possible and appealing to consumers’ 
self-concepts, values, needs, or goals. Salespeople can explore consumers’ underlying 
reasons for making a purchase and tailor sales pitches to those reasons. Research 
 indicates that the prospect of receiving a customized (and therefore more personally rel-
evant) product will motivate consumers to disclose private information.53  Consumers who 
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Exhibit 2.7
Source: Adapted from Allison Johnson and David Stewart, “A Re-Appraisal of the Role of Emotion in Consumer 
Behavior: Traditional and Contemporary Approaches,” Review of Marketing Research 1 (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 
2005), pp. 3–34.
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value advancement or achievement will fi nd an ad more personally relevant if it appeals 
to those values. The American Red Cross and other groups are targeting adults aged 17 
to 24 to stimulate affective involvement with the act of donating blood—not an easy task 
because this activity “is not on their radar screens, and there is no reason for them to 
care about the issue,” says a blood center spokesperson. To encourage  affective in-
volvement, the organization’s ad campaign carries the tag line “Saving the world isn’t 
easy. Saving a life is. Just one pint of blood can save up to three lives.”54  Appealing to 
the value of saving a life should be particularly motivating to consumers.

In advertising, messages can use a narrative structure to stimulate narrative 
 processing, helping consumers connect the advertised brand with their self-concept.55

Consumers tend to think more about messages that match their self-concept.56 Thus, if 
you see yourself as being extroverted, you are likely to be stimulated to process an ad 
if it portrays a brand appropriate for extroverted people.

Consumers’ needs and goals have particular relevance to marketers:

Segment based on needs and goals. d  Marketers can use needs or goals to segment mar-
kets, such as the need for healthier foods. Kellogg and other food manufacturers have 
introduced whole-grain breakfast cereals in response to federal dietary recommenda-
tions encouraging consumers to eat more whole-grain foods.57

Create new needs or goals. d  Marketers can attempt to create new needs or goals. To il-
lustrate, the Italian automaker Ferrari launched its F-1 Clienti program to create a need 

 for a new car-racing experience. Customers willing 
to pay $1 million (or more) to buy a retired Ferrari 
racecar can drive it on Grand Prix courses and be 
tutored by a racing champion and supported by a 
professional pit crew. According to Ferrari, the F-1 
Clienti program allows customers to have “an ex-
perience they can’t get elsewhere.” 58

Develop need- and goal-satisfying offerings. d  Mar-
keters can also identify currently unfulfi lled needs 
or goals or can develop better alternatives to sat-
isfy needs and goals. For example, the Quacker 
Factory company identifi ed a need among middle-
aged suburban women for enjoyable,  comfortable, 
reasonably priced clothing that is attractive but 
neither revealing nor clingy. In satisfying this need 
for self-expression—many customers own two 
dozen Quacker Factory items—the company sat-
isfied another need: the need for affiliation. 
Women wearing the company’s distinctive clothing 
call “Quack, quack, quack” greetings to each other 
when they meet.59 Chapter 16 explains more about 
 research and the development of new products.

Manage confl icting needs or goals. d  Companies can 
develop new products or use communications to 
resolve need confl icts. For instance, the market-
ers of Propecia, a prescription tablet for treating 
male baldness, must promote the drug’s benefi ts 
while also countering the perception that it will 
reduce sexual desire.60

Consumer Goals
Consumers are more likely to be 
involved in ads when brands are 
touted as relevant to consum-
ers’ goals (e.g., losing weight). 

Exhibit 2.8
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Appeal to multiple goals and needs. d  Marketers may want to create bundled offerings 
that allow consumers to achieve more than one goal or satisfy more than one need 
during a single consumption episode.61 The Subway sandwich chain launched a Fresh 
Resolutions program that would help consumers achieve their weight-loss goals while 
also promoting its sandwiches to satisfy consumers’ hedonic needs and cravings 
for variety.62

Enhance communication effectiveness. d  By suggesting that the offering fulfi lls or is rel-
evant to a need or goal, marketers can increase the likelihood that consumers will pro-
cess the message and engage in desired behaviors. The makers of Head and Shoulders 
shampoo, for example, recognize that consumers have a strong need to be accepted by 
others. The manufacturer effectively appeals to this need by suggesting that having 
dandruff will lead to social rejection. Thus, addressing needs is an effective way of po-
sitioning a product or service.63

Appeal to goals. d  Marketers launching a new product might want to target consumers 
with promotion-focused goals. Why? Buying a new product may bring many new bene-
fi ts, but there are also potential costs in making the change—money, switching costs, 
learning costs, uncertainty about making the right choice. Prevention-focused con-
sumers are more likely to preserve the status quo by staying with the option they 
know, so they are less receptive to new products.64 Further, knowing that consumers 
have goals to make themselves feel better, marketers might show how their products 
can improve the target market’s mood—an appeal quite common in ads for spas and 
other indulgence-related products. Finally, marketers can help consumers achieve their 
self-control goals, as seen in the way Weight Watchers and other weight-loss organi-
zations offer tips and tools for maintaining self-control when eating as well as feed-
back on progress toward reaching the goal (see Exhibit 2.8).

Manage consumers d ’ emotions. Finally, motivation and goals help marketers under-
stand how they can manage consumers’ emotions. The inability to fl y out of an air-
port at the scheduled time is definitely goal incongruent from a consumer’s 
standpoint. However, an airline can infl uence whether passengers feel angry or dis-
appointed about the situation by communicating that the plane is not taking off 
because of safety concerns or inclement weather (agency is due to the situation), 
not because of airline incompetence (agency is due to the airline). Marketers can also 
manage consumers’ emotions by promoting their products as mood-regulating de-
vices, as might be true of a chocolate  company that promotes its product as a source 
of gratifi cation or a cruise line that  promotes its cruises as a way for customers to 
make themselves feel happy.  

Perceived Risk
Exhibit 2.1 shows that another factor of consumers’ motivation to process infor-
mation about a product or brand is perceived risk, the extent to which the con-
sumer is uncertain about the personal consequences of buying, using, or 
disposing of an offering.65

If negative outcomes are likely or positive outcomes are unlikely, perceived risk 
is high. Consumers are more likely to pay attention to and carefully process mar-
keting communications when perceived risk is high. As perceived risk increases, 
consumers tend to collect more information and evaluate it carefully.

Perceived risk can be associated with any product or service, but it tends to be 
higher (1) when little information is available about the offering, (2) when the 
 offering is new, (3) when the offering has a high price, (4) when the offering is 

Perceived risk The extent 
to which the consumer is un-
certain about the conse-
quences of an action, e.g., 
buying, using, or disposing of 
an offering.
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 technologically complex, (5) when brands differ fairly substantially in quality and 
might cause the consumer to make an inferior choice, (6) when the consumer has 
little confi dence or experience in evaluating the offering, or (7) when the opinions 
of others are important, and the consumer is likely to be judged on the basis of the 
acquisition, usage, or disposition decision.66

Perceptions of risk vary across cultural groups. In particular, high levels of 
risk tend to be associated with many more products in less-developed countries, 
perhaps because the products in these countries are generally of poorer quality.67

Also, perceived risk is typically higher when travelers purchase goods in a foreign 
country.68 In addition, risk perceptions vary within a culture.69 For example, 
Western men take more risks in stock market investments than women take, and 
younger consumers take more risks than older ones take. Clearly the women and 
older  consumers in these examples perceive greater risks with various decisions.

Types of Perceived Risk
Researchers have identifi ed six types of risk70

 d Performance risk refl ects uncertainty about whether the product or service 
will perform as expected. General Motors reassures used car buyers who are 
concerned about this risk by advertising that its certifi cation program screens 
out severely damaged or heavily repaired cars.71

 d Financial risk is higher if an offering is expensive, such as the cost of buying a 
home. When consumers perceive high product-category risk due to high price 
levels, research suggests that their buying decisions can be improved if they 
research offerings using websites such as Epinions.com.72

 d Physical (or safety) risk refers to the potential harm a product or service might 
pose to one’s safety. Many consumer decisions are driven by a motivation to 
avoid physical risk (see Exhibit 2.9). For example, consumers often shy away 
from buying perishable groceries that have passed the stated expiration date 
because they are afraid of getting sick from eating spoiled food.73

 d Social risk is the potential harm to one’s social standing that may arise from 
buying, using, or disposing of an offering. According to research, antismoking 
ad messages that conveyed the severe social disapproval risk of smoking ciga-
rettes were more effective in infl uencing teens’ intentions not to smoke than 
ad messages stressing the health consequences of smoking, such as disease.74

 d Psychological risk refl ects consumers’ concern about the extent to which a 
product or service fi ts with the way they perceive themselves. For example, if 
you see yourself as an environmentalist, buying disposable diapers may be 
psychologically risky.

 d Time risk refl ects uncertainties about the length of time that must be invested 
in buying, using, or disposing of the product or service. Time risk may be high 
if the offering involves considerable time commitment, if learning to use it is a 
lengthy process, or if it entails a long commitment period (such as joining a 
health club that requires a three-year contract).

Risk and Involvement
As noted earlier, products can be described as either high- or low-involvement 
products. Some researchers have classifi ed high- versus low-involvement products 
in terms of the amount of risk they pose to consumers. Consumers are likely to be 
more involved in purchasing products such as homes and computers than in 

Performance risk Uncertainty 
about whether the  offering 
will perform as  expected.

Financial risk The extent to 
which buying, using, or dis-
posing of an offering is per-
ceived to have the potential 
to create fi nancial harm.

Physical or safety risk The ex-
tent to which buying, using, or 
disposing of an  offering is per-
ceived to have the potential 
to create  physical harm or 
harm one’s safety.

Social risk The extent to 
which buying, using, or 
 disposing of an offering is per-
ceived to have the potential 
to do harm to one‘s social 
standing.

Psychological risk The 
 extent to which buying, 
using, or disposing of an 
 offering is perceived to have 
the potential to create nega-
tive emotions or harm one’s 
sense of self.

Time risk Uncertainties over 
the length of time consumers 
must invest in buying, using, 
or disposing of the offering.
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 purchasing picture frames or coffee because the 
former generate higher levels of performance, fi -
nancial, safety, social, psychological, or time risk 
and can therefore have more extreme personal 
consequences.

High risk is generally uncomfortable for con-
sumers. As a result, they are usually motivated to 
engage in any number of behaviors and informa-
tion-processing activities to reduce or resolve risk. 
To reduce the uncertainty component of risk, 
consumers can collect additional information by 
conducting online research, reading news articles, 
engaging in comparative shopping, talking to 
friends or sales specialists, or consulting an ex-
pert. Consumers also reduce uncertainty by being 
brand loyal (buying the same brand that they did 
the last time), ensuring that the product should 
be at least as satisfactory as their last purchase.

In addition, consumers attempt to reduce the 
consequence component of perceived risk 
through various strategies. Some consumers may 
employ a simple decision rule that results in a 
safer choice. For example, someone might buy the 
most expensive offering or choose a heavily ad-
vertised brand in the belief that this brand is of 
higher quality than other brands. When decision 
risk is high, consumers may be willing to consider 
less conventional alternatives, particularly when 

they do not trust traditional products or practices. For example, consumers who 
believe that conventional medical treatments are too technological or dehumaniz-
ing may be open to other healing alternatives.75

When perceived risk is high, marketers can either reduce uncertainty or reduce the per-
ceived consequences of failure. AstraZeneca reassures consumers about the use of its 
cholesterol-lowering medication, Crestor, by explaining the benefi t in the ad headline 
“Good news for your arteries. Bad news for plaque.” The rest of the company’s informa-
tion-heavy print ads educate consumers about how Crestor slows the buildup of plaque, 
helping to reduce uncertainty about the product and its performance.

When risk is low, consumers are less motivated to think about the brand or product 
and its potential consequences. Marketers sometimes need to enhance risk perceptions 
to make their messages more compelling. For instance, the Scottish government runs 
nationwide ad campaigns every winter to remind consumers that fl u can be deadly and 
to urge them to reduce their risk by getting vaccinated.76 Interestingly, consumers do 
not always see a particular action as risky, even when it is. For example, many people fail 
to realize the risks of unprotected sex, a situation that explains why condom sales are 
not higher.  Marketers can also enhance consumers’ understanding of how behavior can 
create risky negative outcomes. When consumers think about the role their own behav-
ior plays in acquiring AIDS, they are more likely to follow the advice in ads about reduc-
ing that risk.77  

Perceived Risk
Consumer products and services 
are often touted as ways to 
avoid risky outcomes.

Exhibit 2.9 
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Inconsistency with Attitudes
A fi nal factor affecting motivation, shown in Exhibit 2.1, is the extent to which new 
information is consistent with previously acquired knowledge or attitudes. We tend 
to be motivated to process messages that are moderately inconsistent with our 
knowledge or attitudes because such messages are perceived as moderately threat-
ening or uncomfortable. Therefore, we try to eliminate or at least understand this 
inconsistency.78 For example, if a consumer sees a car ad that mentions slightly 
negative information about the brand she currently owns—such as the brand’s get-
ting lower gas mileage than a competitor—she will want to process the information 
so that she can understand and perhaps resolve the uncomfortable feeling.

On the other hand, consumers are less motivated to process information that is 
highly inconsistent with their prior attitudes. Thus, someone who is loyal to the 
Heinz brand would not be motivated to process information from a comparative 
ad suggesting that Heinz is bad or that other brands are better. The consumer 
would simply reject the other brands as nonviable options.

Motivation may not result in action unless a consumer has the ability to process 
information, make decisions, or engage in behaviors. Ability is defined as the 
 extent to which consumers have the necessary resources to make the outcome 
happen.79 If our ability to process information is high, we may engage in active deci-
sion making. As shown in Exhibit 2.1, knowledge, experience, cognitive style, com-
plexity of information, intelligence, education, age, and money are factors that 
affect consumers’ abilities to process information about brands and make deci-
sions about and engage in buying, usage, and disposition.

Product Knowledge and Experience
Consumers vary greatly in their knowledge about an offering.80 They can gain 
knowledge from product or service experiences such as ad exposures, interactions 
with salespeople, information from friends or the media, previous decision making 
or product usage, or memory. A number of studies have compared the information-
processing activities of consumers who have a lot of product knowledge or expertise 
with those of consumers who do not.81 One key fi nding is that knowledgeable con-
sumers, or “experts,” are better able to think deeply about information than are 
equally motivated but less knowledgeable consumers, or “novices.” These differ-
ences in prior knowledge clearly affect how consumers make decisions. For exam-
ple, consumers trying to lease a car rarely understand the concept of capitalized 
costs (the figure used to determine lease payments), how these costs are deter-
mined, or the need to negotiate lower costs to lower their payments. The inability to 
understand these costs may result in a less than optimal decision.82

According to research, novices and experts process information in different 
ways.83 Experts can process information stated in terms of attributes (what the 
product has—such as a 200-gigabyte hard drive), whereas novices process informa-
tion better when it’s stated in terms of benefi ts (what the product can do—such as 
store a lot of data). Novices may be able to process information when marketers 
 provide a helpful analogy (e.g., can hold a library’s worth of data).84 In particular, an 
analogy is persuasive when consumers can transfer their knowledge of one  product’s 

Ability The extent to 
which consumers have the re-
sources needed to make 
an outcome happen.

Consumer Ability: Resources to Act
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attributes to an unfamiliar product and can allocate the resources needed to process 
this mapping.85

Also, consumers may have diffi culty evaluating a service provider when they 
lack product knowledge or experience (or simply because the service outcome is 
not easy to evaluate, such as whether the doctor provided the best possible advice). 
In such situations, consumers may judge service providers using heuristics, simple 
cues or rules of thumb such as whether the medical staff was friendly or whether 
the examination room was clean and in good order.86

Cognitive Style
Consumers can differ in cognitive style, or their preferences for ways information 
should be presented. Some consumers are adept at processing information visu-
ally, whereas others prefer to process information verbally. For example, some con-
sumers prefer to check a map, and others prefer to read directions when planning 
to reach a destination.

Complexity of Information
The complexity of the information to which consumers are exposed can also affect 
their ability to process it. Individuals may be stymied when information gets too 
technical or complicated; as information becomes more complex, people’s ability to 
process it decreases. What makes information complex? Studies indicate that con-
sumers find technical or quantitative information more difficult to handle than 
nontechnical and qualitative data,87 a situation that inhibits processing. Many tech-
nological and pharmaceutical products entail complex information. In addition, re-

search shows that messages containing pictures without 
words tend to be ambiguous and therefore hard to pro-
cess.88 Marketers can, however, use visualization tools to 
communicate complex information so consumers can 
more easily process it. For instance, SmartMoney.com’s 
MarketMap helps consumers understand stock market 
trends at a glance by grouping stocks by industry and as-
signing colors to convey performance (brighter greens 
mean sharper stock price increases; brighter reds mean 
steeper stock price declines) (Also see Exhibit 2.10).89

Information may also be complex if the individual 
must sift through a huge volume of it. More consumers 
look online for complex information about health or 
medicines because Web search functions help them 
search efficiently. Knowing this, the patient advocacy 
group Citizens for the Right to Know maintains an 
 English-language site (rtk.org) and a Spanish-language 
site (espanol.rkt.org) to help consumers find complex 
information about health-plan coverage.90

Intelligence, Education, and Age
Intelligence, education, and age have also been related 
to the ability to process information and make deci-
sions. Specifi cally, consumers who are more intelligent 
and more educated can better process more complex 

Information Processing 
Ability
Simple ads increase consumers’ 
abilities to understand basic 
brand facts.

Exhibit 2.10



64 P A R T  T W O   •  The Psychological Core

information and make decisions. Age also accounts for differences in processing 
ability. Older children seem to be more sensitive to the fact that the benefits of 
searching for information sometimes outweigh the costs, whereas younger children 
don’t seem to have this same ability.91 Old age has been associated with a decline in 
certain cognitive skills and thus reduced ability to process information. In one 
study, older consumers took more time to process nutrition information and made 
decisions that were less accurate than those of younger consumers.92

Money
Obviously, the lack of money also constrains consumers who might otherwise 
have the motivation to engage in a behavior that involves acquisition. Although 
motivated consumers who lack money can still process information and make 
buying decisions, they are defi nitely constrained in their immediate ability to buy 
from marketers.

Factors affecting ability suggest several implications for marketers. First, marketers 
should be sure that target consumers have suffi cient prior knowledge to process mar-
keting communications. If not, the company may need to develop educational messages 
as a fi rst step. Marketers also need to be sensitive to the potentially different process-
ing styles, education levels, and ages of target consumers. For example, highly moti-
vated but visually oriented parents may not be able to assemble toys for their children 
if the written instructions are too complex and thus incompatible with their processing 
style. IKEA’s furniture assembly instructions are appropriate for a broad audience 
 because they include no words, having only illustrations and numbers.

Providing information enhances consumers’ abilities to process it, make decisions, 
and act on those decisions. TheKnot.com has become popular because it offers compre-
hensive information about all kinds of goods, services, and advice to help engaged 
 couples plan their weddings, from buying invitations and choosing a gown to ordering 
the wedding cake and arranging the honeymoon.93

Knowing that a lack of money constrains purchase behaviors, marketers can facili-
tate fi rst-time and repeat buying by providing monetary aid. Car manufacturers have 
enhanced consumers’ purchasing ability—and boosted sales—by offering low- or 
 no-down-payment programs, low financing rates, and rebates. Marketers can also 
 provide education and information (through advertising, websites, point-of-purchase 
displays, and other communications) that help consumers better process information, 
make more informed decisions, and engage in consumption behaviors.  

The fi nal factor affecting whether motivation results in action is consumers’ op-
portunity to engage in a behavior. For example, a consumer may be highly moti-
vated to work out and have sufficient money to join a health club (ability); 
however, he may be so busy that he has little opportunity to actually go. Thus, 
even when motivation and ability are high, someone may not take action or make 
decisions because of lack of time, distractions, and other factors that impede the 
ability to act.

Consumer Opportunity
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Time
Time can affect the consumer’s opportunity to process information, make deci-
sions, and perform certain behaviors. Some studies show that time-pressured con-
sumers are more likely to buy things for themselves during the Christmas season 
because this is one of the few opportunities they have to shop.94 Time affects lei-
sure-time consumption behavior as well. Knowing that would-be gardeners have 
little time (or patience) to plant, weed, and water, companies are successfully mar-
keting seed-embedded mats, low-maintenance plants, and fast-maturing trees.95

Consumers under time pressure to make a decision will engage in limited 
 information processing. For example, a consumer who has to buy 30 items during 
a 15-minute grocery shopping trip will not have time to process a lot of informa-
tion about each item. Time-pressured consumers not only process less information 
but also put more weight on negative information and are quicker to reject brands 
because of negative features.96 When motivation to process information is low, 
 consumers feeling moderate time pressure will tend to process information sys-
tematically. However, if time pressure is quite high or quite low, consumers are 
 unlikely to process details systematically.97 The more time consumers have to think 
about consumption problems, the more creative they tend to be at coming up with 
novel solutions.98 In an advertising context, consumers have limited opportunity to 
process information when a message is presented in a short period; when they can-
not control the pace of message presentation, as is the case with TV and radio ads; 
or when they fast-forward through commercials.99

Distraction
Distraction refers to any aspect of a situation that diverts consumers’ attention. For 
example, an important exam can divert a consumer’s attention from a yoga class 
she really wants to take. If someone talks while a consumer is viewing an ad or 
making a decision, that distraction can inhibit the consumer’s ability to process the 
information. Certain background factors in an ad, such as music or attractive mod-
els, can also distract consumers from an advertised message.100 Consumers may be 
distracted from TV commercials if the program during which the commercials ap-
pear is very involving.101 Distraction seems to infl uence the effect of consumers’ 
thoughts on their choices, not the effect of their emotions on choices.102

Amount, Repetition, and Control of Information
The amount of information present can also affect consumers’ opportunity to pro-
cess a message. Moreover, whereas consumers’ ability to process information is 
limited by time, distraction, and the quality and complexity of the information, one 
factor—repetition—actually enhances it.103 If consumers are repeatedly exposed to 
information, they can more easily process it because they have more chances to 
think about, scrutinize, and remember the information. Advertisers who use televi-
sion and radio, in particular, must therefore plan to get their messages to the target 
audience more than once in order to enhance the opportunity for processing. 
 However, research suggests that when a brand is unfamiliar, consumers may react 
negatively to repeated advertising, thereby reducing communication effectiveness. 
In contrast, consumers show more patience for repetition of ads attributed to 
known, familiar brands.104

Consumers remember and learn more when they can control the fl ow of in-
formation by determining what information is presented, for how long, and in 
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what order. With print ads, for example, consumers have a lot of control over which 
messages they pay attention to, how long they spend processing each message, and 
the order in which they process the messages. They have more opportunity to se-
lect what is appropriate for their own needs and goals, process the information, 
and apply it to consumption decisions. In contrast, consumers exposed to radio or 
TV commercials have no such control, so they have less opportunity to process and 
apply the information.105 As consumers become profi cient in controlling the infor-
mation flow, they can put more effort into processing the content rather than 
 focusing on the control task.106

Often marketers can do little to enhance consumers’ opportunities to process informa-
tion, make careful decisions, or engage in purchase, usage, or disposition behaviors. For 
example, advertisers cannot make living rooms less distracting during TV commercials 
or give consumers more time for shopping. However, companies can play some role in 
enhancing opportunity.

Repeating marketing communications d  (up to a point) increases the likelihood that con-
sumers will notice and eventually process them. Marketers can also increase the likeli-
hood of processing by presenting messages at a time of day when consumers are least 
likely to be distracted and pressed for time. Messages should be stated slowly and in 
simple terms so consumers can understand them. One caution: Although repetition 
 increases the opportunity to process information, it can also reduce consumers’ 
 motivation to process it!

Reducing time pressure d  can lessen distractions for consumers. For example, stores may 
extend their hours so consumers can shop when they are least distracted and least 
time pressured. Many catalog companies and all online shopping sites accept orders 24 
hours a day. Marketers can also offer ancillary services, such as extended shopping or 
service hours, that remove time constraints.

Reducing the time needed to buy, use, and learn about a product or service  d allows consum-
ers more opportunities to process information and act on their decisions. Charles Schwab, 
for example, reduces learning time on its website by allowing consumers to enter ques-
tions in plain English.107 In stores, clear signs and directories help consumers locate goods 
more quickly and increase the likelihood that they will actually buy the goods.  

Summary

Motivation reflects an inner state of arousal that di-
rects the consumer to engage in goal-relevant behav-
iors, effortful information processing, and detailed 
decision making. We are motivated to notice, ap-
proach, and think about things that are important and 
personally relevant. Motivated consumers often expe-
rience affective or cognitive involvement. In some 
cases, this involvement may be enduring; in other 
cases, it may be situational, lasting only until the goal 
has been achieved. Consumers can also be involved 

with product categories, brands, ads, the media, and 
consumption behaviors. Consumers experience 
greater motivation when they regard a goal or object 
as personally relevant—meaning that it relates to their 
self-concepts, values, needs, and goals; when it entails 
considerable risk; or when it is moderately  inconsistent 
with their prior attitude.

Even when motivation is high, consumers may 
not achieve their goals if their ability or opportunity 
to do so is low. If consumers lack the knowledge or 
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 experience, intelligence, education, or money to en-
gage in a behavior, process information—especially 
complex information—or make a decision, they can-
not achieve a goal. In addition, they may not achieve 
the goal if they are attending to information that is 
incompatible with their processing styles. Highly 
motivated consumers may also fail to achieve goals 
if lack of time, distractions, insuffi cient information, 
or lack of control over information flow limits the 
opportunity to do so.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How is motivation defi ned, and how does it affect 
felt involvement?

 2. What are some objects of involvement for 
 consumers?

 3. What determines the ranking of needs in Maslow’s 
hierarchy?

 4. What types of goals do consumers have?

 5. According to appraisal theory, what do emotions 
have to do with goals?

 6. How does perceived risk affect personal relevance, 
and what are six types of perceived risk?

 7. In what ways can ability affect consumer behavior?

 8. Identify some of the elements that contribute to 
consumer opportunity for processing information 
and making decisions.

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

Umpqua Bank wants to be more than a dependable, 
knowledgeable fi nancial institution where consumers 
pop in to use the ATM, make a deposit, or apply for a 
loan. Founded in 1953, the bank had just fi ve branches 
and $140 million in deposits in 1994 when Ray Davis 
became CEO with the vision of making Umpqua “the 
world’s greatest bank.” Since then, by expanding geo-
graphically and acquiring other banks, Umpqua has 
grown to more than $7 billion in deposits and now does 
business through 147 “stores” in Oregon, Washington, 
and California.

Each store is a “community hub” where people can 
spend a few minutes sipping Umpqua-brand coffee, lis-
tening to local music selected by Umpqua, or surfi ng the 
Web using Umpqua’s free Wi-Fi Internet access. With 
lots of light, comfortable seating, a coffee bar, a televi-
sion screen, and a teller area styled like the reception 
desk of an upscale hotel, an Umpqua store is nothing 
like the formal, stuffy stereotype of an old-fashioned 
bank branch.

Old-fashioned banks would never launch a summer 
program to teach youngsters how to run a lemonade 
stand, offer them $10 in start-up money, give them hints 
about advertising and pricing, and lend out kid-friendly 
folding lemonade stands to young entrepreneurs. 

Looking ahead, today’s lemonade tycoon may very well 
become tomorrow’s satisfi ed customer. As one Umpqua 
executive notes: “Kids have come back to the store to try 
to repay their loan, but we encourage them to open a 
savings account.”

Top-notch service is another Umpqua hallmark and 
competitive point of differentiation. In addition to 
teaching employees the ins and outs of fi nancial prod-
ucts, the bank sends them to customer-service courses 
provided by the Ritz-Carlton—the hotel chain world-
famous for its superlative service. Emphasizing its ser-
vice helps the bank build long-term relationships by 
connecting with customers on a more personal level.

The Innovation Lab in Portland, Oregon, is Umpqua’s 
latest innovation. Working with technology leaders such 
as Intel, Microsoft, and Cisco, Umpqua has created this 
cutting-edge store as a testing ground for new ideas. 
“When people think of technology, they often think of it 
as something that makes things go faster,” observes CEO 
Ray Davis. Instead of simply thinking “fast,” Davis says 
the bank asks, “How can we use technology as a tool to 
enhance the customer experience? In banking, the chal-
lenge is how to keep the delivery system relevant.”

The Innovation Lab is both people friendly and effi -
cient. It features a huge touch-screen multimedia 
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plasma wall where customers can obtain detailed prod-
uct information and listen to podcasts about various 
services. Another interactive wall offers ever-changing 
information on community activities and volunteer pro-
grams. In another section of the store, the Computer 
Café, stocked with the latest laptops, is available for 
customer use. The bank has even set up a website 
where local business owners can network with each 
other. Umpqua is studying the ways that customers 
react to these and other innovations with an eye toward 
launching the most successful new ideas in its other 
stores.

Umpqua’s unusual approach to banking has at-
tracted tens of thousands of new customers, hundreds 
of millions of dollars in new deposits, and the attention 
of fi nancial institutions across the United States and 

beyond. As it works toward achieving the CEO’s vision of 
becoming the world’s greatest bank, Umpqua aims to 
give its customers a great banking experience and more. 
“We provide a very clear alternative to the traditional 
banking experience,” Davis states. “It’s fun, interesting, 
entertaining, exciting. It’s like going to Disney World.”108

Case Questions
 1. How does Umpqua enhance consumer motivation by 

making itself personally relevant to customers?
 2. Explain, in consumer behavior terms, how the Inno-

vation Lab enhances customers’ ability to process 
information about banking products and services.

 3. What is Umpqua doing to enhance consumers’ op-
portunity to process information about fi nancial 
services?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Discuss why marketers are 
concerned about consumers’ 
exposure to marketing 
stimuli and what traditional 
and nontraditional tactics 
they use to enhance 
exposure.

2. Explain the characteristics 
of attention and how 
marketers can try to attract 
and sustain consumers’ 
attention to products and 
marketing messages.

3. Describe the major senses 
that are part of perception 
and outline why marketers 
are concerned about 
consumers’ sensory 
perceptions.

Going After Gamers: Advertising in Video Games

A dvertising in video games is becoming big business for big brands: Players of Tiger Woods 
video games tee off with Nike golf clubs; players of Tony Hawk video games text each other 

using Nokia cell phones. The clothing retailer H&M had its products featured in The Sims 2 H&M 
Fashion Stuff video game. As the company’s U.S. advertising manager explains, “It gives [their] 
existing customers an opportunity to take the fashion they love in the real world and interact 
with it in a whole new way.” Similarly, Burger King launched its Sneak King video game because 
“Interacting with [its] characters in the games is actually more engaging than just sitting back in 
your chair and watching a Super Bowl commercial,” notes the company’s head of global marketing.

By 2011, expenditures for advertising in video games could reach $1 billion as more market-
ers learn how to reach out to consumers in nontraditional ways. For instance, one advertising 
agency studying ads in the Rainbow Six game found that an ad’s on-screen position was more 
important than its size: A small Carl’s Jr. ad placed close to the focal point of the action attracted 
more notice than a larger Mazda ad placed near the top of the screen. The agency also found 
that ads with motion attracted more attention than static ads.1 But questions remain. First, are 
in-game ads overly intrusive? Second, are players less resistant to in-game ads? Third, do people 
change their attitudes or behavior as a result of viewing such ads? Research shows that product 

Exposure, Attention, 
and Perception

Chapter 3 

INTRODUCTION

FPO
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Before any type of marketing stimulus can affect consumers, they must be exposed to 
it. Exposure refers to the process by which the consumer comes into physical contact 
with a stimulus (see Exhibit 3.1). Marketing stimuli are messages and information 
about products or brands and other offerings communicated by either the marketer 
(via ads, salespeople, brand symbols, packages, signs, prices, and so on) or by nonmar-
keting sources (e.g., the media, word of mouth). Consumers can be exposed to market-
ing stimuli at the buying, using, or disposing stages of consumption. Because exposure 
is critical to infl uencing consumers’ thoughts and feelings, marketers must ensure that 
consumers are exposed to stimuli that portray their offering in a favorable light.

Marketers start the process of gaining exposure by selecting media, such as radio, prod-
uct placements, and the Internet, and by developing communications for reaching tar-
geted consumers. Visa USA, for instance, reaches out to travelers, sports fans, affl uent 
shoppers, and other groups through messages in broadcast, print, and online media as 
well as through Olympic sponsorship and product placements. The company uses 
 Spanish-language messages on its website, in print media, and in broadcast media to 
reach Hispanic consumers. Visa avoids television when targeting wealthy consumers be-
cause this group tends to record programs for later viewing and may zip through com-
mercials. Instead, its Visa Signature card ads appear in upscale magazines such as Condé 

Nast Traveler and business magazines such as The Economist. Visa has also arranged to 
co-brand print and online ads with selected retailers such as Banana Republic. The Visa 
card has even replaced paper money in an updated version of the Game of Life.3 

Factors Infl uencing Exposure 
The position of an ad within a medium can affect exposure. Consumers’ exposure 
to magazine ads is greatest when they appear on the back cover because the ads 
are in view whenever the magazine is placed face down. Also, consumers are most 
likely to be exposed to ads placed next to articles or within TV programs that inter-
est them.4 Exposure to commercials is greatest when they are placed at the begin-
ning or end of a commercial break within a program because consumers either 
are still involved in the program or are waiting for the program to come back on. 

Exposure The process by 
which the consumer comes 
in physical contact with a 
stimulus.

Marketing stimuli Informa-
tion about offerings communi-
cated either by the marketer 
via ads, salespeople, brand 
symbols, packages, signs, 
prices, and so on or by non-
marketing sources, e.g., the 
media or word of mouth.

placement in video games can increase brand recall. However, if players fi nd a game frustrating 
or boring, this response can infl uence their feelings about a brand advertised in that game.2

In consumer behavior terms, in-game advertising is all about exposure, attention, and 
perception. If consumers are to register any message after being exposed to an ad in some 
medium, they must perceive and pay attention to it. Whether they do so depends on a host 
of factors described in this chapter. As Exhibit 3.1 indicates, these issues are important 
 because they affect what consumers comprehend, what attitudes they have, and what they 
 remember after exposure to and attention paid to ads. They also affect what decisions they 
make and what actions they take after doing so.

Exposure
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EXPOSURE ATTENTION

• Ways of gaining exposure
• Selective exposure
• Measuring exposure

• Characteristics
• Focal and nonfocal
• Ways of increasing attention
• Customer segments defined
 by attention
• Habituation

PERCEPTION

• Sensory processing
• Perceptual thresholds
• Perceptual organization

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

Consumers do some processing of a stimulus (e.g., an ad, brand) once they have been exposed to it, 
pay attention to it, and perceive its characteristics. Once it has been perceived, consumers may exam-
ine it more closely. 

Chapter Overview: 
Exposure, Atten tion, 
and Perception

Exhibit 3.1

Some advertisers sponsor commercial-free TV programs in which the company 
gets product placement within the show or airs a single ad before or after the show.

Moreover, product distribution and shelf placement affect consumers’ exposure 
to brands and packages. The more widespread the brand’s distribution is (the more 
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stores in which the product is available), the greater the likelihood that consumers 
will encounter it. Likewise, the product’s location or the amount of shelf space al-
located to it can increase consumers’ exposure to a product. Consumers are most 
likely to be exposed to products that are displayed at the end of an aisle or those 
that take up a lot of shelf space. Products placed from waist to eye level get more 
exposure than those placed higher or lower. Exposure also increases for products 
placed at loca tions in the store where all consumers must go and spend time. For 
example, sales of some products increase because of their higher exposure in 
point-of-purchase  displays at checkout counters in supermarkets, automotive 
stores, and restaurants.5

In addition to the traditional ways of reaching consumers, such as using strategic place-
ment of TV commercials or effective product displays and shelf placement, marketers 
are testing other ways of gaining exposure for marketing stimuli. Kellogg noticed sales 
increases after promoting its cereals and snacks on the Wal-Mart TV Network, which 
has 125,000 screens that reach 130 million shoppers in 3,100 Wal-Mart stores.6 Adver-
tising in media such as airlines’ in-fl ight entertainment programs, shopping carts, hot 
air balloons, and turnstiles at sports arenas is another way of increasing exposure.

Some cash-strapped city governments are allowing companies to place ads on pub-
lic buses, garbage trucks, and taxis and even in subway tunnels. In China, Beijing bus 
shelters and subway stations are plastered with ads for Internet sites and other offer-
ings.7 In England, Panasonic helps defray its transportation costs by selling advertising 
space on its delivery trucks.8 Using “human directionals“—people in crazy outfi ts who 
stand on street corners waving their hands and shouting information—is one way that 
retailers and home developers affect consumers’ exposure to a store or housing devel-
opment. E-mail marketing is another way of increasing exposure. Although Internet 
users resent uninvited messages from companies, many will agree to receive e-mail or 
instant messages if they can control their timing.9 

Selective Exposure
While marketers can work very hard to affect consumers’ exposure to certain prod-
ucts and brands, ultimately consumers, not marketers, control whether their expo-
sure to marketing stimuli occurs or not. In other words, consumers can actively 
seek certain stimuli and avoid others. Readers of Vogue magazine are more likely to 
selectively expose themselves to fashion-oriented ads, whereas readers of Car and 
Driver choose to look at different kinds of ads. Some consumers try to ignore the 
ads altogether. Online, a growing number of Internet users have software to block 
“pop-up” ads that would otherwise open while a Web page is loading.10 One reason 
consumers want to avoid ads is that they are exposed to so many that they cannot 
possibly process them all. Consumers avoid ads for product categories that they do 
not use (this action indicates that the ads are irrelevant to them); they also tend to 
avoid ads they have seen before because they know what these ads will say.

Consumers’ avoidance of marketing stimuli is a big problem for marketers.11 

One survey reveals that 54 percent of U.S. consumers and 68 percent of German 
consumers avoid ads.12 During a TV ad, consumers can leave the room, do some-
thing else—many surf the Web while watching TV, for instance13—or avoid it 
 entirely by zipping and zapping. With zipping, consumers record TV shows 
and fast-forward through the commercials when viewing the shows later 

Zipping Fast-forwarding 
through the commercials 
 recorded on a VCR or DVR.
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(see  Exhibit 3.2). Consumers zip through up to 75 percent of the ads in recorded 
shows—yet they can still identify the brand or product category of many ads in 
shows they zip through.14 Although digital video recorders now allow consumers to 
skip ads easily, users choose to watch specifi c ads that seem relevant and interest-
ing, especially eye-catching ads for forthcoming movies.15

With zapping, consumers avoid ads by switching to other channels during com-
mercial breaks. Approximately 20 percent of consumers zap at any one time; more 
than two-thirds of households with cable TV zap regularly. Men zap signifi cantly 
more than women do. People are more likely to zap commercials at the half-hour 
or hour mark than during the program itself.16 Knowing this, television networks 
are trying to hold viewers by using such techniques as airing 30-second or 60- second 
minimovies in the middle of a commercial block.17

Many parents want to limit their children’s exposure to ads because youngsters 
have diffi culty distinguishing between ad messages and other types of media con-
tent. Marketers who advertise sugary or fatty foods have come under fi re in many 
countries as concerns mount over childhood obesity, for example.18 One marketer 
taking steps to respond to this criticism is Kraft Foods, which has stopped advertis-
ing Oreos and similar snacks during TV shows targeted at children under 12 years 
old.19 However, limiting children’s exposure to ads for inappropriate products—
such as R-rated movies—is not easy because of massive multimedia campaigns 
that simultaneously appear on TV, billboards, and other media.

Now the rising tide of unsolicited ad exposure has created a backlash among 
consumers, leading to government action. Millions of consumers have added their 
phone numbers to the Federal Do Not Call Registry to avoid unwanted telemarket-
ing pitches. Consumers can now opt out of receiving unsolicited catalogs by regis-
tering on websites like www.catalogchoice.org.20 Many states have antispam 
statutes, and federal law forbids marketers from sending unsolicited commercial 
messages via e-mail, wireless phones, and pagers. Nevertheless, experts say that 
spam continues to clog consumers’ e-mail in-boxes.21 This situation has opened 
new opportunities for companies to market offerings that isolate spam messages 
and block ads during Internet use.

Marketers want to get their messages or products noticed without alienating 
 consumers, a real challenge when consumers feel bombarded by marketing stimuli. 
Therefore, small and large marketers alike are testing media not yet saturated with 
advertising. For instance, Dell and Subway have tried promotions via cell phone, some-
times called the “third screen” (TV and the computer monitor are the other two).22 

Zapping Use of a remote con-
trol to switch channels during 
commercial breaks.

U.S. households with digital video recorders (DVRs) 20%

Recorded programming viewed in households with DVRs 80%

Amount of advertising viewers fast-forward through while viewing recorded 
programs

70%

Amount of all advertising viewers fast-forward through in households with DVRs 55%

Amount of all advertising viewers fast-forward through in all U.S. households 11%

Wasted advertising expenditure $5.5 billion 

Source: Susan Thea Posnock, “It Can Control Madison Avenue,” American Demographics, February 2004, p. 31. 

A Look at Zipping
These numbers show why 
adverti sers are concerned about 
products like DVRs that make 
zipping (fast-forwarding 
through TV commercials) easy.

Exhibit 3.2

www.catalogchoice.org
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While exposure refl ects whether consumers encounter a stimulus, attention re-
fl ects how much mental activity they devote to a stimulus (see Exhibit 3.1). A cer-
tain amount of attention is necessary for information to be perceived—for it to 
activate people’s senses. Furthermore, after consumers perceive information, they 
may pay more attention to it and continue with the higher-order processing activi-
ties discussed in the next few chapters. This relationship between attention and 
perception explains why marketers need to understand the characteristics of atten-
tion and fi nd ways of enhancing consumers’ attention to marketing stimuli.

Characteristics of Attention
Attention has three key characteristics: (1) it is selective, (2) it is capable of being 
divided, and (3) it is limited.

Attention Is Selective
Selectivity means that we decide what we want to focus on at any one time. At any 
given time, we are exposed to a potentially overwhelming number of stimuli. When 
we go to a store, for example, we are exposed to numerous products, brands, ads, 
displays, signs, and prices all at the same time. Because we cannot examine all these 
marketing stimuli simultaneously, we must determine which to focus on. 

Attention The process by 
which an individual allocates 
part of his or her mental 
 activity to a stimulus.

Moosejaw Mountaineering, a Michigan sporting goods retailer, invites customers to 
sign up for cell-phone text messages about sales and contests.23 

Measuring Exposure
Why would advertisers pay nearly $3 million for a single 30-second spot during the 
Super Bowl? In part, they do it because projections of exposure measurements in-
dicate that hundreds of millions of consumers around the world will watch the 
game. Marketers are very interested in determining which media will generate 
 exposure to their marketing stimuli and whether the desired exposure rates have 
actually been reached.

As discussed in the online Enrichment Chapter that follows Chapter 1, many 
marketers use data from specialized research fi rms to track consumers’ exposure to 
TV, radio, billboards, websites, and other media. Still, marketers are clamoring for 
more complete and accurate measures. For example, traffi c counters can track how 
many cars drive by a billboard every day, but they cannot count how many people 
are in each car. Nor can they track pedestrians or determine whether anyone actu-
ally looked at the billboard. Now researchers are testing devices for counting how 
many people pass billboards or transit ads and learning about the people’s charac-
teristics and behaviors.24 For TV advertisers, TiVo is conducting research to learn 
how often viewers zip and zap as well as which ads are being viewed.25

How to measure exposure to websites and online advertising is a big concern. At 
present, advertisers have no way of knowing exactly how many consumers see an In-
ternet ad, although they can track the number of people who click through to reach an 
ad. Earlier measures of online audiences, such as page views—the number of pages 
that people see—do not account for newer technologies that let users view a  marketer’s 
content on multiple sites (such as YouTube). Marketers are therefore pushing for stan-
dardization in the way that Internet exposure levels are measured so they can fi ne-tune 
their targeting and better measure the results of marketing campaigns.26

Attention
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 Research shows that people pay less attention to things they have seen many times 
before.27 Attention can also be affected by goals: If we look at a product’s package 
with the goal of learning how to use it, we may be more likely to read the directions 
than to read about its ingredients.28 Because attention is selective, consumers search-
ing for information online can decide what to focus on—which is why  American Air-
lines and other fi rms buy sponsored links alongside search engine results.29

Attention Can Be Divided 
A second important aspect of attention is that it is capable of being divided. Thus, 
we can parcel our attentional resources into units and allocate some to one task 
and some to another. For example, we can drive a car and talk at the same time. We 
can allocate attention fl exibly to meet the demands of things in our environment, 
but we also have the potential to become distracted when one stimulus pulls our 
attention from another. If we are distracted from a product or ad, the amount of at-
tention we devote to it will be greatly reduced.30 Knowing that viewers can divide 
their attention, TV networks reinforce their brands and fl ash on-screen reminders 
of upcoming shows during other programs. “Viewers are more confused than ever 
about what is on TV and when it is on,” says a CBS executive. “It is incumbent on us 
to help them navigate our programming.”31

Attention Is Limited
A third, and critical, aspect of attention is that it is limited. Although we may be 
able to divide our attention, we can attend to multiple things only if processing 
them is relatively automatic, well practiced, and effortless.32 Imagine that you are 
watching TV and, at the same time, listening to your friends talk. If the conversa-
tion turns serious, you will need to turn down the TV so you can devote your atten-
tion to your friends. The fact that attention is limited explains why consumers 
browsing in an unfamiliar store are less likely to notice new products than when 
those same consumers browse in a familiar store. Consumers will inevitably miss 
some products when they try to pay attention to many unfamiliar products.

Focal and Nonfocal Attention
These three characteristics of attention raise questions about whether we can at-
tend to something in our peripheral vision even if we are already focusing on some-
thing else. For example, when we read a magazine article, can we process the 
information in an adjacent ad—even if our eyes are concentrating on the article 
and we are not aware of the ad? When we drive down the highway, can we process 
any information from a roadside billboard if we are focusing only on the road?

Preattentive Processing
To the extent that we can process information from our peripheral vision even if we 
are not aware that we are doing so, we are engaged in preattentive processing.
With preattentive processing, most of our attentional resources are devoted to one 
thing, leaving very limited resources for attending to something else. We devote just 
enough attention to an object in our peripheral vision to process something about 
the object. But because attention is limited, we are not aware that we are absorbing 
and processing information about that object.

Hemispheric Lateralization
Our ability to process information preattentively depends on (1) whether the stimu-
lus in peripheral vision is a picture or a word and (2) whether it is placed in the right 
or left visual field (to the right side or the left side of the object on which we are 

Preattentive processing 
The nonconscious processing 
of stimuli in peripheral  vision.



 focused). These factors are infl uential because of how the 
two halves of the brain—the two hemispheres— process 
information (see Exhibit 3.3). The right hemisphere is 
best at processsing music, grasping visual and  spatial in-
formation, forming inferences, and drawing conclusions. 
The left hemisphere is best at processing units that can 
be combined, performing tasks such as counting, pro-
cessing unfamiliar words, and forming sentences.33

Interestingly, stimuli placed in the right visual fi eld (ads 
on the right side of the focal article or billboards on the 
right side of the road) tend to be processed by the left hemi-
sphere; those in the left visual fi eld tend to be processed by 
the right hemisphere. Stimuli on which we focus directly 
are processed by both hemispheres. These fi ndings suggest 
that people will most likely preattentively process stimuli 
such as pictures in ads if the pictures are placed to the left 
of a magazine article because the processing takes place in 
the right hemisphere—the hemisphere that is best at pro-
cessing visual stimuli. Likewise, stimuli such as brand 
names or ad claims are most likely to be preattentively pro-
cessed if they are placed in the right visual field because 
they will be processed by the left hemisphere. Studies con-
fi rm that consumers’ ability to preattentively process pic-
tures, brand names, or claims in ads depends on whether 
the ad is in the right or left visual fi eld.34

Preattentive Processing, Brand Name 
Liking, and Choice
Although we may notice and devote some minimal 
level of processing to stimuli placed in peripheral vi-
sion, an important question is whether such preatten-

tively processed stimuli affect our liking for an ad or brand or our decisions to buy 
or use a particular brand. In fact, some research suggests that consumers will like 
the same brand name more if they have processed it preattentively than if they 
have not been exposed to it at all.35 Preattentive processing makes a brand name 
familiar, and we tend to like things that are familiar.36

Other evidence suggests that stimuli processed preattentively can affect con-
sumer choices. In one study, consumers were more likely to consider choosing a 
product if they had previously been preattentively exposed to an ad containing that 
product than if they had not been exposed to the ad. In this case, preattentive pro-
cessing of the ad affected consumers’ consideration of the product, even though 
they had no memory of having seen the ad.37

Although consumers can process information preattentively, the information will have 
more impact when consumers devote full attention to it. Unfortunately, a marketing 
stimulus competes with many other types of stimuli (including other marketing stimuli) 
for consumers’ attention. Moreover, consumers may have limited motivation and 

Left
visual field

Right
visual field

Best at
processing
holistic
information:
• Music
• Pictures
• Spatial
 information

Left
Eye

Right
Eye

Right
Hemisphere
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Left
Hemisphere
Best at
processing
units:
• Counting
• Forming
 sentences
• Words

Hemispheric 
Lateralization
The two hemispheres of our 
brain specialize in processing 
different types of information. 
When a stimulus is in focal 
 vision, it is processed by both 
hemispheres. When it is in 
 peripheral vision (i.e., it is not 
being focused on), it is pro-
cessed by the opposite hemi-
sphere. Information presented 
in the left visual fi eld is there-
fore processed by the right 
hemisphere.

Exhibit 3.3
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 opportunity to attend to marketing stimuli in the fi rst place. Consequently, marketers 
often need to take steps to attract consumers’ attention by making the stimulus 
(1) personally relevant, (2) pleasant, (3) surprising, and/or (4) easy to process.

 1. Make stimuli personally relevant. One of the most powerful ways for a stimulus to be 
perceived as personally relevant is for it to appeal to your needs, values, emotions, or 
goals.38 If you are hungry, you are more likely to pay attention to food ads and 
 packages. Ski enthusiasts who join the SkiSpace.com social networking site are apt to 
fi nd its travel and gear ads more relevant because they appeal to skiers’ needs and 
goals.39 A second way to make stimuli personally relevant is by showing sources similar 
to the target audience. You are more likely to notice individuals whom you perceive as 
similar to yourself.40 Many ads feature “typical consumers,” hoping that consumers will 
relate to these individuals and thereby attend to the ad.

 A third way to make stimuli personally relevant is using dramas—ministories that depict 
the experiences of actors or relate someone’s experiences through a narrative in one or 
more ads—to enhance consumers’ attention. A fourth way to draw a consumer into the 
ad is to ask rhetorical questions—those asked merely for effect.41 No one expects an an-
swer to a rhetorical question like “How would you like to win a million dollars?” because 
the answer is obvious. These questions appeal to the consumer by including the word you 
and by asking the consumer (if only for effect) to consider answering the question.

 2. Make stimuli pleasant. Because people tend to approach things that are inherently 
pleasant, marketers can increase consumers’ attention to marketing stimuli by

Using attractive models. d  Ads containing attractive models have a higher probability 
of being noticed because the models arouse positive feelings or a basic sexual at-
traction.42 To get noticed, Singapore Airlines’ ads and website feature attractive 
fl ight attendants wearing sarong uniforms.43 Clearly, individual differences infl u-
ence people’s opinions about what is attractive. For example, although some people 
enjoy seeing naked bodies in advertisements, other viewers fi nd these images of-
fensive. Cross-cultural differences also account for what is considered attractive. 
Ultrathin models represent a Western standard of beauty; elsewhere in the world, 
such models would be perceived as poor, undernourished, and unattractive.

Using music. d  Familiar songs and popular entertainers have considerable ability to 
attract us in pleasant ways.44 As one example, General Motors has used music by 
Led Zeppelin, Hum, and other groups to reach out to prospective Cadillac buyers. 
Music, says the head of one of GM’s ad agencies, is “often the best way to generate 
immediate recognition or elicit strong emotions and feelings.”45

Using humor. d  Humor can be an effective attention-getting device.46 For example, 
Puccino’s Café catches the eye of consumers walking past its U.K. coffee bars with 
mock warning signs stating: “Smile on server’s face may be fake.”47 Note that al-
though roughly one in fi ve TV ads contains humor, some are more successful at get-
ting viewers to laugh (and pay attention throughout the message) than others.48 

 3. Make stimuli surprising. Consumers are likely to process a stimulus when it is surprising 
due to its novelty, unexpectedness, or puzzling nature. 

Using novelty. d  We are more likely to notice any marketing stimulus (a product, pack-
age, or brand name) that is new or unique—because it stands out relative to other 
stimuli around us. Direct mail and e-mail advertising are relatively new to Chinese con-
sumers, for example, so they not only pay attention; they also open such messages far 
more often than U.S. and European consumers do.49 Companies can attract attention 
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using novel advertising formats such as magazine ads 
with graphics that appear to move or digital messages 
that freeze when surrounding messages continue to 
move.50 Although novel stimuli attract attention, we do 
not  always like them better. For example, we may dislike 
food with a taste that differs from those of foods we 
usually eat. Thus, the factors that make a stimulus 
novel may not be the same factors that make it likable.

 Using unexpectedness. d  Unexpected stimuli may not 
necessarily be new to us, but their placement or con-
tent differs from what we are used to, arousing curi-
osity and causing us to analyze them further to make 
sense of them (see Exhibit 3.4).51 In fact, unexpected-
ness can affect the extent to which consumers per-
ceive an ad as humorous.52 For example, slapstick 
comedy has nothing to do with banking, so consum-
ers are apt to notice the funny Provident Bank TV ads 
in which a monkey drops a banana peel that later trips 
up a bank manager.53 Also, research shows that 
women, in particular, may be responsive to messages 
that use mild erotica to call attention to social causes 
such as combating AIDS.54 

Using a puzzle. d  Visual rhymes, antitheses, metaphors, 
and puns are puzzles that attract attention because 
they require resolution. Consumers tend to think more 
about ads that contain these elements. However, 

consumers from other cultural backgrounds may have diffi culty understanding some 
puns and metaphors in U.S. ads that American consumers can easily comprehend.55 Al-
though ads that use a puzzle may capture attention, they are not necessarily effective 
in achieving other objectives (like persuasion) if consumers cannot solve the puzzle. 

 4. Make stimuli easy to process. Although personal relevance, pleasantness, and surprise 
attract consumers’ attention by enhancing their motivation to attend to stimuli, mar-
keters can also enhance attention by boosting consumers’ ability to process the stim-
uli. Four characteristics make a stimulus easy to process: (1) its prominence, (2) its 
concreteness, (3) the extent to which it contrasts with the things that surround it, and 
(4) the extent to which it competes with other information. 

Prominent stimuli. d  Prominent stimuli stand out relative to the environment because 
of their intensity. The size or length of the stimulus can affect its prominence. For 
example, consumers are more likely to notice larger or longer ads than to notice 
smaller or shorter ones.56 This is why larger ads in yellow pages directories generate 
more phone calls than smaller ads.57 Pictures in an ad capture attention regardless 
of their size; increasing the amount of ad space devoted to text increases the view-
ers’ attention to the entire message.58 Making words prominent by using boldface 
text also enhances consumers’ attention. In addition, loud sounds can enhance 
prominence. TV and radio stations sometimes turn up the volume for commercials 
so that they will stand out relative to the program; loud music played during ads 
can serve the same purpose.

Prominence is also evident in marketers’ use of large or multiple in-store displays. 
After Dole installed additional coolers to display its fruits in supermarkets, its 

Prominence The intensity of 
stimuli that causes them to 
stand out relative to the envi-
ronment.

Capturing Attention
Consumers are more likely to 
pay attention to ads with unex-
pected elements. 

Exhibit 3.4
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sales  results in those stores improved by more than 25 percent. And the California 
Tree Fruit Commission has found that expanding display size by just 1 percent can 
boost sales of the featured foods by about 19 percent.59 Also, movement makes 
an ad more prominent, which is the reason why attention to commercials tends to 
be enhanced when the ad uses dynamic, fast-paced action.60 

Concrete stimuli d . Stimuli are easier to process if they are concrete rather than ab-
stract.61 Concreteness is defi ned as the extent to which we can imagine a stimu-
lus. Notice how easily you can develop images of the concrete words in Exhibit 3.5 
compared with your response to the abstract words. Concreteness applies to brand 
names as well. Among brands of well-known dishwashing liquids, the name Sunlight 
is much more concrete than the names Dawn, Joy, or Palmolive. That concreteness 
may give Sunlight an advantage over the others in attention-getting ability. 

Contrasting stimuli. d  A third factor that makes stimuli easier to process is contrast 
(see Exhibit 3.6). Color newspaper ads are more likely to capture attention because 
they are surrounded by black and white, just as a black-and-white TV ad is likely to 
stand out when aired during shows broadcast in color. For contrast, some wine-
makers put images of unusual animals on their labels to help their bottles stand out 
on the shelf.62  Although research shows that consumers are more likely to consider 
yellow pages ads in which color is used only for the sake of attracting attention, 
they are more likely to actually call the fi rms when the color enhances the product’s 
appeal in an appropriate manner.63

The amount of competing information. d  Finally, stimuli are easier to process when 
few things surround them to compete for your attention.64 You are more likely to 
notice a billboard when driving down a deserted rural highway than when in a 
 congested, sign-fi lled city, just as you are more likely to notice a brand name in 
a visually simple ad than in one that is visually cluttered.  

Customer Segments Defi ned by Attention
One set of researchers asked the following question: If we do pay attention to things 
that are relevant, pleasant, surprising, and easy to process, can we identify groups or 
segments of consumers who are more affected by relevance, pleasantness, surprise, 
and ease of processing? The answer to this question appears to be yes. Researchers 
identifi ed a group of consumers who paid minimal attention to an ad because the ele-
ments in the ad were not relevant to them. A second group focused on things in the ad 

that were visually pleasant, 
such as the picture. The last 
group spent the longest time 
looking at the ad and de-
voted equal amounts of time 
to the picture, package, 
headline, and body text. One 
reason for their attention 
may be that they viewed the 
product as personally rele-
vant and its purchase as 
 potentially risky. Hence the 
consumers needed sustained 
attention to properly evalu-
ate the ad’s  information.65

Concreteness and 
Abstractness
We may pay more attention to 
things that are concrete and 
 capable of generating images 
than we do to things that are 
abstract and diffi cult to repre-
sent visually.

Exhibit 3.5

Concrete  Abstract
Words  Words 

Apple Aptitude
Bowl Betrayal
Cat Chance
Cottage Criterion
Diamond Democracy
Engine Essence
Flower Fantasy
Garden Glory
Hammer Hatred
Infant Ignorance
Lemon Loyalty
Meadow Mercy
Mountain Necessity
Ocean Obedience

Source: Allan Paivio et al., Journal 
of Experimental Psychology, Mono-
graph Supplement, January 1968, 
pp. 1–25. Copyright © 1968 by the 
American Psychological Association. 
Adapted with permission.

Contrast and Attention
The Palmolive bottle stands out 
and attracts attention only 
when its color contrasts with (is 
different from) that of the bot-
tles surrounding it. What impli-
cations does contrast have for 
merchandising products?

Exhibit 3.6

Concreteness The extent to 
which a stimulus is capable of 
being imagined.
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Habituation
When a stimulus becomes familiar, it can lose its attention-getting ability, a result 
called habituation. Think about the last time you purchased something new for 
your apartment or room (such as a plant or picture). For the first few days, you 
probably noticed the object every time you entered the room. As time passed, how-
ever, you probably noticed the item less and less, and now you probably do not 
notice it at all. You have become habituated to it.

Habituation poses a problem for marketers because consumers readily become habitu-
ated to ads, packages, and other marketing stimuli. A good solution is to alter the stim-
ulus every so often, which is the reason that many advertisers develop multiple ads that 
communicate the same basic message but in different ways. Thus, Toyota, Honda, and 
other car companies are combining conventional mass-media messages with ads in 
video games, on car-shopping and video-sharing websites, and delivered via mobile de-
vices.66 Habituation also explains why marketers sometimes change product packaging 
to attract consumers’ attention anew. 

Perception 
After we have been exposed to a stimulus and have devoted at least some attention 
to it, we are in a position to perceive it. Perception occurs when stimuli are regis-
tered by one of our fi ve senses: vision, hearing, taste, smell, and touch.

Perceiving Through Vision
What arouses our visual perception?

Size and shape. d  Size attracts attention. When choosing among competing prod-
ucts, consumers tend to buy products in packages that appear to be taller than 
others; even the ratio of the dimensions of rectangular products or packages 
can subtly affect consumer preferences.67 Moreover, consumers perceive that 
packages in eye-catching shapes contain more of a product.68

Lettering. d  The size and style of the lettering on a product or in an ad can attract 
attention and support brand recognition and image.69 The distinctive Wendy’s 
script, for instance, is eye-catching and instantly identifi ed with the name of 
the hamburger chain.

Color d . Color is an extremely important factor in visual perception. Research 
suggests, in fact, that color determines whether we see stimuli.70 A given color 
can be described according to hue, saturation, and lightness. Hue refers to the 
pigment contained in the color. Colors can be classifi ed into two broad catego-
ries or color hues: warm colors such as red, orange, and yellow; and cool colors 
such as green, blue, and violet. Saturation (also called chroma) refers to the 
richness of the color, leading to distinctions such as pale pink or deep, rich 
pink. Lightness refers to the depth of tone in the color. A saturated pink could 
have a lot of lightness (a fl uorescent pink) or a lot of darkness (a mauve).

Effects of color on physiological responses and moods d . Color can also infl uence 
our physiological responses and moods. Color psychologists have discovered 
that warm colors generally encourage activity and excitement, whereas cool 

Habituation The process by 
which a stimulus loses its 
 attention-getting abilities by 
virtue of its familiarity.

Perception The process by 
which incoming stimuli acti-
vate our sensory receptors: 
eyes, ears, taste buds, skin, 
and so on.
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colors are more soothing and relaxing. Thus, cool colors are more appropriate 
in places such as spas or doctors’ offi ces, where it is desirable for consumers to 
feel calm or to spend time making decisions.71 Warm colors are more appropri-
ate in environments such as health clubs and fast-food restaurants, where high 
levels of activity are desirable.72 One study found that deeper and richer colors 
(greater saturation) and darker colors evoked more excitement than did less 
deep and lighter colors.73

Color and liking d . Colors can have a great effect on consumers’ liking of a prod-
uct. Dirt Devil vacuum cleaners now come in fashion colors like Harbour Sky 
(blue) and Plum; Hamilton Beach blenders are available in Moroccan Red, Sea-
breeze (blue), and Apple (green).74

Because colors can strongly infl uence attention to and liking of a product, marketers 
often rely on the advice of “color forecasters” when deciding which colors to use in 
products and on packages.75  For example, the Color Association of the United States 
and the Color Marketing Group tell manufacturers and designers which colors consum-
ers are likely to prefer two or three years into the future. These forecasts are very im-
portant: The right color can make consumers believe they are buying products that are 
very current. Researchers have also found differences among social classes in color 
preferences. Hot, bright colors have historically appealed to lower-end markets, whereas 
deep, rich colors have historically appealed to higher-end markets.76 

Perceiving Through Hearing
Sound represents another form of sensory input. A major principle determining 
whether a sound will be perceived is its auditory intensity.77 Consumers are more 
likely to notice loud music or voices and stark noises. When the announcer in a 
radio or TV ad speaks more quickly, the faster pace disrupts consumers’ processing 
of the information, yet a low-pitched voice speaking syllables at a faster-than-nor-
mal rate actually induces more positive ad and brand attitudes.78 When a company 
uses one person to speak the voice-over lines during many of its ads or plays the 
same jingle in many commercials, consumers come to associate those sounds with 
the product or brand. McDonald’s and other fi rms consciously seek to defi ne a cer-
tain sonic identity—using sounds such as music or particular voices to support a 
brand’s image.79 Further, consumers infer product attributes and form evaluations 
using information gleaned from hearing a brand’s sounds, syllables, and words, a 
process known as sound symbolism.80

Fast music, like that played at aerobics classes, tends to energize; in contrast, slow 
music can be soothing. The type of music being played in a retail outlet can have an 
 interesting effect on shopping behavior.81 Specifically, a fast tempo creates a more 
rapid traffic flow, whereas a slow tempo can increase sales as much as 38 percent be-
cause it encourages leisurely shopping (although consumers tend to be unaware of this 
influence on their behavior).82 However, a fast tempo is more desirable in restaurants 
 because consumers will eat faster, thereby facilitating greater turnover and 
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higher sales.83 Music can also affect moods.84 Likable and familiar music can induce good 
moods, whereas discordant sounds and music in a disliked style can induce bad moods. 
This effect is important to note because, as you will see in later chapters, bad moods 
may affect how people feel about products and consumption experiences.85 

Perceiving Through Taste
Food and beverage marketers must stress taste perceptions in their marketing 
stimuli. For example, the major challenge for marketers of low-calorie and low-fat 
products is to provide healthier foods that still taste good. However, what tastes 
good to one person may not taste good to another, and consumers from different 
cultural backgrounds may have different taste preferences. Interestingly, tasting or 
sampling a product is the in-store marketing tactic that most infl uences consumer 
purchasing, even though stand-alone in-store displays for particular brands— 
perceived through vision—are the marketing tactic that shoppers notice the most.86

Exhibit 3.7 shows the infl uence of various in-store tactics perceived through vision, 
hearing, touch, and taste.

Standalone displays
for specific brands

Percent

Product tasting/sampling

Shelf displays for
specific brands

Product giveaways

TV sets with advertising

Advertising projected
onto or attached to floor

Music/radio
with advertising

Interactive kiosks

40 50 60 703020100

Have noticed tactic while shopping at most frequented package-goods store.
Tactic has influenced purchase among respondents who noticed two or more tactics.

In-Store Marketing 
Tactics
Although stand-alone displays 
and product sampling were 
noted most often by customers, 
sampling most often infl uenced 
purchase.

Exhibit 3.7
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Marketers often try to monitor consumers’ tastes through taste tests. Many food and 
beverage products are thoroughly taste tested before they are introduced. Ads or food 
packages sometimes ask consumers to compare the product’s taste with that of com-
peting products. To encourage product trial in the U.K. market, Kellogg’s Nutri-Grain 
snack bars recently featured a taste challenge with a money-back guarantee.87 How-
ever, consumers are not always good at discerning taste, so marketers should consider 
adding descriptive words or pictures to marketing communications about foods, restau-
rants, and the like.88 To engage consumers, sometimes marketers mention taste in an 
unexpected way. For instance, the slogan of Buckley’s Cough Mixture is “It Tastes Awful. 
And It Works.”89 

Perceiving Through Smell
If you were blindfolded and asked to smell an item, you would probably have a 
hard time identifying it; most consumers do.90 However, consumers also differ in 
their ability to label odors. Compared with younger consumers, the elderly have a 
harder time identifying smells,91 and men in general are worse at the task than are 
women.92 Marketers are concerned with the effects of smell on consumer re-
sponses, product trial, liking, and buying.

Effects of Smells on Physiological Responses and Moods
Like the other senses, smell produces physiological and emotional responses. For ex-
ample, the smell of peppermint is arousing, and the smell of lily of the valley is relax-
ing.93 Some studies show that people can feel tense or relaxed depending on whether 
or not a scent is present and what it is.94 This theory has been key to the development 
of aromatherapy. Some of our most basic emotions are also linked to smell. For ex-
ample, children hate having their security blankets washed, in part because washing 
removes the smells that comfort the child. In addition, the smell of the ocean or of 
freshly baked cookies can revive very emotional and basic childhood memories.95

Smells and Product Trial
Companies can expose consumers to marketing stimuli through their sense of 
smell (see Exhibit 3.8). Smell (often in combination with other sensory perceptions) 
can entice consumers to try or buy a food product. Krispy Kreme designs its outlets 
so that customers can smell—and see—the doughnuts coming fresh out of the 
oven.96 Scratch-and-sniff advertisements expose consumers to fragrances and 
other types of products that involve the use of smell. Research suggests that scents 
in the air can be effective stimuli when related to the product being sold. Thus, a 
flowery aroma would be more appropriate for a lingerie store than for a coffee 
bar.97 Also, some perfume and cologne ads are doused with the product to increase 
sensory processing. However, this technique can backfire if consumers are of-
fended by scented ads or have allergic reactions to the smells.

Smell and Liking
Retailers also realize that smells can attract consumers. For example, Bronner’s Christ-
mas Wonderland in Frankenmuth, Michigan, puts consumers in the holiday shopping 
mood by using a machine that sends pine fragrance into the air throughout the tree 
department during December.98 Similarly, grocery retailers often locate in-store bak-
eries so that the aroma of fresh bread can be smelled at the main store entrance.



84 P A R T  T W O   •  The Psychological Core 

Smell and Buying
Research has found that providing a pleasant-smelling environment can have a 
positive effect on shopping behavior by encouraging more attention to relevant 
stimuli that consumers encounter and encouraging consumers to linger longer.99 

In one study, shoppers in a room smelling of fl owers evaluated Nike shoes more 
positively than did consumers in an odor-free room.100 Tesco, a U.K. grocery chain, 
seeks to stimulate coffee purchases by fi tting its store-brand coffee packages with 
special aroma-releasing valves that let the scent waft out.101

Obviously, we like some products—for example, perfumes and scented candles—for the 
smells they produce. However, we may like other products, such as mouthwashes and de-
odorants, because they mask aromas. Procter & Gamble’s Febreze started as an odor elimi-
nator and now offers fragrance-enhancing products for the home and laundry.102  However, 
smell does not always work to the marketers’ advantage: Some consumers may dislike the 
scent in the ambient retail environment or fi nd it irritating. In addition, some consumers 
value particular products because they have no smell, such as  unscented deodorants, car-
pet cleaners, and laundry detergents. Finally, consumers’ preferences for smells differ 
across cultures. Spices that are commonly used in one  culture can literally make consumers 
in another ill. Only one smell (cola) is universally regarded as pleasant, a fi nding that is good 
news for companies like Coke and Pepsi that are  expanding  globally.103 

Perceiving Through Touch 
Touch (both what we touch with our fi ngers and the 
way that things feel to us as they come in contact with 
our skin) is a very important aspect of many products 
and services, although individual preferences for 
touch vary.104 Depending on how we are touched, we 
can feel stimulated or relaxed. And research has 
shown that consumers who are touched by a salesper-
son are more likely to have positive feelings and are 
more likely to evaluate both the store and the sales-
person positively. In addition, customers who are 
touched by the salesperson are more likely to comply 
with the salesperson’s requests.105 However, the effec-
tiveness of being touched in sales situations differs 
from culture to culture. Compared with U.S. consum-
ers, those in Latin  America are more comfortable with 
touching and embracing. In Asia, however, touching 
between relative strangers is seen as inappropriate.106

Consumers like some products because of their 
feel (see Exhibit 3.9). Some consumers buy skin 
creams and baby products for their soothing effect 
on the skin, or they go to massage therapists to expe-
rience tactile sensations and feel relaxed. In fact, re-
search shows that consumers who have a high need 
for touch tend to like products that provide this op-
portunity.107  When considering products with mate-
rial properties, such as clothing or carpeting, 

Perception Through 
Smell
Some products are valued 
 because of the smells they 
evoke (or mask).

Exhibit 3.8
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consumers prefer goods they can touch and ex-
amine in stores more than products they can 
only see and read about online or in catalogs.108 
Clearly, the way clothing feels when worn is a 
critical factor in consumers’ purchasing deci-
sions for those products. Knowing that consum-
ers prefer to try products before they buy them, 
the REI chain of sporting goods stores invites 
shoppers to test any product on display, from 
boots to bicycles.109

When Do We Perceive Stimuli?
Our senses are exposed to numerous inputs at 
any given time. To perceive each one would be 
overwhelming and extremely difficult. Fortu-
nately, our sensory processing is simplifi ed by 
the fact that many stimuli do not enter our con-
scious awareness. For us to perceive something, 
it must be suffi ciently intense. Stimulus inten-
sity is measured in units. The intensity of a 
smell can be measured by the concentration of 
the stimulus in a substance or in the air. Stimu-
lus intensity of sounds can be measured in 
decibels and frequencies, and stimulus inten-
sity of colors can be measured by properties 
like lightness, saturation, and hue. In the area 
of touch, stimulus intensity can be measured in 
terms of pounds or ounces of pressure.

Absolute Thresholds
The absolute threshold is the minimum level of stimulus intensity needed for a 
stimulus to be perceived. In other words, the absolute threshold is the amount of 
intensity needed for a person to detect a difference between something and noth-
ing. Suppose you are driving on the highway and a billboard is in the distance. The 
absolute threshold is that point at which you can fi rst see the billboard. Before that 
point, the billboard is below the absolute threshold and not suffi ciently intense to 
be seen.

Differential Thresholds
Whereas the absolute threshold deals with whether or not a stimulus can be per-
ceived, the differential threshold refers to the intensity difference needed between 
two stimuli before people can perceive that the stimuli are different. Thus, the dif-
ferential threshold is a relative concept; it is often called the just noticeable differ-
ence (j.n.d.). For example, when you get your eyes checked, the eye doctor often 
shows you a row of letters through different sets of lenses. If you can detect a differ-
ence between the two lenses, the new lens is different enough to have crossed the 
differential threshold.

The psychophysiologist Ernst Weber fi rst outlined the basic properties of the 
differential threshold in the nineteenth century. Weber’s law states that the stron-
ger the initial stimulus, the greater the additional intensity needed for the second 

Perception Through 
Touch
The way a product feels can 
 infl uence whether consumers 
choose it.

Exhibit 3.9

Absolute threshold The mini-
mal level of stimulus intensity 
needed to detect a stimulus.

Differential threshold/just 
noticeable difference 
(j.n.d.) The intensity differ-
ence needed between two 
stimuli before they are 
 perceived to be different.

Weber‘s law The stronger the 
initial stimulus, the greater 
the additional intensity 
needed for the second 
 stimulus to be perceived as 
different.
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stimulus to be perceived as different. This relationship is outlined in the following 
 formula:

Ds
S = K

where S is the initial stimulus value, Ds is the smallest change (D) in a stimulus 
 capable of being detected, and K is a constant of proportionality.

To illustrate, imagine that consumer testing found that 1 ounce would need to 
be added to a 10-ounce package before consumers could notice that the two pack-
ages weighed different amounts. Suppose we now have a 50-ounce box and want to 
know how much we must add before consumers could detect a difference. Accord-
ing to Weber’s law, K = 1/10 or 0.10. To determine how much would need to be 
added, we would solve for Ds as follows:

Ds
50 = 0.10

The answer is 0.10 of the package weight, or 5 ounces.

Absolute Threshold

The obvious implication is that consumers will only consciously perceive a marketing stim-
ulus when it is suffi ciently high in intensity to be above the absolute threshold. Thus, if im-
ages or words in a commercial are too small or the sound level is too low, consumers’ 
sensory receptors will not be activated, and the stimulus will not be consciously perceived.

Differential Threshold

The differential threshold has two important marketing implications.

 1. Sometimes marketers do not want consumers to notice a difference between two 
stimuli. Marketers of nonalcoholic beers, for example, have hoped that consumers 
would not be able to tell the difference between the tastes of real and nonalcoholic 
beers.110 Some marketers might not want consumers to notice that they have de-
creased a product’s size or increased its price, a situation that raises ethical concerns. 
For example, some consumers were unhappy when they noticed that Nips had reduced 
the amount of candy in its value pack from 5.5 ounces to 4 ounces.111

 2. In other instances marketers do want consumers to perceive a difference between two 
stimuli. For example, McDonald’s once increased the size of its regular hamburger patty 
by 25 percent but left the price the same, hoping that consumers would notice the 
change.112 Many marketers hope that consumers can tell the difference between an old 
and an improved product. However, sometimes consumers cannot make the distinction 
because differential thresholds vary from sense to sense. For example, since our sense 
of smell is not well developed, we often fail to differentiate the smell of two versions of 
the same object. 

Subliminal Perception
The concept of the perceptual threshold is important for another phenomenon—
subliminal perception. Suppose you are sitting at a movie and are being exposed to 
messages like “Eat popcorn” and “Drink Coke.” However, each message is being 
shown on the screen for only a fraction of a second, so short a time that you are not 
consciously aware of it. Stimuli of this type, presented below the threshold level of 
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awareness, are called subliminal messages, and our perception of them is called 
subliminal perception.

Subliminal perception is different from preattentive processing. With preatten-
tive processing, our attention is directed at something other than the stimulus—for 
 instance, at a magazine article instead of an ad in our peripheral vision. With 
 subliminal perception, our attention is directed squarely at the stimulus that is 
being presented subliminally. Also, with preattentive processing, the stimulus is 
fully present—if you shift your attention and look directly at the ad or billboard, 
you can easily see it. In contrast, subliminal stimuli are presented so quickly or are 
so degraded that the very act of perceiving them is diffi cult.

The question of whether stimuli presented subliminally affect consumers’ responses 
has generated considerable controversy in the marketing field. A widely known but 
fraudulent study in the advertising industry claimed that consumers at a movie the-
ater had been subliminally exposed to messages on the movie screen that read “Eat 
popcorn” and “Drink Coke.” Reportedly, exposure to these subliminal messages influ-
enced viewers’ purchase of Coke and popcorn.113 Although advertising agencies deny 
using such stimuli, and the original popcorn-Coke study has been discredited, some 

people claim that marketers are brainwashing con-
sumers and attempting to manipulate them. These 
people also believe that ads containing such stimuli 
are effective.114  

Does Subliminal Perception Affect 
Consumer Behavior?
Research suggests that subliminal perception has 
limited effects on consumers.115 Such stimuli have 
not been found to arouse motives like hunger. Nor 
do subliminally presented sexual stimuli affect con-
sumers’ attitudes or preferences. Research has also 
failed to show that subliminal stimuli affect con-
sumers’ explicit memory of ads or brands. As a re-
sult, the advertising community tends to dismiss 
subliminal perception research.

Interestingly, however, there is some evidence 
that stimuli presented below the threshold of con-
scious perception can reach our sensory registers. 
Researchers have found that if consumers are sub-
liminally exposed to a word (e.g., razor), they will 
recognize that word faster than they recognize words 
to which they have not been exposed subliminal-
ly.116 Moreover, some preliminary evidence suggests 
that stimuli perceived subliminally can affect con-
sumers’ feelings. Consumers in one study were 
found to have stronger responses to ads with sexual 
subliminal implants than to those without them.117

Thus, stimuli perceived subliminally are somehow 

Subliminal perception The 
activation of sensory  receptors 
by stimuli  presented below 
the  perceptual  threshold.

Perceptual Organization
Our eyes naturally focus on 
 information in the foreground 
as opposed to the background 
of an ad.

Exhibit 3.10
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analyzed for their meaning, and they can elicit primitive feeling responses. However, 
these effects do not appear to be strong enough to alter consumers’ preferences or 
to make an ad or brand more memorable. Exposing consumers to the message at or 
above the threshold level of awareness should have just as much if not more impact 
than subliminal stimuli, making the use of subliminal stimuli unnecessary.118  Now 
researchers are using neuroscience to continue investigating whether subliminal 
advertising works.119

How Do Consumers Perceive a Stimulus?
Some research has focused on how individuals organize or combine the visual in-
formation they perceive. Consumers tend not to perceive a single stimulus in isola-
tion; rather, they organize and integrate it in the context of the other things around 
it. Also, many stimuli are really a complex combination of numerous simple stimuli 
that consumers must organize into a unifi ed whole using perceptual organization 
(see Exhibit 3.10). This process represents a somewhat higher, more meaningful 
level of processing than simply having stimuli register on our sensory receptors. 
Four basic principles related to perceptual organization are fi gure and ground, clo-
sure, grouping, and bias for the whole.

The principle of fi gure and ground suggests that people interpret incoming 
stimuli in contrast to a background. The figure is well defined and in the 
 forefront—the focal point of attention—whereas the ground is indefi nite, hazy, 
and in the background. People tend to organize their perceptions into fi gure- 
and-ground relationships, and the manner in which this process occurs will 
deter mine how the stimulus is interpreted. Advertisers should therefore plan for 
important brand information to be the fi gure, not the background, and not let 
the background detract from the fi gure. Advertisers often violate this principle 
when using sexy or attractive models in ad messages, with the result being that 
the model becomes the figure and focal point, leaving the product or brand 
 unnoticed.

Closure refers to the fact that individuals have a need to organize perceptions 
so that they form a meaningful whole. Even if a stimulus is incomplete, our need 
for closure will lead us to see it as complete. We therefore try to complete the stim-
ulus. The key to using the need for closure, then, is to provide consumers with an 
incomplete stimulus. For example, putting a well-known television ad on the radio 
is an effective way to get consumers to think about a message. The radio version of 
the ad is an incomplete stimulus, and consumers’ need for closure leads them to 
picture the visual parts of the ad. Likewise, severely cropping objects in ads so that 
they appear ambiguous may be one way of getting consumers to think about what 
the object is and to gain closure.120

Grouping refers to the fact that we often group stimuli to form a unifi ed pic-
ture or impression, making it easier to process them. We view similar or nearby 
objects as belonging together. Marketers can often infl uence the image or per-
ception of a product or service by grouping it with other stimuli. In Exhibit 3.6, 
the two groups of yellow bottles are seen as being different from the green bottle. 
In advertising, companies sometimes include more than one brand or product in 
a message to generate exposure through grouping. In merchandising, marketers 
often create a unifi ed impression by displaying related items as a group. Consum-
ers may perceive a table setting as elegant when the napkins, napkin holders, 
wine goblets, silverware, dishes, and serving bowls are cleverly grouped.

Perceptual organization The 
process by which stimuli are 
organized into meaningful 
units.

Figure and ground According 
to this principle, people inter-
pret stimuli in the  context of a 
background.

Closure According to this 
principle, individuals have a 
need to organize perceptions 
so that they form a meaning-
ful whole.

Grouping The tendency to 
group stimuli to form a 
 unifi ed picture or impression.



Summary

size decrease) and when they do (as in the case of 
product improvements). Consumers can sometimes 
perceive things outside of their conscious level of 
awareness, a phenomenon called subliminal percep-
tion, but this seems to have a limited impact on con-
sumers’ motives or behaviors. Finally, perceptual 
organization occurs when consumers organize a set of 
stimuli into a coherent whole, affected by the princi-
ples of fi gure and ground, closure, grouping, and bias 
for the whole.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How do zipping and zapping affect consumers’ 
 exposure to stimuli such as products and ads?

 2. What is attention, and what are its three key 
 characteristics?

 3. In what ways do prominence and habituation 
 affect consumer attention?

 4. What is perception, and what methods do we use 
to perceive stimuli?

 5. Differentiate between the absolute threshold and 
the differential threshold, and explain how these 
concepts relate to Weber’s law.

 6. Name four principles of perceptual organization 
and explain why marketers need to know about 
them.

For a marketing stimulus to have an impact, consum-
ers must be exposed to it, allocate some attention to 
it, and perceive it. Consumers need a basic level of 
attention to perceive a stimulus before they can use 
additional mental resources to process the stimulus 
at higher levels (something we explore in the next 
chapter). Exposure occurs when the consumer is pre-
sented with a marketing stimulus. Knowing that 
consumers’ exposure to marketing stimuli is selec-
tive, marketers use a variety of tactics to increase 
stimulus exposure.

Attention occurs when the consumer allocates pro-
cessing capacity to the stimulus. Attention is selective, 
divided, and limited. Using tactics such as product 
placement does not guarantee that consumers will 
 directly attend to marketing stimuli, although con-
sumers may attend to such stimuli preattentively. 
Making a marketing stimulus personally relevant, 
pleasant, surprising, or easy to process enhances its 
attention-getting properties. Consumers perceive a 
stimulus by using one of their five senses: vision 
(through size and color stimuli), hearing (through 
sound intensity, pitch, pace, and other characteristics), 
taste (especially for food and beverages), smell (affect-
ing responses, moods, trial, liking, and buying), and 
touch (affecting responses, moods, and liking).

Perceptual thresholds determine the point at 
which stimuli are perceived. The absolute threshold is 
the lowest point at which an individual can experience 
a sensation. The differential threshold is the minimal 
difference in stimulus intensity needed to detect that 
two stimuli are different. The differential threshold is 
important both when marketers do not want consum-
ers to notice a difference between two stimuli (as in a 

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.
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Bias for the whole is the principle that consumers perceive more value in 
the whole of something than in two or more parts that are equivalent to the 
whole. Thus, you are more likely to make a $20 purchase if you have two $5 bills 
and a $10—and less likely to make the purchase if you have a single $20 bill. In 
other words, your bias for the whole (the single $20 bill) makes you less willing 
to spend it.121 Flight attendants on Cathay Pacific Airlines ask passengers 
whether they will contribute their leftover foreign coins to UNICEF. Simply ask-
ing for spare change, the airline has collected more than $1 million for UNICEF 
since 1991.122

Bias for the whole The 
 tendency to perceive more 
value in a whole than in the 
combined parts that make up 
a whole.

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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From upside-down bottles and wacky-colored ketchups 
to unusual store displays and customer-created televi-
sion commercials, H. J. Heinz is defi nitely looking for at-
tention. Although Heinz sells 650 million bottles of 
ketchup each year, the company is anything but 
 complacent about keeping its brands and products in 
the public eye. One way it does this is by using special 
in-store displays. To catch the eye of tailgaters brows-
ing in Sam’s Club and other warehouse stores, the com-
pany has created cardboard displays shaped like the 
back of a pickup truck and fi lled them with grab-and-go 
picnic packs of Heinz ketchup, mustard, and relish.

When Heinz introduces new products and packaging, it 
gains more shelf space, attracts attention, and highlights 
each item’s appeal to the senses. Its E-Z-Squirt Ketchup, in 
vivid, child-friendly colors like green, purple, and blue, was 
a standout on store shelves. Its organic ketchup comes in 
an upside-down squeeze bottle with a green lid that sets 
the product apart while linking it to the category of natural 
and organic foods. Heinz is also developing a sweeter 
 variety of tomato for future ketchup products.

However, what appeals to consumers’ taste buds in 
one country may not appeal in those in another country. 
“Consumer tastes are still very local,” observes a Heinz 
executive, “[which is the reason why] we still like our 
recipes to be very locally tweaked, even in ketchup.” 
Chefs, scientists, designers, engineers, and marketers 
work together to create and taste-test new ketchups 
and other food products at the Heinz Global Innovation 
and Quality Center outside Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
The result is untraditional new fl avors keyed to specifi c 
markets, such as the chili ketchup and sweet onion 
ketchup recently launched in U.K. stores. The center also 
hosts a “supermarket” where marketers can observe 
how consumers behave as they walk down aisles fi lled 
with products by Heinz and competing fi rms.

With so many food products vying for attention in 
advertising media and on supermarket shelves, getting 
consumers to notice a ketchup ad—let alone act on 
it—is another key challenge. Heinz communicates 
through numerous messages running in print and 
broadcast media as well as online; it also uses in-store 
and in-restaurant communications to reinforce brand 
image and loyalty. Heinz has also sponsored Top This TV 

contests in which consumers submit homemade 30-
second commercials featuring Heinz ketchup, which are 
then posted on YouTube for viewing and voting. The top 
prize is $57,000 (a play on “Heinz 57 varieties”) and a 
spot on national TV for the winning commercial.

To encourage participation and wave the brand 
 banner, Heinz promotes these contests on its ketchup 
labels, on TV, in print, and online. Hundreds of consum-
ers uploaded entries to the fi rst two contests; many of 
these commercials, including those created by the fi nal-
ists, are still available on YouTube and on Heinz’s 
topthistv.com website. Media coverage and word- 
of-mouth buzz spread the contest message quickly and 
kept people talking about the homemade commercials 
even after the voting was over and the winners had 
been announced.

Heinz also mounted a contest to gain community 
attention and involve U.S. students and teachers with 
the brand and its communications. The Ketchup Creativ-
ity contest invited students in grades 1 through 12 to 
submit artwork for Heinz single-serve packets. From 
more than 15,000 entries, the judges chose 12 winners 
to have their artwork displayed on millions of Heinz 
ketchup packets. Each winner received a $750 scholar-
ship; each winner’s school received $750 worth of Heinz 
ketchup and $750 worth of art supplies. Student- 
created artwork made the winning ketchup packets 
stand out and added to the visual appeal of a product 
that rarely gets the spotlight to itself.123

Case Questions 
 1. Using the concepts discussed in this chapter, explain 

how Heinz has been successful in generating expo-
sure and capturing attention. What other ideas 
would you suggest Heinz try to foster exposure, at-
tention, and perception?

 2. In terms of exposure, attention, and perception, 
what are some of the potential disadvantages of 
Heinz’s Top This TV contests?

 3. Do you think that Heinz will gain long-term benefi ts 
from holding a contest for students that focused on 
the visual appeal of designing single-serve ketchup 
packets? Explain your answer.

Heinz Is Looking for Attention

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Describe the connection 
between consumer 
knowledge and consumer 
understanding, explain what 
affects these processes, and 
show why marketers must 
take both into account.

2. Discuss how and why 
concepts like schemas, 
associations, images, 
categories, and prototypes 
are relevant to marketers.

3. Distinguish between 
categorization and 
comprehension and describe 
how product features, price, 
and other marketing 
elements can induce 
consumers to make 
inferences about products.

Ringing Up the Engagement Ring Market

T he diamond ring has long been an engagement tradition in the United States and a 
mainstay of Tiffany, the jewelry store famous for its blue gift boxes. In Europe, however, 

couples have preferred colored gemstone rings—until now. Today, couples in Europe and the 
United Kingdom are increasingly choosing diamond solitaires, as are their counterparts in 
Japan and China. “The engagement-ring phenomenon has gone worldwide,” observes the 
CEO of De Beers, the global market-leader in diamonds.

Many companies want engaged couples everywhere to think about diamond rings when 
they think about getting married. Bulgari created a line of distinctive engagement rings for 
Japanese customers; Cartier’s fourteen stores in China feature special “bridal bars” where 
couples can sip champagne while they compare dazzling diamonds. LVMH, the French 
 luxury-goods company, has teamed with De Beers to open De Beers Diamond Jewellers 
stores in major cities worldwide. De Beers originated the well-known slogan “A diamond is 
forever” and also promotes its own Forevermark brand of diamonds through magazine ads 
and its forevermark.com website.1

Knowledge and Understanding

INTRODUCTION
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As Exhibit 4.1 shows, there are two broad domains of prior knowledge: knowledge 
content (stored information) and knowledge structure. In turn, prior knowledge is 
used for understanding (categorizing and comprehending) new information.

Knowledge content refl ects the information consumers have already learned 
about brands, companies, product categories, stores, ads, people, how to shop, 
how to use products, and so on. Companies sometimes use marketing to develop, 
add to, or change consumers’ knowledge content; increasingly, companies try to 
link their brands to other knowledge that consumers may have, as illustrated in 
Exhibit 4.1.2 Knowledge structure describes how consumers organize knowledge. 
Consumers often organize knowledge into categories, storing similar things in the 
same category. For example, the names of certain brands of toothpaste, such as 
Rembrandt, may be stored in a category called whitening toothpastes. In addition, 
this brand, along with others such as Crest and Colgate, may be stored in a more 
general category called toothpaste. All these toothpaste brands along with dental 
fl oss and related products might then be stored in an even broader category called 
dental hygiene products.

Prior knowledge is essential for two aspects of consumer understanding: cate-
gorization and comprehension (see Exhibit 4.1). Categorization is the process of 
labeling or identifying an object that we perceive in our external environment 
based on the object’s similarity to what we already know. Thus, we might label Tri-
dent gum as a dental hygiene product instead of a candy product and relate it to 
our knowledge of other dental hygiene products. Comprehension is the process of 
using prior knowledge to understand more about what has been categorized. For 
example, we might  relate the picture, headline, and ad copy in a Trident ad or 
website and understand that “Trident gum is good for teeth and can achieve some 
of the same benefi ts as  brushing.”

We say that we “know” something when we have encountered it before 
and have somehow come to understand what it means and what it is like. 

Knowledge content Informa-
tion we already have in
memory.

Knowledge structure The 
way  n which knowledge is 
organized.

Categorization The process of 
labeling or identifying an ob-
ject. Involves relating what we 
perceive in our external envi-
ronment to what we already 
know.

Comprehension The process 
of deepening understanding. 
Involves using prior knowl-
edge to understand more 
about what we have 
 categorized.

In the preceding chapter, you learned how consumers pay attention to and perceive 
things. This chapter goes a step further, asking how consumers understand the world 
around them. To answer this question, we need to know how consumers relate what they 
observe to what they already know—their prior knowledge. Consumers who see a diamond 
ring may associate it with things like love and expensive jewelry. Moreover, cues like blue 
boxes and the Forevermark brand add to each jewelry store or brand’s personality and 
help consumers distinguish one from another. And based on prior knowledge, consumers 
can categorize brands and products. Thus, some may see the Tiffany engagement ring as 
the prototypical piece of diamond jewelry, itself a subset of the jewelry category. Finally, 
consumers’ knowledge helps them interpret and understand jewelry ads and websites—all 
topics discussed in this chapter.

Overview of Knowledge and Understanding



KNOWLEDGE

• Content
• Structure

UNDERSTANDING

• Categorization
• Comprehension

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

We categorize information that we perceive by comparing it with what we already know. Prior knowl-
edge includes two basic domains: content and structure. Once something is categorized, we use prior 
knowledge to comprehend more about it.

Chapter Overview: 
Knowledge and 
Understanding

Exhibit 4.1

Knowing therefore has to do with our prior knowledge—both what we have 
 encountered (knowledge content) and the way in which that knowledge is orga-
nized (knowledge structure). Further, we tend to direct our consumption and 
search behaviors in ways that take full advantage of such prior knowledge.3
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Facial moisturizer

Is not greasy (even
though it used to be
called Oil of Olay)

The Fountain
of Youth

Mom uses it

Makes skin
look younger

Olay

Neutrogena

New product:
Olay Body Wash

CrestChanel

Buy it at the
drugstore

Marketers often want consumers to know more about their products (for example, that Olay now has a 
new body wash product). Ads, packages, and product attributes are useful ways of getting this knowl-
edge across.

Marketers Use Ads, 
Packages, and Product 
Attributes to Enhance 
Consumers’ Knowledge 
About an Offering

Exhibit 4.2

The content of our knowledge refl ects the set of things we have learned in the past 
and may consist of many facts. For example, we may know that a banana has about 
100 calories, that Utah is the Beehive State, and that we need to change a car’s oil 
every 5,000 miles. These pieces of information are not stored as random facts; 
rather, they are linked to or associated with a concept. The set of associations 
linked to a concept is called a schema.4 A schema for the concept banana has many 
associations—it has 100 calories, is yellow, and bruises easily, and the peel can be 
slippery if stepped on. A schema is elaborated when we have many associations 
linked to the concept.

Schemas, Associations, and Brand Equity
The associations in schemas can be described along several dimensions.5

Types of associations.  d Consumers have many types of associations. One schema 
for banana might include associations that refl ect (1) the attributes of a banana 
(yellow, long, soft, contains a lot of potassium), (2) its benefi ts (nutritious, low 
in fat), (3) people who eat it (athletes who lose a lot of potassium through 
sweating), (4) times when it is eaten (as a snack), (5) places it is eaten (at home, 
at school), (6) ways it is eaten (peeled, sliced), (7) places where it is purchased 
(at a grocery store), (8) places where it is grown (in South America), and so on.

Schema The set of associa-
tions linked to a concept.

Knowledge Content
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Favorability.  d Associations can also be described in terms of their favorability. 
The notion that a banana has 100 calories might be evaluated as favorable. 
 The fact that eating too many can make one constipated might not be evaluated 
as favorable.

Uniqueness.  d Associations vary in their uniqueness—that is, the extent to which 
they are also related to other concepts. “Greasiness” is not unique to  McDonald’s, 
but the Golden Arches and Ronald McDonald are.

Salience.  d Associations vary in their salience, or how easily they come to 
mind. For example, a consumer might always retrieve the association 
of Golden Arches upon hearing the McDonald’s name. Less salient associa-
tions may be retrieved only in certain contexts. Thus, the association that 
McDonald’s offers wrap sandwiches may be less salient than other associa-
tions, and a consumer may think about it only if someone starts talking 
about sandwiches.6

Abstractness.  d Associations in schemas can also vary in terms of how abstract or 
concrete they are.

Types of Schemas
We have schemas for many entities. The banana example is an illustration of a prod-
uct category schema; however, we also have schemas for brands (see Exhibit 4.2). For 
example, consumers’ schema for the Payless ShoeSource retail chain may include 
low price and a rather limited selection, although the company is using ads to add 
“fashion” to consumers’ schema of Payless.7 Consumers often use associations with 
brands and other product features to predict what the benefi ts of the product will 
be.8 We have schemas for people (mothers, Alex Rodriguez, working-class people) 
plus schemas for stores, although the associations linked to Payless may be quite 
different from the associations linked to Nordstrom. We have schemas for salespeo-
ple (cosmetics salesperson, car salesperson), ads (Coke ads, Geico ads), companies
(Starbucks, IBM), places (DisneyWorld, Vail), countries (South Africa, Germany), 
and animals (cougar, moose). We even have a schema for ourselves, called a self-
schema, and sometimes consider whether a brand’s schema fi ts with the schema 
we have of ourselves.9

Images
An image is a subset of associations that refl ect what something stands for and 
how favorably it is viewed.10 For instance, our brand image of McDonald’s may 
be favorable, and it may include such associations as a family-friendly place and 
fast food. An image does not represent all the associations linked to a schema—
only those that are most salient and that make the brand different from others in 
the category. Thus, although we may know that McDonald’s serves some low-fat 
foods, this knowledge need not be used to form our brand image. We also have 
images for other marketing entities like stores, companies, places, and coun-
tries.11 Exhibit 4.3 shows brands around the world that have very well-known 
brand images.

Schemas can include associations that refl ect the brand’s personality—that is, 
the way that the consumer would describe the brand if it were a person.12 Consum-
ers from one study described the Whirlpool brand as gentle, sensitive, quiet, good-
natured, flexible, modern, cheerful, and creative. Researchers found that these 

Brand image A subset of 
 salient and feeling-related as-
sociations stored in a brand 
schema.

Brand personality The set of 
associations that refl ect the 
personifi cation of the brand.
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associations suggested a modern and family-oriented suburban woman who is 
neighborly, successful, attractive, and action oriented. Whirlpool’s personality was 
quite different from KitchenAid’s, whose name personified a smart, aggressive, 
glamorous, wealthy, elegant, and fashionable career woman.13 When Whirlpool 
 expanded in Europe, it used advertising to create a brand personality linked to 
powerful goddesses. Whirlpool later adapted this successful campaign for U.S. mar-
kets, where it targets working mothers.14

As you might expect, a celebrity endorser’s personality can reinforce associa-
tions with the endorsed brand’s personality.15 Brand personalities can also be em-
bodied in brand characters like Charlie the Tuna and the Geico gecko. One study 
found that many brands could be described according to their position on the di-
mensions shown in Exhibit 4.4. Because brand personalities have cultural meaning 
and refl ect cultural values, a global brand may be perceived slightly differently in 
different cultures.16 Finally, brand personalities can be updated based on consum-
ers’ exposure to new information.17

The Most Valuable 
Brands in the World
Their global presence and 
strong sales make Coca-Cola, 
Disney, and others among the 
world’s most valuable brands. 

Exhibit 4.3

Source: The BusinessWeek/Interbrand Annual Ranking of the Best Global Brands 2007.

Rank Brand  Known for

  1 Coca-Cola  Soft drinks
  2 Microsoft  Software
  3 IBM  Computer services
  4 General Electric  Diversifi ed electronic products
  5 Nokia  Consumer electronics
  6 Toyota  Automotives
  7 Intel Computer technology
  8 McDonald’s  Fast-food restaurants
  9 Disney Media
 10 Mercedes  Automotives

Brand Personality

Sincerity

• Down-to-earth

• Honest

• Wholesome

• Cheerful

Excitement

• Daring

• Spirited

• Imaginative

• Up-to-date

Competence

• Reliable

• Intelligent

• Successful

Sophistication

• Upper class

• Charming

Ruggedness

• Outdoorsy

• Tough

One researcher found that many brands can be described according to one or more of the fi ve personal-
ity types depicted here. Which dimensions best characterize Pepsi’s brand personality? Which describe 
the personalities of Dell? Volkswagen? Google? Smucker’s?

A Brand Personality 
Framework

Exhibit 4.4
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Schemas, images, and personalities are clearly important to consumer knowledge. These 
associations are important to marketers too because brands that have strong and desir-
able images are more valuable to companies. That is, they contribute to brand equity or the 
value of the brand to the company.18 Because the images of liked brands can translate into 
strong brand loyalty, marketers need to identify and understand the various associations 
that consumers link to a particular brand.19 Note that consumers as young as middle-
school age start associating brand images with their images of themselves.20 Understand-
ing the associations that consumers see as part of themselves or want to see as part of 
themselves helps marketers develop brand images, change them, and protect them.

Creating new schemas, images, and personalities

When an offering is new, the marketer has to create a schema, image, and/or personality 
to help consumers understand what it is, what it can do for them, and how it differs from 
competing offerings. Creating schemas is especially important for new products because 
consumers may not yet understand what these new products are or what they offer.

Creating schemas and images for a company is also important so that consumers 
understand the general types of products produced by the fi rm. Georgia-based AFLAC, 
for instance, offers supplemental health and accident insurance. Consumers did not 
know much about AFLAC until it gained a concrete personality by featuring a duck mas-
cot in its advertising. Within a year, AFLAC had increased its brand recognition among 
Americans to 90 percent—and its U.S. sales soared.21

Schemas, images, and personalities can sometimes be created by means of brand 
extensions, licensing agreements, and brand alliances.

A brand extension occurs when a fi rm uses the brand name of a product with a well- d
developed image, like Oreo cookies, on a product in a different category, such as Oreo 
Candy Bites, which belong to the candy category.

Licensing occurs when a firm sells the rights to the  d
brand name to another company that will use the 
name on its product. For example, Chrysler has  licensed 
the Jeep brand to be used on baby strollers, clothing, 
wheelbarrows, luggage, and other items.22

A brand alliance occurs when two companies’ brand  d
nam es appear together on a single product, as 
in  Häagen-Dazs Baileys Irish Cream ice cream (see 
 Exhibit 4.5).

One consequence of brand extensions, license agree-
ments, and alliances is that consumers develop an image 
for the new brand by transferring to it their associations 
and favorable feelings from the original brand’s schema.23 
If consumers think Jeep vehicles are rugged and reliable, 
they may infer that Jeep wheelbarrows will be rugged and 
reliable, too. If consumers like a brand initially, these feel-
ings will infl uence their evaluations of later brand exten-
sions.24 However, firms need to be careful about which 
associations they want to transfer to the brand exten-
sion. Promoting a brand extension’s attributes can focus 
consumers’ attention on the attributes, not the brand, 
and make the extension seem less attractive.25

Brand Alliances
Häagen-Dazs and Baileys Irish 
Cream come together in this 
brand alliance (also called a 
co-branding strategy).

Exhibit 4.5
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Consumers tend to like brand extensions more when the product fits in some way 
with the parent brand or with the set of brands in the brand family and when they 
 really like the parent brand.26 The fit between brand extension and parent brand or 
family may be based on similar attributes or benefits, usage goals, or targets.27 
 Although  consumers in different cultures may have differing perceptions of how a 
brand extension fits with the parent brand or family, they tend to like the extension 
more when they perceive a better fit.28 Sometimes consumers must expend effort to 
understand how a brand extension relates to its parent brand or brand family. Thus, 
evaluations can be affected by consumers’ MAO, that is, their motivation, ability, and 
opportunity (concepts described in Chapter 2), to understand the fit between the brand 
extension and the parent brand.29 Consumers’ evaluations of brand extensions can also 
be affected by whether or not they are in a good mood and how involved they are in 
processing information about the brand.30

One concern about brand extensions is that they may make the brand schema less 
 coherent and may dilute the brand’s image.31 If the Jeep name appears on too many different 
products—wheelbarrows, clothing, luggage—consumers may be confused about what Jeep 
stands for. On the other hand, sometimes consumers accept a brand extension better when 
the brand name is already linked to products that are quite different from one  another. This 
happens because consumers may fi nd some attributes or benefi ts of at least one of the 
product categories that make it seem like the brand extension is a good product.32

Although existing brands can affect consumers’ perceptions of a brand extension, 
marketing messages about a brand extension can sometimes infl uence consumers’ per-
ceptions of the existing brand(s) as well.33 For example, if a consumer has a bad experi-
ence with Jeep luggage, those negative feelings may affect his or her image of Jeep 
vehicles. Given these potential problems, marketers need to be concerned about the 
long-term effects of using these strategies.34

At a more fundamental level, creating associations linked to an offering helps to posi-
tion the offering so that consumers understand what it is and what it is competing against. 
Snacks made by Newman’s Own Organics, for instance, are associated with  organic ingre-
dients and health-food stores, associations that differentiate them from competing snack 
brands such as Frito-Lay snacks, which are sold in supermarket chains.

Developing existing schemas, images, and personalities

Although marketers must sometimes create new schemas, in other cases they must develop 
or elaborate a schema—that is, add information to an existing schema so that consumers 
understand more about it.35 Then, over time, consistent advertising can help develop and 
reinforce long-term brand schemas.36 There are three ways to develop schemas:

 1. Use multiple brand extensions. Although Arm & Hammer was once associated only with 
baking soda, the extension of the brand to such categories as kitty litter, carpet 
 deodorizer, and refrigerator deodorizer has reinforced its deodorizing image.

 2. Link the product to sponsorship of an appropriate sporting event. Doing this strength-
ens and develops the existing schema and brand personality.37

 3. Highlight additional features and benefi ts. Nalgene develops schemas by promoting its 
reusable water bottles as lightweight, leakproof, trendy, and earth-friendly.38

Changing schemas, images, and personalities

Sometimes consumers’ schemas, images, and brand personalities contain associations that 
require change. When a brand or product image becomes stale, outdated, or linked to 
 negative associations, marketers need to fi nd ways to add new and positive associations. 
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Shimano America, which makes bicycle components, helped change the bicycle’s image from 
a high-tech and highly engineered machine to one that is fun and easy to ride. Shimano’s new 
Coasting bicycles are engineered to shift automatically so that riders do not have to worry 
about switching gears, yet the bikes look like the kind of two-wheelers that anyone can ride. 
Consequently, the new bikes have reinvigorated sales and have attracted new buyers.39

Protecting brand images

Brand images may be threatened during crises that involve potential harm, such as reports 
of contaminated products or health problems that are linked to specifi c products. St.  Joseph 
Aspirin, which originally made low-dose children’s aspirin, faced this challenge after doctors 
discovered that children who took the aspirin for viral infections might develop deadly 
Reye’s syndrome. The company kept the St. Joseph brand but instead targeted adults who 
want to take low-dose aspirin to reduce their risk of strokes and heart problems. To build on 
positive associations that had been formed when today’s adults had been given St. Joseph’s 
aspirin as children, the company returned to an older package design.40

The way that a company responds to a crisis affects its brand image, but research 
indicates that consumers’ prior expectations also play a critical role. Companies whose 
customers held a strong, positive image of the brand prior to the crisis suffered less 
image damage than did companies whose customers had lower expectations. Therefore, 
fi rms with weaker brand images should act aggressively to support their brands after a 
crisis.41 Interestingly, fi rms with a “sincere” brand personality may have diffi culty rees-
tablishing strong customer relations after a crisis because fundamental perceptions of 
the brand have deteriorated. In contrast, fi rms with an “exciting” brand personality may 
have an easier time reinvigorating customer relationships after a crisis because consum-
ers are less surprised by nonroutine experiences with such brands.42 Finally, distribution 
activities can also affect brand image: Consumers displeased by a store’s price increase 
on one brand may feel negatively toward other brands sold in that store.43 

Scripts
Schemas represent our knowledge about objects or things.44 A script is a special 
type of schema that represents our knowledge of a sequence of actions involved in 
performing an activity. For example, you may have a script for how to arrange roses 
bought from the store: You open the cellophane wrapping, get scissors, fi ll a vase 
with water, run the roses under water, cut them, and arrange them in the vase. This 
knowledge helps you accomplish tasks quickly and easily. But when you do some-
thing for the fi rst time, such as assembling a piece of Ikea furniture, not having a 
script may prolong the task.

Scripts help marketers understand how consumers buy and use an offering. In turn, mar-
keters use this knowledge to make marketing decisions that improve products or services. 
Marketers may also perform tasks that are part of consumers’ scripts. In other cases, 
marketers may want consumers to consider using a particular brand or product as part of 
a scripted activity—incorporating hands-free devices as part of their cell phone usage 
script, for example. Interactive advertising and shopping, as well as offers and services 
delivered by cell phone, are changing the way that consumers perform scripted activities 
such as processing ads and buying goods and services. Hallmark.com, for instance, offers 
an e-mail reminder service to alert consumers about upcoming birthdays, anniversaries, 
or other important occasions that involve sending greeting cards. 

Script A special type of 
schema that represents knowl-
edge of a sequence of actions 
involved in performing an 
 activity.
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Although schemas and scripts refl ect the content of what we know, our lives would 
be utter chaos if we did not have some way of organizing or structuring our knowl-
edge. Fortunately, as shown in the next sections, we are adept at organizing our 
knowledge and categorizing information.

Categories and Their Structure
Objects can be organized into taxonomic categories.45 A taxonomic category is a 
specifi cally defi ned division within an orderly classifi cation of objects with similar 
objects in the same category. For example, although we have schemas for Coke, 
Pepsi, Diet Coke, and so on, these schemas can be clustered in a category called 
soft drinks. Moreover, we may use subcategories to cluster specifi c brands and sep-
arate them from others. Thus, we might have one subcategory for diet soft drinks 
and a different subcategory for nondiet soft drinks. In turn, soft drinks may be part 
of a larger beverage category that also includes coffees, teas, juices, and bottled wa-
ters, as shown in Exhibit 4.6.

Graded Structure and Prototypicality
Things within the same taxonomic category share similar features, and the features 
they share are different from the features of objects in other categories. So a 
 category member such as Diet Coke shares many associations with members of its 

Taxonomic category A group 
of objects that are classifi ed in 
an orderly and often hierarchi-
cally based scheme based on 
their similarity to one another. 

Knowledge Structure

Text not available due to copyright restrictions
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own category of diet colas but shares few associations with members of other cate-
gories. In Exhibit 4.6, Diet Coke has associations a–d, and Diet Pepsi has many but 
not all of the same associations (a–c and e). Lipton tea has associations a and f–h; 
hence it has few associations in common with Diet Coke.

Even though category members share similar features, not every member is 
perceived to be an equally good category member. For example, you might  perceive 
a robin to be a better example of the category bird than a fl amingo is. Likewise, you 
might view Coke as a better example of a soft drink than Sierra Mist is. The fact that 
category members vary in how well they are perceived to represent a category illus-
trates the principle of graded structure.46

Within a category, you as a consumer can rank specific category members 
 according to how well you believe they represent the category. The category 
prototype is that category member perceived to be the best example of the cate-
gory. Thus, a robin is a prototypical bird, and iPod is a prototypical digital music 
player. Exhibit 4.7 identifies brands generally regarded as prototypes in their 
product categories.

What Affects Prototypicality?
Several factors affect whether a consumer regards something as a prototypical 
 category member.47 The fi rst is shared associations: A prototype shares the most 
 associations with other members of its own category and shares the fewest with 
members from different categories. Potato chips are a prototypical snack food 
 because they have associations common to many snack foods (good taste, crunchy, 
salty, fi nger food, high in carbohydrates and fats) and few associations in common 
with other categories such as dinner foods.

Graded structure The fact 
that category members vary 
in how well they represent a 
category.

Prototype The best example 
of a cognitive (mental) 
 category.

Prototypical Brands
Brands viewed as the best exam-
ples of a product category are 
called prototypical brands. Pro-
totypical brands tend to have 
many features in common with 
other brands in the category, are 
encountered frequently, and 
may have been the fi rst entrant 
in the product category.

Exhibit 4.7 Product Category Prototypical Brands

Children’s entertainment Disney
Laundry detergent Tide
Digital music player iPod
Cell phone Nokia
Toothpaste Crest
Electronics Sony
Peanut butter Skippy
Tuna fi sh Starkist
Soup Campbell’s
Bologna Oscar Mayer
Ketchup Heinz
Bleach Clorox
Greeting cards Hallmark
Motorcycle Harley-Davidson
Grape jelly Welch’s
Gelatin Jell-O
Hamburgers McDonald’s
Baby shampoo Johnson & Johnson
Tools Black & Decker
Cold cereal Kellogg’s
Tissue Kleenex
Acetaminophen Tylenol
Hook-and-loop fastener Velcro
Online retailer Amazon.com
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A second feature that affects prototypicality is the frequency with which an ob-
ject is encountered as a category member. Amazon.com is a prototypical Internet 
 retailer because consumers frequently encounter its name when online or when 
searching for online sources of books. The fi rst or “pioneer” brand in a category—
such as Amazon—may also be a prototype because it sets a standard against which 
later brands are compared.48

Prototypes are the main point of comparison used by consumers to categorize a new 
brand. Therefore, a brand can develop its identity by being positioned as being either 
similar to or different from the prototype. 

Positioning a brand as similar to the category prototype d  is appropriate when the goal is 
to appeal to a broad segment of consumers. Because the prototype best defi nes the 
category and is well liked, a new brand positioned as being similar to it may appeal to 
that same (large) segment of consumers. Thus, consumers may well have a positive 
 response to copycat products that look similar to the prototype.49 Comparative adver-
tising may be a useful tool for making a brand seem similar to a prototype. If a chal-
lenger brand such as Barnesandnoble.com comes into the market and directly compares 
itself with Amazon.com, the challenger may be seen as similar to the prototype.50

Positioning away from the prototype d  is a good way to differentiate a brand. For instance, 
targeting U.S. consumers in their twenties, Toyota positions its Scion xB as having more 
distinctive styling than the popular Honda Civic.51 This tactic works when the brand dif-
fers from others (particularly from the prototype) and when the point of difference  offers 
a credible reason for buying. It is also appropriate when appealing to consumers with 
specifi c needs. Positioning a brand away from the prototype can also work with pricing 
because consumers judge whether a product’s price is high or low by comparing it with 
the prices of several category members, not just with the price of the prototype.52 

Correlated Associations
Although graded structure refl ects one way that knowledge is structured, another 
way depends on whether the associations linked to category members are corre-
lated, or go together. For example, consumers might expect a cake with rich fl avor 
to have high calories or expect nationally advertised brands to be of higher quality 
than local ones. With automobiles, consumers may expect a big car to be less fuel 
effi cient than a smaller car. Although these attributes may be correlated in con-
sumers’ minds, they may or may not actually be true of a specific brand. Thus, 
knowledge about correlated associations can signifi cantly affect consumers’ infer-
ences about a new brand and the kinds of communications marketers need to 
make to overcome potentially false inferences.

When consumers are developing a schema or when they are confronted with 
ambiguous information, they can mistakenly believe that if a product in a particu-
lar category has a type of attribute, other products in that category have similar at-
tributes.53 To understand these illusory correlations, consider this example: Just as 
some smokers mistakenly thought that “clean” smokeless cigarettes were safer than 
regular cigarettes, they may also mistakenly believe that low-toxin and natural ciga-
rettes are safer.54 Advertising that capitalizes on these illusory correlations raises 
ethical issues, as Chapter 18 discusses. On the other hand, companies need to 
 address inaccuracies that affect their marketing activities, as you will see in this 
chapter’s case about Hyundai.

Correlated associations The 
extent to which two or more 
associations linked to a 
schema go together.
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Consumers also use prior knowledge to estimate the likelihood that two events 
will occur together. For example, you may believe that once a car stops at a red 
light, you can cross the street. Although these two events often go together, this sit-
uation is not always true, as we know from traffi c accidents. According to research, 
prior expectations infl uence the accuracy of these judgments.55 If you fl y regularly, 
you may know that taxis are often waiting outside of airports. Hence, you may be 
surprised and unhappy to fi nd no taxis waiting to take you to your hotel when you 
 arrive at a local airport in Costa Rica.

Hierarchical Structure
A final way in which taxonomic categories are structured is hierarchically. As 
 Exhibit 4.6 indicates, taxonomic categories can be hierarchically organized into 
basic, subordinate, and superordinate levels. The broadest level of categorization is 
the superordinate level, where objects share a few associations but also have many 
different ones. Diet Coke and Fiji bottled water, both in the beverages category, 
have some common associations but many that are different.

Finer discriminations among these objects are made at the basic level. Bever-
ages might be more fi nely represented by categories such as teas, coffees, and soft 
drinks. The objects in the teas category have more in common with each other than 
they do with objects in the coffee category. The fi nest level of differentiation exists 
at the subordinate level. For example, soft drinks might be subdivided into catego-
ries of diet and nondiet soft drinks. Here, members of the diet soft-drink category 
have more associations in common with each other than they do with members of 
the nondiet category. Consumers can organize information in categories quite fl ex-
ibly; for beverages, they may consider whether soft drinks are diet or nondiet, colas 
or not colas, caffeinated or decaffeinated.

Consumers use more associations to describe objects in a progression from the 
superordinate to the basic to the subordinate levels. They may apply associations 
such as “drinkable” and “used throughout the day” to all members of the beverages 
category. However, other associations—“carbonated, served cold, sold in 

Superordinate level The 
broadest level of category 
 organization containing differ-
ent objects that share few as-
sociations but are still 
members of the category.

Basic level A level of catego-
rization below the superordi-
nate category that contains 
objects in more  refi ned 
 categories.

Subordinate level A level of 
categorization below the basic 
level that contains  objects in 
very fi nely differentiated 
 categories.

Example of Hierarchical 
Structure
When products are organized in 
stores in a way that corresponds 
to our mental categories (e.g., 
the “dairy” aisle, with “milk,” 
“cheese,” and “cream” products 
clustered together), we can fi nd 
things more easily.

Exhibit 4.8



104 P A R T  T W O   •  The Psychological Core

 six-packs”— describe members of the soft-drink category and still more associa-
tions of “no calories” and “artifi cial sweeteners” describe members at the subordi-
nate diet-drink level.

Understanding consumers’ hierarchical category structure helps marketers identify their 
competitors. It also gives marketers a tool for analyzing and infl uencing consumers’ 
perceptions of category attributes and prototypical products.56 Although consumers 
often make choices among brands at the basic or subordinate level, sometimes they 
choose from brands that belong to a common superordinate category. If you are decid-
ing whether to order a pizza or snack on microwave popcorn, you are making a decision 
about products that belong to two different basic categories within the snack superor-
dinate-level category. The brands in both categories might be compared based on high-
er-order attributes that link the brands to the same superordinate-level category 
(convenience, price, taste). And although pizza restaurants might not normally consider 
popcorn brands as competitors, they are in this situation. 

Establishing a competitive position. d  By understanding consumers’ superordinate- 
category structure, marketers can glean a broad view of their competition and use this 
 understanding to establish an appropriate competitive position; they can also deter-
mine which attributes to emphasize so that consumers will properly categorize their 
offering. For example, if a nonalcoholic beer is positioned as a subordinate category of 
beer, its advertising should not only stress features central to beer (great beer taste) 
but also promote associations that put it in this subordinate category (has no alcohol).

Designing retail stores and sites. d  Basic, subordinate, and superordinate category levels 
have implications for consumer information search and the design of retail stores and 
sites (see Exhibit 4.8). Generally, grocery stores are designed so that objects in taxo-
nomically similar  categories are shelved together, as are items in the same basic- and 
subordinate-level categories. Thus, most grocery stores have a dairy (superordinate 
level) section with shelves for milk, yogurt, cheese, and so on (basic level). Within each 
of these sections are subordinate categories of items such as low-fat, nonfat, and 
whole milk. Retail websites also group products according to category (such as cam-
eras or books). Placing items in ways that are consistent with the structure of consum-
ers’ knowledge helps consumers fi nd products effi ciently. This is the reason why White 
Wave markets its Silk soymilk by packaging it in milk cartons and placing it in the re-
frigerated milk section of stores.57 

Goal-Derived Categories
In addition to creating taxonomic categories, consumers may also organize their 
prior knowledge in goal-derived categories. A goal-derived category contains 
things that consumers view as similar because they serve the same goal,—even 
though they belong to different taxonomic categories.58 For example, when travel-
ing on an airplane, you might regard in-flight movies, blankets, and peanuts as 
being in the same category because all are part of the goal-derived category “things 
that make air travel more pleasant.” Because consumers have many goals, they can 
have many goal-derived categories. For example, if you are on a diet, you might 
form a category for “foods to eat on a diet.”

Consumers frequently encounter certain goals and therefore have fi rmly estab-
lished categories for those goals. For example, if you give a lot of parties, the 

Goal-derived category  
Things that are viewed as 
 belonging in the same cate-
gory because they serve the 
same goals.
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 goal-derived category of “things to buy for a party” probably consists of a fairly sta-
ble and constant set of products. In contrast, you may create relevant categories on 
a situation-by-situation basis for less frequently encountered goals. However, cate-
gory structure is fl exible: the same object can be part of a goal-derived category 
and part of a taxonomic category. Thus, Diet Coke might be part of the taxonomic 
categories diet colas, soft drinks, and beverages and also be a member of the fol-
lowing goal-derived categories: things to have for lunch, things to take on a picnic, 
and things to drink at a ball game.

Like taxonomic categories, goal-derived categories exhibit graded structure. 
Consumers regard some members as better examples of a particular category than 
others when those members best achieve the goals of the category. For example, 
lettuce is lower in fat and calories, so it is a better example of foods to eat when on 
a diet than baked crackers. Because goal-derived categories exhibit graded struc-
ture, consumers can also identify prototypes of goal-derived categories. As with 
taxonomic categories, the frequency with which an item is encountered as a cate-
gory member affects its prototypicality. We tend to classify lettuce as a prototype 
for foods to eat when on a diet and would probably rate it as more prototypical 
than a food that is equally appropriate but encountered less frequently—like 
 kohlrabi.

Construal Level Theory
How we think about or understand things can also vary in terms of the level at 
which we think about (or construe) something. According to construal level theory, 
we can think about a product or an action in terms of high-level or low-level con-
struals.59 Adopting the former means that we think about something in terms of its 
abstract features. For example, an activity like “studying” could be thought of ab-
stractly (a high-level construal) as “furthering my education” or concretely (a low-
level construal) as “making sure I get an A on the marketing quiz.” The idea of 
purchasing a table for our living room could be construed of abstractly as “making 
the room look more beautiful” or concretely as “having a place to put my coffee 
when I watch TV.”

Notice that the abstract construals fi t into a superordinate goal-derived cate-
gory while the concrete ones fit into a more subordinate goal-derived category. 
With abstract, high-level constructs, we do not tend to think about the context. In 
the studying case, we are just thinking about furthering our education, not about 
getting an A on a particular marketing quiz, a thought that does consider the con-
text. The abstract, high-level construals are tied to our general goals while the con-
crete, low-level construals are not.

The choices we make can be based on either high- or low-level construals. How-
ever, which we tend to use depends on whether we are making a decision about what 
to do right now or are deciding about something we might do in the future.60 When 
we make a choice about something that we will do right now, our choices tend to be 
based on low-level construals. For example, if we are trying to decide whether to go to 
Cabo san Lucas or Mazatlan over spring break next week, we are more likely to con-
sider specific and concrete aspects of the decision (e.g., how expensive are the 
fl ights?) and how feasible it is for us to do this right now (do I have the money to pay 
for it?). In contrast, when we make a decision about things that will happen in the 
distant future (e.g., should I go to Cabo san Lucas or Mazatlan over spring break next 
year?), we use high-level construals (how much do I need to relax?) and focus more 
on desirability (how much fun will I have?) than on  feasibility.
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Our focus on different aspects of the decision, depending on the timing, can 
explain why we thought as we did as we get ready to execute a decision we made a 
long time ago (e.g., why did I decide to go home for spring break when I have so 
much work to do at school?).61 In addition, just having a set of brands present at the 
time that we are making a choice about the future makes us focus on more con-
crete, low-level construals. What this means is that the brands consumers think 
they will prefer in the future are actually the ones they do prefer by the time they 
obtain the brand.62

Positioning an offering as relevant to a goal can be an important marketing objective. 
To illustrate, in Japan, Nestle’s Kit Kat brand translates into something like “If I try, I will 
win.” Thus, Kit Kat candy bars are positioned as “lucky things to eat before school 
exams.”63 Wal-Mart discounts all kinds of goods and services—including gasoline—to 
maintain its prototypical position in the goal-derived category of “saving money.”

Supermarkets also apply goal-derived category structures when planning store 
 design. Many stores display baby bottles, diapers, baby food, and juice in the same aisle 
despite these products’ taxonomic differences (diapers are usually seen as similar to 
tissue, baby juice as similar to juice for older kids, and baby food as similar to other 
foods). But these products are part of a goal-derived category—“things you need to 
take care of a baby.” Parents can therefore easily fi nd the items they need and decide 
which brands to buy. Similarly, websites can be designed with consumers’ goal-derived 
categories in mind; a travel site might allow consumers with different travel goals to 
search effi ciently for options such as safaris, barge vacations, and so on. They might 
also  include not just fl ight options but also hotel and rental car options since all are 
consistent with the “pleasant travel” goal-derived category. 

Why Consumers Differ in Their Knowledge
Background factors affecting consumers’ knowledge structure and content include 
the culture in which the consumer lives and the consumer’s level of expertise.

Culture
The culture of which consumers are a part affects their knowledge in many ways:

Different associations linked to a concept. d  The associations that consumers link 
to a concept may vary considerably across cultures.64 In Europe, the Philips 
brand is associated with consumer electronics while in U.S. markets Philips is 
closely associated with light bulbs, which it also makes.65

Different category members. d  Although consumers may have similar goal-de-
rived categories such as “things to have for breakfast,” cultural groups vary 
considerably in what they regard as relevant category members. In the 
United States, category members might include cereal, bagels, fruit, and 
eggs; in Japan, category members include fi sh, rice, and pickled vegetables 
(see Exhibit 4.9).

Different category prototypes. d  Category prototypes and members may vary across 
cultures, requiring companies to position brands differently in different cultures. 
In the Netherlands, Heineken beer is regarded as Budweiser is in the United 
States—frequently encountered and prototypical. In the United States, however, 
Heineken’s associations are linked with the concept of an imported, expensive, 
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high-status beer, so these associations put Heineken in a subordinate category. 
Because the beer brands have different competitors in the two markets, the 
same positioning strategy is unlikely to work equally well in both countries.

Different correlated associations. d  Culture may also affect whether associations 
are correlated and the direction of their correlation. For example, U.S. mega-
stores like Costco and Wal-Mart tend to price products lower than small stores 
do because the large stores are often discounters. In India and Sri Lanka, how-
ever, large stores tend to price products higher to cover higher overhead costs.

Different goal-derived categories. d  Consumers in different cultures not only may 
have different members in goal-derived categories but, in fact, also may have 
different goal-derived categories. For example, the goal to have clothing that 
looks sexy is not likely to apply in cultures with strict religious values.

Expertise
Consumers vary in their ability to process information based on how much prior 
knowledge they have. Experts are people whose prior knowledge is well developed, 
in part because they have had a lot of experience and familiarity with an object or a 
task. Experts’ knowledge differs from that of novices in several ways.66 First, experts’ 
overall category structures are more developed than the category structures of non-
experts. They also have more categories and more associations with concepts 
within a category, and they understand whether associations in a category are cor-
related. In addition, they learn which brands might be appropriate for different 
usage situations, organize such information by product subcategories, and are less 
motivated to learn about a new product than are nonexperts.67 Experts have more 
subordinate-level categories and can therefore make finer distinctions among 
brands. For example, car experts would have many subordinate categories for cars, 
such as vintage cars and roadsters. Note that consumers are sometimes overconfi -
dent in their knowledge and think that they know more than they actually do.68

Cultural Differences in 
Goal-Derived Categories
What we would include in the 
goal-derived category of “things 
to eat for breakfast” varies from 
one culture to the next.

Exhibit 4.9
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Another important point is that when experts are exposed to a marketing mes-
sage, they form expectations against which they evaluate their actual experiences 
with that product. If a product fails to measure up to their expectations, experts are 
more likely to perceive a wider discrepancy between the experience and their mes-
sage-generated expectations than nonexperts will.69 Still, people who consider 
themselves to be experts tend to both search for information and make decisions 
differently than do those who do not consider themselves to be experts, situations 
that in turn affect how companies market to these groups.

Consumers’ decisions are not infl uenced by their simply attending to and perceiv-
ing stimuli. Individuals must also interpret or give meaning to the objects they per-
ceive in light of their prior knowledge.

Categorization
A fi rst step in this process occurs when consumers categorize an object. Categori-
zation occurs when consumers use their prior knowledge to label, identify, and 
classify something new. Consumers might categorize MacBook as a type of com-
puter, eBay as a site for bidding on merchandise, and Entertainment Tonight as a 
source for getting the scoop on celebrities. Once we have categorized an object, we 
know what it is, what it is like, and what it is similar to. How we categorize an offer-
ing has many implications for marketers since categorization affects how favorably 
we evaluate an offering, what we compare it with, the expectations we have for it, 
whether we will choose it, and how satisfi ed we may be with it. Research shows, for 
instance, that consumers exposed to brand extensions can more quickly categorize 
the parent brand correctly. Given the speed at which consumers are exposed to 
marketing stimuli when shopping, this faster categorization can be an advantage 
for marketers.70

Consumers do not always categorize offerings correctly. For example, Japanese 
women initially and incorrectly categorized Good Housekeeping magazine as a 
magazine for housemaids.71 Timberland helps consumers put its boots in the goal-
derived category of “brands that make the world better” through its advertising slo-
gan “Make it better.” One of Timberland’s ads was dotted with seeds labeled with 
the words Plant me to demonstrate the company’s concern for conservation.72 If 
consumers encounter a product or service provider that does not seem to fi t the 
category stereotype (such as a male arts and crafts counselor), they may elaborate 
more on the information about that provider. And if they categorize that provider 
as a member of the category, they may infer that the provider has features or attri-
butes typical of the category.73

Once consumers have categorized an offering, they may not be able to catego-
rize it differently. The California Dried Plum Board changed the name of prunes 
to dried plums. “Unfortunately, the stereotype among the women that we’re tar-
geting is of a medicinal food for their parents rather than a healthful, nutritious 
food for women who are leading an active lifestyle,” explains the executive direc-
tor. The industry’s research shows that women aged 35 to 50 much prefer the 
dried plum name; the challenge now is to encourage consumers to recategorize 
this offering.74

Using Knowledge to Understand
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Categorization is a basic psychological process that has far-reaching implications for 
marketers, including the following:

Inferences. d  If we see a product as a member of a category, we may infer that the prod-
uct has features or attributes typical of that category. For example, we may infer that 
a cell phone does not take very good pictures—an inference that may not always be 
correct. Thus, marketers of new products should help consumers categorize the prod-
uct in a way that positively infl uences their perceptions of it, such as selling the phone 
in the photography department instead of in the electronics department of a store.75

Elaboration. d  Categorization infl uences how much we think about something. We tend to 
be more motivated to think about or process information that we have trouble catego-
rizing. We are more motivated to watch ads that are different from the typical ad, and we 
are more motivated to think about products that look different from others in the cate-
gory.76 Seeing a Honda Accord with a spoiler and racing stripes might prompt elaboration 
because these features suggest a mixture of the sports car and compact car categories.

Evaluation. d  Categorization infl uences how we feel about an object, also known as our 
affect toward it. Once we categorize something as a member of a category, we may 
simply retrieve our evaluation of the category and use it to assess the object.77 For 
example, if we hate lawyers and see an ad for a lawyer, we may use our category-
based affect and decide that we hate this one, too. Likewise, if our category for choc-
olate bars contains positive affect, we may retrieve and use this affect to evaluate a 
new brand in the category.

Consideration and choice. d  Whether and how we label an offering affects whether we will 
consider buying it. If a new phone/fax/printer is categorized as a phone, we will consider 
it if we are in the market for a phone. If it is categorized as a printer, we won’t consider it 
if we are in the market for a phone.

Satisfaction.  d Categorization has important implications for consumer expectations and 
satisfaction.78 If we categorize something as a skin moisturizer, we will expect it to be 
as good as most moisturizers. If it is not, we are likely to be dissatisfi ed. 

Comprehension
While categorization refl ects the process of identifying an entity, comprehension is 
the process of extracting higher-order meaning from it. Marketers are concerned 
with the two aspects of comprehension. The first is objective comprehension—
whether the meaning that consumers take from a message is consistent with what 
the message actually stated. The second is subjective comprehension, the different 
or additional meaning consumers attach to the message, whether or not these 
meanings were intended.79

Objective and Subjective Comprehension
Objective comprehension refl ects whether we accurately understand the message 
a sender intended to communicate. Interestingly, many people miscomprehend 
marketing messages due to the way the information is presented (its language) or 
differences between the sender’s and the receiver’s prior knowledge—or both. Sub-
jective comprehension refl ects what we understand whether or not it is accurate. 
Marketing mix elements such as price and advertising can play a powerful role in 
infl uencing what we think a message is saying. You may infer that a certain brand 
of dental gum is as powerful at whitening teeth as whitening toothpastes are 

Objective comprehension  
The extent to which the 
 receiver accurately under-
stands the message a sender 
intended to communicate.

Subjective comprehension  
Refl ects what we understand, 
regardless of whether this 
 understanding is accurate.
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 because the package art has white sparkles, the model in the ad has very white 
teeth, and the package displays terms like whitening agent. Yet the product may not 
be a powerful whitening agent, and the words on the package may not actually say 
that it is. The inferences that consumers make and the reasons certain communica-
tions prompt these inferences raise some important public policy implications.

Miscomprehension
Although marketing communications such as ads and packaging are often fairly 
simple to comprehend, consumer research reveals that getting consumers to 
achieve objective comprehension can sometimes be quite a challenge for market-
ers. Miscomprehension occurs when consumers inaccurately receive the meaning 
contained in a message. Several studies have found a surprisingly high level of 
 miscomprehension of TV and magazine ads, across all demographic segments. The 
estimated rate of objective comprehension was only about 70 percent for TV ads 
and 65 percent for print ads. Moreover, the rates of miscomprehension for directly 
 asserted information and implied information were fairly equal, as were miscom-
prehension rates for programming, editorial material, and advertising.80

In addition to miscomprehending advertising messages, consumers sometimes 
miscomprehend product descriptions and usage instructions. AFLAC recently 
changed its advertising after research showed that consumers didn’t understand its 
insurance offerings. Although the duck is still in AFLAC ads, the ads now focus on 
the benefi ts of the company’s insurance with messages like “When I’m hurt and 
miss work, AFLAC gives me cash to help pay the bills that my health insurance 
doesn’t pay.”81

Effect of MAO
Consumers may not comprehend a marketing message when they have low moti-
vation and limited opportunity to process it, when the message is complex or 
shown for only a few seconds, or when the message is viewed only once or twice.82

Experts are better able to comprehend information about a highly innovative prod-
uct when prompted by marketing messages that help them make the connections 
and tap existing knowledge in more than one category.83 Regarding ability, one 
study found that although consumers want to see nutritional information on pack-
aging (implying high motivation to process it), most do not comprehend it once 
they have read it.84 Still, comprehension may improve with expertise and ability, 
which is the reason that adults often better comprehend the fi ner points of a mes-
sage than young children do.85

Effect of the Culture
The culture in which consumers live can also affect comprehension and miscompre-
hension (see Exhibit 4.10). Low-context cultures such as those in North America and 
northern Europe generally separate the words and meanings of a communication 
from the context in which it appears. Consumers in these cultures place greater em-
phasis on what is said than on the surrounding visuals or the environmental context 
of the message. But in high-context cultures (such as many in Asia), much of a mes-
sage’s meaning is implied indirectly and communicated visually rather than stated 
explicitly through words. The message sender’s characteristics, such as social class, 
values, and age, also play an important role in the interpretation of a message.86

Because cultures differ in the ways that they attend to the content and context 
of the message, we might expect differences in consumers’ comprehension of the 
same message across cultures. For example, when the Michigan-based Big Boy 

Miscomprehension Inaccu-
rate understanding of a 
 message.
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 fast-food chain opened its fi rst restaurant on a busy street in Thailand, some local 
customers mistook its giant Big Boy statue for a religious icon.87 Language differ-
ences further raise the possibility of miscomprehension; in fact, marketers risk mis-
comprehension if they do not use language as consumers in a culture do. In India, 
for example, so many people mix Hindi and English that advertisers are doing the 
same in their messages. Thus, Pepsi ads in India say, “Yeh Dil Maange More” 
 (translation: “The heart wants more”), and Coke’s slogan there is “Life ho to aisi” 
(translation: “Life should be like this”).88

Culture also affects the meaning consumers attach to words.89 For example, in 
the United Kingdom, a billion is “a million million,” whereas in the United States a 
billion means “a thousand million.” Likewise, in the United Kingdom, a movie that 
is a bomb is a “success”; elsewhere the term means a “failure.” One U.S. airline pro-
moted its “rendezvous lounges” in Brazil; however, among the Brazilians the phrase 
implied “a room for lovemaking.”

Improving Objective Comprehension
Fortunately, consumer researchers have provided some guidelines for improving 
objective comprehension.90 One is to keep the message simple. Another is to repeat 
the message—stating it multiple times within the same communication and repeat-
ing it on multiple occasions. Presenting information in different forms, such as both 
visually and verbally in a TV commercial, can help consumers form an accurate 
mental picture.91 Research shows that consumers who have had more exposure to 
marketing communications will be better able to process information about the 
brand and have more positive attitudes toward it.92 Ease in perceiving and process-
ing information is known as perceptual fl uency.

Subjective Comprehension
Subjective comprehension describes the meanings consumers generate from a 
communication, whether or not these meanings were actually intended.93 Public 
policy makers are often concerned because what consumers take away from an ad 
may be different from what the ad objectively states. Not long ago, the Federal Trade 
Commission raised concerns about a KFC ad that was thought to be misleading. 

Perceptual fl uency The ease 
with which information is 
 processed.

Importance of Visuals in 
High-Context Cultures
In high-context cultures much 
of a message’s meaning is 
 implied indirectly and communi-
cated visually rather than 
stated explicitly through words.

Exhibit 4.10
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The ad said that two KFC fried chicken breasts contain less fat than a Burger King 
Whopper sandwich. Although the ad was accurate in saying that KFC chicken 
breasts have less total fat and saturated fat than a Whopper, the FTC noted that two 
KFC breasts have triple the transfat and cholesterol of a Whopper. “For consumers 
to obtain healthier choices, we must make sure that the companies promote their 
products honestly,” said the head of the FTC.94

Some researchers describe subjective comprehension in terms of several com-
prehension levels. In this scheme each level indicates more thinking or elabora-
tion.95 For example, suppose a consumer sees an ad for a front-loading washing 
machine. She may infer that a high-effi ciency laundry detergent is needed to make 
the machine work properly. Adding to her elaboration of the machine, she may think 
that ordinary detergent will not be completely rinsed away, meaning that she would 
have to wash the clothes again, an activity that defeats the purpose of buying a high-
efficiency washer. She may further elaborate that because the machine offers 
high effi ciency and uses less water, her water bills will be much lower (if she uses the 
right detergent), a situation that will in turn allow her to save money for a vacation.

Like categorization, subjective comprehension involves some interaction between what 
is in a message and what consumers already know. As a result, a marketer can strongly 
infl uence what consumers subjectively perceive from a message by designing or struc-
turing it in a way that is consistent with their prior knowledge. Sometimes when con-
sumers know little about a new product, marketers may be able to convey information 
effectively by drawing an analogy between the product and something with similar ben-
efi ts. For example, a marketer may try to communicate the idea that a particular brand 
of boots is waterproof, soft, and lightweight by using the analogy of a duck.96

Marketers are often successful in designing an ad so that consumers form the “cor-
rect” inferences about the offering. At times, however, marketers may (knowingly or 
 unknowingly) create inferences that do not accurately characterize a product or service 
and result in miscomprehension.97 Situations in which marketers deliberately create false 
inferences raise important ethical and legal implications, as discussed in Chapter 18. 

Consumer Inferences
Specifi c elements of the marketing mix can work with consumers’ prior knowledge 
to affect the correct or incorrect inferences they make about an offering. The fol-
lowing sections describe how brand names and symbols, product features and 
packaging, price, distribution, and promotion can affect the inferences consumers 
make about products.

Brand Names and Brand Symbols
Subjective comprehension of a marketing communication can be based on the in-
ferences consumers make from a brand symbol. The Pillsbury Dough Boy has 
slimmed down over the years because the company’s marketers were afraid that 
consumers would infer that he was fat from eating Pillsbury products. Even the 
typeface used in a brand name can create inferences.98

Brand names can create subjective comprehension and inferences. For exam-
ple, alphanumeric brand names like BMW’s X6 tend to be associated with techno-
logical sophistication and complexity. In addition, consumers tend to make 
inferences when they evaluate a brand extension by carrying over certain features 
linked to the parent brand.99 Moreover, foreign brand names may create inferences 
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based on cultural categories and stereotypes. Häagen-Dazs, a German-sounding 
name, may evoke favorable associations when applied to ice cream even though 
the product is manufactured in the Bronx. Marketers should therefore not only con-
sider linguistic factors when translating brand names for another culture but also 
examine how consumers in that culture process different types of brand names.100

Descriptive names can also create inferences. Brand names such as Obsession 
for perfume and Speedo for bathing suits may create inferences about the particu-
lar brand’s benefi ts.101 Companies marketing products whose quality cannot be ob-
served can communicate quality by offering a warranty, selling through a credible 
retailer, or forging an alliance with another reputable brand. Under these circum-
stances, consumers are likely to infer that the allied product would lose its reputa-
tion or its future profi ts if the quality claims were untrue.102

Inferences Based on Misleading Names and Labels Although some brand names may 
accurately characterize a product’s attributes and benefi ts, others have been called 
misleading because they create false inferences about the product’s benefi ts. For 
example, consumers may infer that “lite” olive oil has fewer calories when it is re-
ally only “lite” in color.103 This confusion has prompted the development of labeling 
laws to ensure that product names and ingredients accurately describe the offer-
ing. The U.S. Department of Agriculture has enacted regulations standardizing the 
use of the term organic. The term is restricted to crops that have been untouched 
by herbicides, pesticides, or fertilizers for at least three years or to livestock raised 
without antibiotics or hormones.104

Inferences Based on Inappropriate or Similar Names Some brand names lead to inappro-
priate inferences about the product. One gas company came up with the new name 
Enteron, but it later learned that enteron is a real word that means “the  alimentary 
canal” (i.e., intestines), giving a different meaning to the term gas.105 The challenge for 
Web-based marketers is to fi nd a name that suggests what they do and one that helps 
them stand out in the crowd. “A fanciful name that is well  branded—and examples of 
this are plentiful: Intel, Yahoo!—will resonate in the consumer’s mind and conjure the 
supplier of specifi c products and services,” says one Web marketing expert. “A generic 
domain name lacks that distinctive association.”106

Sometimes brand or company names are too similar, so consumers may inad-
vertently infer that the brands are similar or made by the same company. Typically 
these situations create legal battles, with companies fi ghting over who can use the 
original brand name. For instance, after the Culinary Institute of America sued the 
American Culinary Institute for trademark infringement and unfair competition, 
the latter organization adopted a new corporate name and trademark.107

Product Features and Packaging
Consumers can also subjectively comprehend aspects of an offering based on in-
ferences they make from the product and the way that it is packaged.

Inferences Based on Product Attributes Knowledge that two attributes tend to be cor-
related in a product category may lead consumers to infer that the presence of one 
attribute in a brand implies the presence of the other. Thus, consumers may infer 
that a product with a low repair record also has a long warranty.108 Consumers also 
may make inferences about products based on package size. A consumer who en-
counters a large, multipack item may use prior knowledge about the correlation be-
tween price and package size to infer that the large-sized brand is also a good buy.109

Consumers make taste inferences based on nutritional information presented 
about food products, inferences that affect their buying and consumption decisions. 
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Some research shows that consumers who are given 
nutritional information about a product are more 
likely to see it as healthier than when they are not 
given nutritional information. However, they will 
also infer that the healthier product will not taste as 
good as an unhealthier product.110 Moreover, con-
sumers infer that products with unusual fl avors or 
color names are better than products that use com-
mon fl avors or color names.111

When two companies form a brand alliance for 
marketing purposes, consumers tend to infer that the 
attributes of the two brands are similar even when 
only one of the brands is completely described in an 
ad.112 When consumers are searching for information 
about whether a product will deliver a particular 
benefi t, exposure to irrelevant attributes leads to in-
ferences that the product will not necessarily  perform 
as desired.113 In highly competitive categories, where 
differences among products seem minimal, consum-
ers may infer that although the dominant brand is 
good on observable attributes it has a disadvantage 
on some unobservable attribute.114

Inferences Based on Country of Origin Knowledge 
about a product’s country of origin can affect the 
way consumers think about it (see Exhibit 4.11).115 

Just as we stereotype people based on where they 
were born, we stereotype products based on where 
they were made. Research shows that consumers in 

developing countries infer higher quality for brands perceived as foreign.116 Con-
sumers may have a more positive  response to products made in countries with rep-
utations for high-quality manufacturing.

However, if consumers dislike a country because of its political or social poli-
cies, they may have a more negative response to its products.117 In one study, 
Japanese consumers inferred that the quality of Japanese-made products was 
higher than the quality of American-made products—even when the Japanese 
products were not superior. This preference for own-country origin explains why 
marketing by Kao stresses the company’s Japanese roots as it defends its domi-
nance of the Japanese diaper market against competition from U.S. brands.118 

Exhibit 4.12 shows the three most important positive attributes of products for 
which Japanese consumers’ buying decisions are infl uenced by Japan’s being the 
country of origin. Consumers are more likely to make inferences about a brand 
based on its country of origin when they are unmotivated to process information 
about that brand or when their processing goal guides attention toward origin 
information.119

Inferences Based on Package Design Package characteristics can also create inferences. 
Although consumers may make inferences about one brand if its packaging looks 
much like that of the category prototype, they do not necessarily react negatively to 
the copycat brand.120 At the same time, packaging can suggest a brand’s uniqueness. 
To differentiate its Iron City Beer from bottled imported lagers, Pittsburgh Brewing 
packages it in long-necked 12-ounce aluminum bottles with the brand name 

Inferences Based on 
Country of Origin
We make inferences about the 
characteristics or the quality of 
products based on their name 
and the country in which they 
are made.

Exhibit 4.11
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Top Six Products that Are Chosen 
with Emphasis on Whether or 
Not They Were Made in Japan Top Aspect Second  Aspect Third Aspect

No.1 Domestic home appliances Effi ciency Durability, hard 
to break

Service and 
 maintenance

No.2 Food items for cooking Safety Effi ciency (good 
taste, fl avor)

Ease of use

No.3 Processed food items, such
as sweets, etc.

Safety Effi ciency (good 
taste, fl avor)

Relative cheap-
ness, familiarity

No.4 Cars Service and 
maintenance

Effi ciency Durability, hard 
to break

No.5 Medical care items Safety Effi ciency Service and 
 maintenance

No.6 Personal computers Service and 
maintenance

Effi ciency Durability, hard 
to break

Source: From Hitami Taira, “More Japanese People ‘Want Made in Japan,’” Japan Close-Up, December 2004, p. 31. 
Reprinted with permission of PHP Institute, Inc.

Made in Japan
The superior points or positive 
aspects of products made in 
Japan, for the top products for 
which “made in Japan” is a 
 factor when making a purchase 
choice.

Exhibit 4.12

boldly lettered on the front. In addition, the aluminum bottles have pop-off tops (not 
pop tabs) and are designed to chill more quickly than glass or plastic bottles.121

Sometimes packages are designed to look like the packages of well-known 
brands. Walkers, a U.K. cracker manufacturer, once complained that the packaging 
of Tesco’s Temptations snacks, marketed by the Tesco supermarket chain, was 
 perhaps too much like that of Walkers’ Sensations snacks. Although the furor soon 
subsided, Grocer, an industry magazine, observed that the package colors were 
 almost identical—with Tesco’s colors indicating different fl avors than Walkers’ col-
ors did—and that the two packages had similar imagery, such as potatoes in the 
foreground of a rustic country scene.122

Inferences Based on Color We have color categories stored in prior knowledge: The 
category of green things includes mint, grass, trees, and leaves as members and has 
associations like refreshing, new, organic, peaceful, and springlike. Because of this 
category-based knowledge, consumers may infer that a brand of toothpaste that is 
green or that comes in a green package is refreshing, minty, and healthy. Knowing 
that colors can create inferences, some fi rms legally protect the color of their brand 
to prevent other fi rms from using that color on their products. This strategy also 
reduces the possibility that consumers will categorize the product incorrectly or 
draw false inferences about a knockoff product. To illustrate, Owens-Corning has 
trademarked its pink home-insulation products.123

Because category content varies with culture, the meanings associated with col-
ors and consumers’ inferences based on color will also vary.124 For example, West-
ern consumers associate white with purity and cleanliness, whereas in Asian 
countries white signifi es death. Green is popular in Muslim countries but is nega-
tively perceived in Southwest Asia. Black has negative overtones in Japan, India, 
and Europe but is perceived positively in the Middle East. Marketers must therefore 
consider these cultural differences when marketing in other cultures.

Price
At times, consumers make inferences about a product or service based on its 
price. For example, category-based knowledge suggests that price and quality 
are correlated, so a consumer may infer that a high-priced product is also high 
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in quality.125 Consumers often make this inference when they believe that brands 
differ in quality, when they perceive that choosing a low-quality product can be 
risky, and when they have no information about the brand’s quality before they 
buy it.126  When consumers use price as a shortcut to infer quality, they may over-
estimate. the  relationship between price and quality.127 However, consumers do 
not always make price-quality inferences.128 Additionally, when consumers 
 receive a product as a free gift with the purchase of another item, they infer that 
the gift has a lower value and will therefore expect to pay less for the product 
when it is offered separately.129

Retail Atmospherics and Display
Category-based knowledge about retail design, displays, layout, merchandising, 
and service can also affect consumers’ inferences. For example, the inferences you 
make when walking into a warehouse-type store like Costco are likely to be differ-
ent from the inferences you make entering a more upscale, service-oriented store 
like Nordstrom’s. Research indicates that an aesthetically pleasing retail atmo-
sphere causes consumers to infer positive quality perceptions of socially commu-
nicative products such as gifts, but not of utilitarian products such as household 
appliances.130 Consumers also infer differences among brands based on the ways 
that products are displayed in stores. Further, the display context can lead con-
sumers to rely less on their prior knowledge and more on external cues—meaning 
that a brand’s positioning could be undermined by a store’s inappropriate retail 
display decisions.131 Exhibit 4.13 shows that lighting and signs are the two atmo-
spheric  elements that consumers say exert the most infl uence on their in-store 
 behavior.

Atmospherics are a major tool used by retailers to develop, elaborate, and 
change their store images. When fashion fi rm Comme des Garcons opened stores 
in Berlin, Barcelona, and other European cities, it deliberately chose locations out-
side traditional shopping districts. Untouched by architects, each store was clearly 

Lighting

Importance of Atmospheric Elements (1 Least, 9 Most)

4 5 6 73210

Signs

Promotional events

Fixtures

Flooring

Music

Wall designs

Audio announcements

Video screens

Mannequins

5.73

5.22

4.99

4.35

4.17

3.35

3.20

2.96

2.77

2.61

Which Atmospheric 
Elements Exert the Most 
Infl uence?
Certain atmospheric elements 
are perceived by consumers to 
impact their shopping and buy-
ing behavior.

Exhibit 4.13
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recognizable from the nearly raw décor, just the kind of edgy urban context the fi rm 
wanted for displaying its avant-garde clothing.132

Advertising and Selling
Advertising and selling efforts clearly affect the inferences consumers make about an 
offering. In personal selling and advertising, inferences can be based on body lan-
guage. An advertisement that shows a woman touching a man’s hand for longer than a 
second could lead us to believe that they are romantically involved. Consumers might 
infer that a salesperson with a weak handshake is not interested in their business. The 
nonverbal aspects of communication are particularly important in Asian cultures.133 

In Japan, for example, a verbal “yes” might mean “no”; the speaker’s body language 
communicates the true intent.134 In addition, consumers who feel that a salesperson 
is deliberately trying to persuade, and not just inform, them—especially by the use of 
hard-sell or pressure-selling tactics—may be less likely to buy the product.135

Physical space, or the distance between people, may also be interpreted dif-
ferently in different cultures. Compared with Westerners, Asians tend to leave 
more distance between people and prefer limited physical contact. A U.S. sales-
person who is accustomed to less space and more contact may give Asian con-
sumers the impression of being pushy and unacceptably physical. However, 
compared with U.S. consumers, Latin American consumers are comfortable with 
less distance between people and may infer that a U.S. salesperson who main-
tains more distance is standoffi sh.136

Pictures
Advertisers frequently use pictures to stimulate inferences. Research suggests that 
pictures may be more effective at generating inferences when consumers have suffi -
cient opportunity to process their meaning.137 At the same time, the lack of pictures 
or words in ads can spark inferences of modernity, honesty, and sophistication.138

Language
Just as specifi c words like brand names or adjectives can affect consumers’ infer-
ences, the way in which words are structured into sentences can also affect subjec-
tive comprehension.139 The word structure of the hypothetical ad in Exhibit 4.14 
can lead to the following (potentially incorrect) inferences:

Juxtaposed imperatives.  d The headline contains two sentences placed next to 
one another (juxtaposed). Consumers might interpret the headline as saying, 

Headline:  Experience luxury and sportiness at its finest. It’s the AD7 
from Starfi re.

Body copy:  Automotive World’s toughest tests found that no other 
brand gives you more than Starfi re’s AD7. It performs 
better than the Porsche in interior comfort, has better 
braking ability than the RX7, has a smoother ride than 
the Corvette, and it’s less expensive.

Tag: Starfi re’s AD7. Nobody gives you more.

A Hypothetical Car Ad
The way that a message is 
worded can affect our infer-
ences. What do you think this 
ad is saying? Is it really saying 
what you think it says? How 
does the wording affect what 
you comprehend?

Exhibit 4.14
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“The Starfi re AD7 gives you luxury and sportiness at its fi nest,” even though the 
ad does not actually make this statement.

Implied superiority.  d Another inference commonly made from advertising is im-
plied superiority. The statement “nobody gives you more,” as in the exhibit, 
could be technically true if all brands offered equal performance benefi ts.

Incomplete comparisons.  d Ads sometimes provide a comparison but leave the 
object or basis of comparison either incomplete or ambiguous, which can lead 
to incorrect inferences.140 The statement “it’s less expensive” in Exhibit 4.14, for 
example, does not indicate what the Starfi re AD7 is less expensive than. Is it 
less expensive than the other brands listed in the ad, last year’s model, or the 
most expensive car on the market?

Multiple comparisons.  d Some ads make comparisons with multiple brands. For ex-
ample, the ad states that the Starfi re AD7 performs better than a Porsche in inte-
rior comfort, better than an RX7 in braking ability, and better than a Corvette in 
smoothness of ride. However, consumers may infer that the AD7 is better than all 
these brands in terms of all these attributes. Readers may also infer that the 
Porsche offers the best interior comfort because it is the standard for comparison. 
Note that the ad could still technically be true if the Porsche were less comfortable 
than an RX7 and a Corvette but only marginally less comfortable than the AD7.

Ethical Issues
These inferences raise a number of ethical questions. On the one hand, marketers are 
apparently able to use marketing mix elements (such as brand name, visuals, price, 
store atmosphere, and ad copy) not only to make their brand look better but also to 
mislead consumers. On the other hand, some may argue that consumers allow them-
selves to be misled by marketers and that marketers cannot be held accountable for 
consumers’ inaccurate inferences and miscomprehension. What do you think? See 
Chapter 18 for more discussion of the potential negative effects of marketing.

Summary

We understand something in the environment by re-
lating it to our prior knowledge. Knowledge content is 
represented by a set of associations about an object or 
an activity linked in schemas and scripts. Understand-
ing the content of consumers’ knowledge is important 
because marketers are often in the position of creating 
new knowledge—that is, developing brand images or 
personalities, creating brand extensions, or position-
ing a brand—as well as developing consumers’ exist-
ing knowledge or changing their knowledge through 
repositioning.

Our knowledge is also organized or structured into 
categories. Objects in one category are similar to ob-
jects in the same category and different from objects 

in other categories. Objects within a category exhibit 
graded structure, meaning that some are better exam-
ples of the category than are others. The prototype is 
the best example. Knowledge may be hierarchically or-
ganized, with similar objects organized in basic, sub-
ordinate, or superordinate levels of categorization, and 
objects within a category may have associations that 
are correlated. Categorization plays a role in construal 
level theory, which holds that behavior is affected by 
how abstractly consumers think about something and 
how immediately they face a choice. Categories may 
also be organized around things that serve similar 
goals. Both cultural systems and level of expertise 
 affect consumer knowledge.
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Prior knowledge combined with information from 
the external environment affects how we categorize 
something and what we comprehend. Categorization 
has far-reaching implications for what we think about 
a product, how we feel about it, what we expect from 
it, and whether we choose and will be satisfi ed with it. 
One way of thinking about comprehension is to ask 
whether consumers accurately understand what was 
stated in a message, a concept called objective compre-
hension. Limited motivation, ability, and/or opportu-
nity to attend to and process a message often affect 
comprehension. Subjective comprehension refers to 
what consumers think they know or have understood 
from a message, which may not always match what a 
message states. Consumers may fail to accurately 
 understand a message because they form inferences 
based on marketing elements. Unscrupulous market-
ers take advantage of consumers’ tendencies to make 
inferences and deliberately mislead consumers, a 
practice that raises ethical and legal issues.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. What is a schema, and how can the associations in 
a schema be described?

 2. How do brand extensions, licensing, and brand 
 alliances relate to schemas, brand images, and 
brand personalities?

 3. What is a category prototype, and what affects pro-
totypicality?

 4. What does it mean to say that consumers organize 
knowledge according to goal-derived categories?

 5. How do culture and expertise affect a consumer’s 
knowledge base?

 6. In what way is objective comprehension different 
from subjective comprehension and miscompre-
hension?

 7. What are some examples of ways in which a com-
pany can use the marketing mix, in combination 
with consumers’ prior knowledge, to affect the 
 inferences consumers make about a product?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

Hyundai is speeding toward a new brand image with a 
$150 million advertising campaign and a new upscale 
sedan intended to compete with the top German and 
Japanese luxury brands. In the late 1980s, when the 
South Korean car company fi rst entered the U.S. market, 
it used its vehicles and communications to create a 
brand image of affordability. That budget image helped 
Hyundai increase its sales in the United States through-
out the 1990s and beyond. By 2008, the fi rm was selling 
nearly 500,000 cars in U.S. markets each year and 
 enjoying especially strong demand for its low-priced 
Elantra and Accent models.

Now Hyundai’s long-term goal is to broaden its 
 appeal beyond the budget segment and to target U.S. 
buyers who want a better car and are willing to pay for 
it. The company invested $540 million in designing, de-
veloping, and manufacturing its new rear-wheel-drive 
Genesis sedan. Its engineers and designers studied lux-
ury sedans from Cadillac, Lexus, Mercedes, and BMW 

and then set out to “build a car to wow consumers,” 
says a Hyundai executive. The fi rm contracted with 
 suppliers such as Bosch and Harman Becker, which sell 
parts to many European luxury car brands, to produce 
critical elements such as the engine controls and the 
sound system. As a result, the Genesis boasts a stylish 
design, a powerful V8 engine, a well-appointed dashboard, 
a music-lover’s audio system, and a price tag well below 
comparable competing models.

However, moving upscale will be challenging because 
U.S. consumers still think of Hyundai as a budget brand. 
“Hyundai doesn’t have product issues; Hyundai has brand 
issues,” observes a Hyundai Motor America’s vice presi-
dent for marketing. “Unless we give people a compelling 
reason to shuffl e the brand deck, they’ll stand with the 
brands they know rather than make that switch.”

To reshape its brand image, Hyundai hired Goodby, 
Silverstein & Partners to come up with a multimedia 
campaign focusing on product attributes that suggest 

Hyundai Accelerates New Image Marketing

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE
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quality and reliability. The campaign asks questions like 
“Shouldn‘t a car have more air bags than cupholders?” 
(which Hyundai’s cars do) and makes statements like 
“A fi ve-year warranty says a lot about the car. A 10-year 
warranty says a lot about the car company” (because 
Hyundai’s cars are covered by a 10-year warranty). 
All the ads end with an invitation for consumers to 
“Think about it” and get more information at Hyundai’s 
thinkaboutit.com website.

As part of the campaign, Hyundai bought two Super 
Bowl commercial spots to introduce its Genesis sedan 
to the widest possible audience. In one ad, actor Jeff 
Bridges tells viewers, “We’re pretty sure that Mercedes, 
BMW, and Lexus aren’t going to like it very much” as the 
Genesis drives over mountain roads and zooms along on 
a test track.

Jeff Goodby, who heads the ad agency that created 
the campaign, explains that the messages “emphasize 
the quality and integrity of the cars” rather than high-
lighting their price advantages. “Largely because the 
cars have been improved so much in the last three, four 
years, if you dismissed them then, you haven’t seen the 
best of them,” he says. “So all we want to do is get 

 people to look at the facts, think about it, and ask them 
to make up their own minds.”

Can Hyundai change its brand’s image by replacing 
negative associations with positive associations? Will 
encouraging consumers to elaborate on the brand and 
categorize it with more upscale competitors change 
consumers’ inferences, and make consumers consider 
the Genesis? Solid U.S. sales for the Genesis and sales 
increases for all other Hyundai models will be the fi nal 
measure of whether the campaign has been effective.141

Case Questions
 1. Why would Hyundai have a voice-over stating, 

“We’re pretty sure that Mercedes, BMW, and Lexus 
aren’t going to like it very much” in a Genesis ad?

 2. How is Hyundai using the country of origin to infl u-
ence consumers’ inferences about the Genesis?

 3. In terms of knowledge and understanding, how is 
the introduction of the upscale Genesis sedan likely 
to affect how consumers think about lower-priced 
Hyundai models?
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Endorsed by . . . Tomorrow’s Sports Superstars

S tartups like Half Pint Skateboards and established fi rms like Element Skateboards are 
seeking an edge in the $5 billion skateboard industry through sponsorships that link 

their brands with promising young athletes. Drake Riddiough was only eight when he joined 
the Half Pint Skateboards team. He is also sponsored by DC Shoes, which makes footwear 
for skateboarding, snowboarding, and other sports—more markets in which athlete endorse-
ments can infl uence buying decisions. Even up-and-coming equestrians are being sponsored:  
18-year-old Georgie Spence, who aspires to represent the United Kingdom in a future 
 Olympics, has support from Mapei, which makes fl oor coverings.

More companies see the drama and emotion of sports competition as a way to connect 
with consumers, create new beliefs, and infl uence attitudes to foster positive feelings. For 
 example, Chipotle Mexican Grill became a major sponsor of what is now the Slipstream/
Chipotle Professional Cycling Team after the team instituted an extremely strict anti-drug 
program. According to Chipotle’s marketing director, this dedication to integrity has much in 
common with the chain’s “Food with Integrity” program of serving eco-friendly produce from 
family farms. The idea is to remind consumers of this integrity every time that team cyclists 
speed toward the fi nish line wearing the Chipotle brand.1

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Discuss how marketers 
can apply various cognitive 
models to understand and 
infl uence consumers’ 
attitudes based on high-
effort thought processes.

2.  Describe some of the 
methods for using the 
communication source and 
the message to favorably 
infl uence consumers’ 
attitudes.

3.  Explain how and why a 
company might try to 
change consumers’ attitudes 
by infl uencing their feelings.

INTRODUCTION

Attitudes Based 
on High Effort

Chapter 5



These sports sponsorships illustrate several important points that stem directly from the 
 concepts covered in the preceding chapter. Consumers probably have certain beliefs about busi-
nesses such as Chipotle Mexican Grill and Half Pint Skateboards that are based on the mental 
associations they have linked to them (how the burritos taste, how the skateboards look). These 
beliefs can affect consumers’ attitudes (whether they like a certain restaurant or a certain kind of 
skateboard) and their behavior (whether they will drive further to get to that restaurant or to a 
store that carries that skateboard). Finally, attitudes can be based on the offering’s functional 
 features (such as fresh, natural ingredients or durable  materials) or the emotional aspects (feeling 
good about supporting family farms or helping young athletes). How marketers like Chipotle and 
Half Pint help consumers form positive  attitudes toward their brands based on new beliefs and 
associations—to affect buying decisions—are central issues addressed in this chapter.

An attitude is an overall evaluation that expresses how much we like or dislike an 
object, issue, person, or action.2 Attitudes are learned, and they tend to persist over 
time. Our attitudes also refl ect our overall evaluation of something based on the set 
of associations linked to it. This is the reason why we have attitudes toward brands, 
product categories, ads, people, stores, activities, and so forth.

The Importance of Attitudes
Attitudes are important because they (1) guide our thoughts (the cognitive func-
tion), (2) infl uence our feelings (the affective function), and (3) affect our behavior 
(the connative function). We decide which ads to read, whom to talk to, where to 
shop, and where to eat, based on our attitudes. Likewise, attitudes infl uence our 
behavior in acquiring, consuming, and disposing of an offering. Thus, marketers 
need to change attitudes in order to influence consumer decision making and 
change consumer behavior.

The Characteristics of Attitudes
Attitudes can be described in terms of fi ve main characteristics: favorability, atti-
tude accessibility, attitude confi dence, persistence, and resistance. Favorability re-
fers to how much we like or dislike an attitude object. Attitude accessibility refers 
to how easily and readily an attitude can be retrieved from memory.3 If you went to 
a movie last night, you can probably remember fairly easily what your attitude 
 toward it was, just as you can easily remember your attitude toward an important 
object, event, or activity (such as your fi rst car).

Attitudes can also be described in terms of their strength, or attitude confi-
dence. In some cases we hold our attitudes very strongly and with a great deal of 
confi dence, whereas in other cases we feel much less certain about them. Attitudes 
may also vary in their persistence, or endurance. The attitudes we hold with 
 confi dence may last for an extremely long time, whereas others may be very brief. 
In addition, attitudes can be described in terms of their resistance to 

Attitude A relatively global 
and enduring evaluation of an 
object, issue, person, or action.

Cognitive function How 
 attitudes infl uence our 
thoughts.

Affective function How 
 attitudes infl uence our 
 feelings.

Connative function How 
 attitudes infl uence our 
 behavior.

Favorability The degree to 
which we like or dislike 
 something.

Attitude accessibility How 
easily an attitude can be 
 remembered.

Attitude confi dence How 
strongly we hold an attitude.

Attitude persistence How 
long our attitude lasts.

Attitude resistance How 
 diffi cult it is to change an 
 attitude.

What Are Attitudes?
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 subsequent change.4 Consumers may change attitudes easily when they are not 
loyal to a  particular brand or know little about a product. However, attitude change 
is more diffi cult when consumers are brand loyal or consider themselves experts in 
the product category.

Finally, attitudes may be described in terms of ambivalence, as when we have 
strong positive evaluations of one aspect of a brand and strong negative evalua-
tions of other aspects of the brand. Interestingly, someone else’s opinion will tend 
to infl uence us more when our attitudes are ambivalent, even when we do not see 
that person as being particularly knowledgeable about the product or category. So 
if you are shopping, and you can fi nd both good and bad reasons to buy the prod-
uct, you may be more infl uenced to buy it if a friend encourages you to do so.5

Ambivalence When our evalu-
ations regarding a brand are 
mixed (both positive and 
 negative).

Marketers can better create or infl uence consumers’ attitudes toward new offerings 
and novel behaviors when they understand how attitudes are formed. This under-
standing also helps marketers plan strategies for changing consumer attitudes 
about existing offerings and established behaviors. Exhibit 5.1 summarizes general 
approaches to attitude formation and change processes that are discussed in this 
and the next chapter.

The Foundation of Attitudes
As Exhibit 5.1 shows, one approach to attitude formation suggests that attitudes 
are based on cognitions (thoughts) or beliefs.6 This means that attitudes can be 
based on thoughts we have about information received from an external source 
(such as advertising, salespeople, the Internet, or a trusted friend) or on 
 information we recall from memory. One study shows that ad messages with in-
formation about product function—what a product’s features can do, for 
 example—can provoke thinking about the product and stimulate positive product 
attitudes.7

A second approach suggests that attitudes are based on emotions. Some-
times we have a favorable attitude toward an offering simply because it feels 
good or seems right. Likewise, we can acquire attitudes by observing and vicari-
ously experiencing the emotions of others who use an offering. For example, if 
you see that people riding skateboards are having fun, you may believe that if 
you rode one, you would, too. In fact, research suggests that both the hedonic 
aspect (related to the experience of product use) and the  utilitarian aspect (re-
lated to the product’s function) affect attitudes toward product categories and 
individual brands.8

The Role of Effort in Attitude Formation and Change
How much extensive thinking or elaboration consumers put forth affects their at-
titude formation and change processes as well. As discussed in Chapter 2, con-
sumers may sometimes have high motivation, ability, and opportunity (MAO) to 
process information and make decisions. When MAO is high, consumers are 
more likely to devote a lot of effort toward and become quite involved in forming 

Forming and Changing Attitudes
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High Effort
Central-Route
Processing
(Chapter 5)

Cognitions
(thoughts)

Attitudes are based on:

Affect
(feelings/emotions)

Low Effort
Peripheral-
Route
Processing
(Chapter 6)

• The mere exposure effect
• Classical conditioning
• Attitude toward the ad
• Mood

Consumers’
elaboration
(consideration)
of a message
(based on their
motivation,
ability, and
opportunity
[MAO])

• Simple beliefs
• Unconscious influences
• The environment

• Direct or imagined experience
• Reasoning by analogy or category
• Values-driven attitudes
• Social identity-based attitude generation
• Analytical attitude construction

• Emotional processing
• Affective response
• Attitude toward the ad

or changing attitudes and making decisions. Some researchers have used the 
term central-route processing to describe the process of attitude formation and 
change when thinking about a message  requires some effort.9 Processing is cen-
tral because consumers’ attitudes are based on a careful and effortful analysis of 
the true  merits or central issues contained within the message. As a result of this 
extensive and laborious processing, consumers form strong, accessible, and con-
fi dently held attitudes that are persistent and resistant to change.

When MAO is low, however, consumers’ attitudes are based on a more tangen-
tial or superfi cial analysis of the message, not on an effortful analysis of its true 
merits. Because these attitudes tend to be based on peripheral or superfi cial cues 
contained within the message, the term peripheral-route processing has been 
used to describe attitude formation and change that involves limited effort (or low 
elaboration) on the part of the consumer.

This chapter focuses on several ways in which consumers form and change at-
titudes when effort (i.e., MAO) is high. The next chapter focuses on how consumers 
form and change attitudes when effort is low. Because attitudes tend to be more ac-
cessible, persistent, resistant to change, and held with confi dence when consum-
ers’ MAO to process information is high, much of the chapter focuses on what 
affects the favorability of consumers’ attitudes.

As shown in Exhibit 5.2, when consumers are likely to devote a lot of effort to 
processing information, marketers can influence consumer attitudes either 
(1) cognitively—infl uencing the thoughts or beliefs they have about the offering 
or (2) affectively—infl uencing the emotional experiences consumers associate 
with the offering. Furthermore, marketers can try to infl uence consumers’ atti-
tudes through characteristics of the source used in a persuasive communication, 
the type of message used, or some combination of both. After attitudes are 
formed, they may play a powerful role in infl uencing consumers’ intentions and 
actual  behavior.

Central-route processing 
The attitude formation and 
change process when  effort 
is high.

Peripheral-route processing 
The attitude formation and 
change process when effort 
is low.

Consumers can form attitudes in four basic ways, depending on whether elaboration is high or low 
and whether the processing is cognitive or affective. This chapter examines the ways in which attitudes 
can be formed and changed when consumer effort is high. 

General Approaches to 
Attitude Formation and 
Change

Exhibit 5.1
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COGNITIVE FOUNDATIONS OF ATTITUDES
 • Direct or imagined experience
 • Reasoning by analogy or category
 • Values-driven attitudes
 • Social identity-based attitude generation
 • Analytical processes

INFLUENCED BY:
 • Source factors   •  Message factors

AFFECTIVE FOUNDATIONS OF ATTITUDES
 • Emotional processing
 • Attitude toward the ad

INFLUENCED BY:
 • Source factors
 • Message factors

Low-effort
attitude

formation
and

change

HIGH-EFFORT ATTITUDE FORMATION AND CHANGE

ATTITUDES AND INTENTIONS

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

Following the fi rst two stages (exposure, attention, and perception; and knowledge and understand-
ing), consumers can either form or change their attitudes. This chapter explains how consumers form 
high-effort attitudes based on both cognition and affect. It also shows how marketers can infl uence 
 attitudes through source factors and message factors.

Chapter Overview: 
Attitude Formation and 
Change, High Consumer 
Effort

Exhibit 5.2
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Researchers have proposed various theories to explain how thoughts are related to 
attitudes when consumers devote a lot of effort to processing information and 
making decisions. This section focuses on fi ve cognitive models: (1) direct or imag-
ined experience, (2) reasoning by analogy or category, (3) values-driven attitudes, 
(4) social identity-based attitude generation, and (5) analytical processes of attitude 
construction, including expectancy-value models such as the theory of reasoned 
action and the theory of planned behavior.

Direct or Imagined Experience
Elaborating on actual experience with a product or service (or even imagining 
what that experience could be like) can help consumers form positive or negative 
attitudes. You are likely to form an attitude after test-driving a new car or watching 
a movie preview, for instance, or even likely to form an attitude by imagining what 
it would be like to drive that car or watch that movie. And you will have a more fa-
vorable attitude toward that laptop brand if you use imagery to elaborate on the 
positive aspects of buying and using it.10

Reasoning by Analogy or Category
Consumers also form attitudes by considering how similar a product is to other prod-
ucts or to a particular product category. If you have never sipped a chilled bottle of 
Starbucks Frappuccino, but you think it might be similar to the hot Starbucks coffees 
that you like, for example, your reasoning would lead you to form a positive attitude 
toward the Frappuccino. As another example, if a new digital camera is advertised as 
having the versatile functionality of a Swiss Army knife, you might form a positive at-
titude toward it because the analogy involves a product you like (the knife).11

Values-Driven Attitudes
Another way that attitudes are generated or shaped is based on individual values.12

Suppose that environmental protection is one of your most strongly held values. 
When you think about buying a new pair of sneakers, you might have a more 
 positive attitude about a brand that uses recycled materials than you would about 
a brand that uses materials that cannot be recycled. Here, your values drive the 
 formation of your attitude toward a particular brand or product.

Social Identity-Based Attitude Generation
The way that consumers view their own social identities can play a role in forming 
their attitudes toward products or brands. If you consider yourself a very serious 
sports fan, for instance, that may be a defi ning aspect of your identity. In turn, you 
will tend to form positive attitudes toward a brand or product (such as the brand of 
sports apparel endorsed by your favorite athlete) that enables you to express this 
social identity.13 Thus, consumers who see themselves as very dedicated skate-
boarding fans may form positive feelings toward Drake Riddiough’s sponsor, DC 
Shoes, after watching him perform in person.

Analytical Processes of Attitude Formation
Consumers sometimes use a more analytical process of attitude formation in 
which, after being exposed to marketing stimuli or other information, they form 

The Cognitive Foundations of Attitudes
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 attitudes based on their cognitive responses. Cognitive responses are the thoughts 
a person has when he or she is exposed to a communication, which may take the 
form of recognitions, evaluations, associations, images, or ideas.14 Suppose a man 
sees an ad for the impotency drug Cialis. In response, he might think, “I really need 
a product like this,” “This product will never work,” or “The guy in the ad was paid 
to praise this product.” These spontaneously generated thoughts will, according to 
cognitive response models, infl uence his attitude toward Cialis.15 Positive thoughts 
can have a favorable impact on attitudes, whereas negative thoughts can have a 
negative effect.

Cognitive Responses to Communications
According to the cognitive response model, consumers exert a lot of effort in re-
sponding to the message—enough effort to generate counterarguments, support 
arguments, and source derogations.

 d Counterarguments (CAs) are thoughts that express disagreement with the mes-
sage. In the earlier example of a man seeing an ad for Cialis, such thoughts might 
be “This product will never work” or “This product will not cure my problem.”

 d Support arguments (SAs) are thoughts that express agreement with the mes-
sage. The man may think “This sounds great” or “I really need a product like 
this.”

 d Source derogations (SDs) are thoughts that discount or attack the message 
source. Seeing the Cialis ad, the man might think “The guy is lying” or “The guy 
in the ad was paid to say this.”

Counterarguments and source derogations, in particular, result in a less 
 favorable initial attitude or resistance to attitude change. Thoughts like “It will 
never work” or “The guy was paid to say this” are likely to lead to a negative attitude 
toward Cialis. However, consumers do not blindly accept and follow suggestions 
made in persuasive messages; rather, they may use their knowledge about market-
ers’ goals or tactics to effectively cope with or resist these messages.16 In fact, con-
sumers do think about how marketers try to infl uence consumer behavior—and, in 
turn, these thoughts allow consumers to formulate counterarguments or support 
arguments in response to marketing activities.17 Moreover, the presence of support 
arguments (“This sounds great”) results in positive attitudes toward the  offering.

Research shows that when consumers resist persuasion and become aware of 
their own resistance, this awareness reinforces their initial attitudes. In high- 
elaboration situations, consumers confronted with a persuasive message that con-
fl icts with their own attitudes will generate counterarguments that strengthen their 
initial attitudes—but only when the message is from an expert source.18

Although marketers want consumers to be exposed to and to comprehend their market-
ing messages, they also want consumers’ responses to be positive rather than negative. 
Consumers who generate counterarguments and source derogations will have weak or 
even negative attitudes toward an offering. To combat this reaction, marketers should 
test consumers’ cognitive responses to their communications before placing ads in the 
media. By asking consumers to think aloud while they view the ad or to record their 
thoughts right after seeing it, marketers can classify the responses, identify problems, 
and strengthen the message.

Cognitive  responses Thoughts 
we have in response to a 
 communication.

Counterarguments 
(CAs) Thoughts that disagree 
with the message.

Support arguments 
(SAs) Thoughts that agree 
with the message.

Source derogations 
(SDs) Thoughts that discount 
or attack the source of the 
message.
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Consumers tend to generate more counterarguments and fewer support arguments 
when the message content differs from what they already believe. Thus, a message 
 supporting handgun control will generate a lot of counterarguments among National 
Rifl e Association members. This belief discrepancy creates more counterarguments 
 because consumers want to maintain their existing belief structures and do so by argu-
ing against the message.19 Consumers also generate more counterarguments and fewer 
support arguments when the message is weak. For example, saying that Gillette dispos-
able razors come in many colors is not a strong and compelling reason to buy one. In 
such a situation, consumers may derogate the source (Gillette) or generate counterar-
guments (“Who cares about color?”).20

Consumers come up with more support arguments and fewer counterarguments 
when they are involved with the TV program in which a commercial appears. The pro-
gram distracts consumers from counterarguing, enhancing the persuasive impact of the 
message.21 Another way to decrease counterarguments is through the disrupt-then-re-

frame technique. Disrupting consumers’ cognitive processing of the communication in 
an odd but subtle way (“$4 a day—only 400 pennies per day”) clears the way for more 
effective persuasion when the message is reframed (with a statement such as “this is 
an incredible bargain”).22 Finally, consumers react more favorably to communications 
when they are in a good mood: They often want to preserve this mood, so they resist 
counterarguing.23 

Expectancy-Value Models
Expectancy-value models are analytical processes that explain how consumers 
form and change attitudes based on (1) the beliefs or knowledge they have about 
an object or action and (2) their evaluation of these particular beliefs.24 According 
to this model, you might like a Volkswagen because you believe it is reliable, mod-
estly priced, and stylish—and you think it is good for a car to have these traits.

The expectancy-value model known as the theory of reasoned action (TORA) 
provides an expanded picture of how, when, and why attitudes predict consumer 
behavior, particularly in the United States.25 As shown in Exhibit 5.3, the model 
proposes that behavior (B) is a function of a person’s behavioral intention (BI),
which in turn is determined by (1) the person’s attitude toward the act (Aact) and 
(2) the subjective norms (SN) that operate in the situation. Consistent with most 
expectancy-value models, Aact is determined by the consumer’s beliefs (bi) about 
the consequences of engaging in the behavior and the consumer’s evaluation (ei) of 
these consequences. Subjective norms are determined by the consumer’s norma-
tive beliefs (NBi)—or what the consumer thinks someone else wants him or her to 
do—and the consumer’s motivation to comply (MCj) with this person.

Note that the TORA model takes into account how other people in the social 
environment influence consumer behavior. In some situations, normative 
 infl uences from others can play a powerful role in how people behave. Also, trying 
to predict behavioral intentions from attitudes, as in the TORA model, is much eas-
ier than trying to predict actual behaviors because many situational  factors could 
cause a consumer not to engage in an intended behavior.26 For example, you may 
intend to buy a Volkswagen, but you may not because you are short of money.

The TORA model assumes that attitudes are accessible since they can only 
guide behavior if consumers can retrieve them. Attitude confidence and less 
 ambivalence will also increase the relationship between attitudes and behavior.27

In addition, an extension of TORA, the theory of planned behavior,  seeks to 

Belief discrepancy When a 
message is different from 
what consumers believe.

Expectancy-value model A 
widely used model that 
 explains how attitudes 
form and change.

Theory of reasoned action 
(TORA) A model that provides 
an explanation of how, when, 
and why attitudes predict 
 behavior.

Behavior (B) What we do.

Behavioral intention (BI) 
What we intend to do.

Attitude toward the act 
(Aact) How we feel about 
doing something.

Subjective norms (SN) How 
others feel about our doing 
something.

Normative infl uences How 
other people infl uence our be-
havior through social  pressure.

Theory of planned behav-
ior An extension of the TORA 
model that predicts behaviors 
over which consumers per-
ceive they have control.
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 predict behaviors over which consumers have incomplete control by examining 
their  perceived behavioral control.28 For instance, older consumers who see an ad 
 promoting the health benefi ts of taking blood pressure medication will be more 
likely to obtain and take the product if they form a positive attitude toward making 
this change, form intentions to change, and perceive that they have some control 
over this consumption behavior. 

Marketers need to understand not only what attitudes consumers have but also why 
consumers have these attitudes and how these attitudes can be changed. The TORA 
model, for instance, is useful for analyzing the reasons why consumers may like or dis-
like an offering, whether they intend to engage in or resist a behavior, and who else 
might be infl uential and therefore should also be targeted.

Such models also provide useful guidance on how marketers can change attitudes, 
intentions, and (marketers hope) behavior through these major strategies:

 1. Change beliefs. One possible strategy would be to change the strength of the beliefs 
that consumers associate with the consequences of acquiring an offering. Marketers 
could try to (1) strengthen beliefs that the offering has positive, important conse-
quences or (2) lessen the belief that it has negative consequences. Although marketers 

The Theory of Reasoned 
Action
TORA is an expectancy-value 
model that proposes how beliefs 
infl uence attitudes and norms, 
which in turn affect behavior.

Exhibit 5.3

Behavioral
Intention

Behavior

Normative belief
(what does a
significant person
in the consumer’s
life think about
this act?)

Belief about the
consequences
of an act

Evaluation of the
consequences
of an act

Motivation to
comply with
(or please) this
significant person

Attitude toward
the act

Subjective
Norms

influences

which in turn influences

influences

(bi) (ei) (NBj) (MCj)

(Aact) (SN)

(BI)

(B)
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  commonly use this strategy when consumers are more 
likely to consider the message, inducing such change is 
not easy when consumers have strong prior beliefs. For 
 instance, GM’s Saturn brand originally stood for small, 
American-built, reasonably priced cars. But Saturn was 
slow to update its styling, and the brand lost much of 
its luster. To change consumers’ beliefs, GM has 
launched new models with ads that emphasize styling 
with a mention of American-made appeal: “Don’t buy it 
because it’s American. Buy it because it’s amazing.“29

 2. Change evaluations. Another way to change attitudes is 
to change consumers’ evaluations of the consequences. 
Consumers’ attitudes become more positive when their 
beliefs are more positive or less negative. The American 
Chemistry Council, an industry group, is using advertis-
ing to change consumers’ attitudes toward chemicals. 
“When the average person thinks about chemicals, [he 
or she] thinks about risks and hazards instead of bene-
fi ts,” observes the head of Nova Chemicals. “We’ve got 
to bridge that gap.” The “essential2” campaign explains 
that chemicals are essential ingredients in many prod-
ucts that enhance consumers’ quality of life.30 Interest-
ingly, research shows that a campaign promoting a 
product category winds up changing the relative impor-
tance of the attributes that consumers use to evaluate 
brands in that category.31

 3. Add a new belief. A third strategy is to add a new belief altogether that would make the 
consumer’s attitude more positive. This strategy is particularly effective when a brand 
has existing features that are considered inferior, quality perceived to be lower, or a 
higher price than that of its competitors.32 Note that adding novel attributes to a low-
complexity product is likely to encourage positive beliefs and a more positive attitude 
toward that product.33 For instance, consumers may form a positive attitude toward 
Amazon.com’s Kindle, a wireless electronic book reader priced higher than the compet-
ing Sony Reader, when they fi nd out that Kindle can also access e-mail and retrieve 
blogs. Another example is illustrated in the ad in Exhibit 5.4.

 4. Encourage attitude formation based on imagined experience. Marketers can communi-
cate information through ads featuring vivid language, detailed pictures, or instruc-
tions to encourage consumers to imagine the experience. Doing this may produce 
positive brand attitudes as long as consumers are good at imagining things and as long 
as they focus on positive aspects rather than potentially negative aspects.34 For ex-
ample, Blendtec’s “Will it blend?” videos, posted on YouTube, show the company’s 
blenders ripping apart iPods and cell phones. These videos help consumers imagine how 
well the appliance will “blend a margarita and get rid of that big chunk of ice,” says 
Blendtec’s director of marketing.35

 5. Target normative beliefs. Another strategy is to develop communications that 
 specifi cally target strong normative beliefs as a way of infl uencing behavior. North-
ern Illinois University has successfully used a normative campaign to reduce heavy 

Arizona’s Wet Desert
Most people believe that 
 Arizona is a dry desert. This ad 
offers a new belief that Arizona 
has a wet region as well.

Exhibit 5.4
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As Exhibit 5.2 indicates, both the communication source and the message infl u-
ence how favorable a consumer’s attitude will be. Here we explore how marketing 
communications can affect consumers’ cognitively based attitudes when the pro-
cessing effort is extensive.

Communication Source
Among consumers who process information extensively, those with attitudes based 
on cognitions are likely to be infl uenced by believable information. This means that 
marketing messages must be credible to generate support arguments, restrict 
counterarguments and source derogations, and increase belief strength. Several 
factors, including source credibility and company reputation, enhance the 
 credibility of a message.

Source Credibility
In many marketing messages, information is presented by a spokesperson, usually 
a celebrity, an actor, a company representative, or a real consumer. In a sales situa-
tion, the salesperson is a spokesperson for the company and the offering. Both the 
credibility of these sources and the credibility of the company infl uence consum-
ers’ attitudes.39 According to research, consumers tend to evaluate product infor-
mation more thoughtfully when source credibility is low than when source 
credibility is high.40

Sources are credible when they have one or more of three characteristics: trust-
worthiness, expertise, and status. First, someone perceived as trustworthy is more 
likely to be believed than someone who is not. Because consumers tend to see 
other consumers’ opinions as less biased than persuasive words from official 
sources, they will check product reviews posted on BizRate.com and other websites 
where consumers comment on offerings.41

Second, we are more likely to accept a message from someone perceived as 
knowledgeable or as an expert about the topic than from someone who has no 
 experience with it. A salesperson who demonstrates extensive product knowledge 
will be more credible than an uninformed one. Third, someone with a high position 
or social status can also be perceived as credible; this is the reason why many fi rms 
feature their CEOs or founders in their ads. In Latin America, having products en-
dorsed by famous and respected people is an effective technique, particularly in 
Venezuela and Mexico. Pepsi, for example, features the Latin pop star Shakira in 
some Spanish-language ads.42

Research shows that credible sources have considerable impact on the accep-
tance of the message when consumers’ prior attitudes are negative, when the 

Credibility Extent to which 
the source is trustworthy, 
 expert, or has status.

How Cognitively Based Attitudes Are Infl uenced

drinking by  letting students know that most students have fewer than fi ve drinks 
when partying.36 On the other hand, condom ads have been unsuccessful in increas-
ing sales because they have not stressed normative beliefs (what others will think of 
you if you do not use them).37 The importance of normative beliefs does, however, 
vary across cultures. In countries that stress group values over those of the individ-
ual (such as Japan, among other Asian nations), appeals to normative beliefs take on 
greater signifi cance.38 
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 message deviates greatly from their prior beliefs, when the message is complex or 
diffi cult to understand, and when there is a good “match” between product and 
endorser, as there is between preteen skateboarder Drake Riddiough and his foot-
wear sponsor, DC Shoes.43 Moreover, source credibility can infl uence consumer 
attitudes by influencing consumers’ confidence in their thoughts about the ad 
message.44

Yet credible sources will have less impact when consumers hold their existing 
attitude with confi dence (so that even a credible source will not convince them 
otherwise) and when they have a high degree of ability to generate their own con-
clusions from the message (they have a lot of product-relevant knowledge, particu-
larly if it is based on direct experience).45 Also, consumers are less likely to believe 
that a source is credible when the source (e.g., a celebrity) endorses multiple prod-
ucts.46 Finally, trust is an important element of credibility for spokescharacters such 
as the GEICO gekko or Pillsbury Doughboy. Specifi cally, trust in a spokescharacter 
results in favorable brand attitudes if the consumer has had little experience with 
that brand.47

Robert DeNiro and George Foreman have been successful endorsers because consumers 
perceive these celebrities as honest and straightforward.48 Likewise, consumers might 
perceive a salesperson who has an “honest face” as a credible source of information. 
Ordinary people can also be perceived as credible endorsers. Companies such as Home 
Depot and Wal-Mart have featured employees in their advertising campaigns because 
the employees add realism and, in many cases, are similar to the target market.49 In 
 addition, Latin American consumers tend to give positive evaluations to ads featuring 
real people.50

Because of their skill, sports fi gures like Peyton Manning, Andy Roddick, and Serena 
Williams have been successful expert sources for athletic apparel and equipment as well 
as for other products.51 Expert sources can also be popular, another factor that can 
contribute to an effective ad. Interestingly, one survey indicated that women endorsers 
are often seen as more popular and credible than male endorsers.52 However, the com-
pany or product risks losing some credibility if a celebrity endorser gets into trouble or 
quits. Nike, for instance, cancelled its endorsement contract with football star Michael 
Vick after he pleaded guilty to charges of illegal dog-fi ghting.53

However, a low-credibility source can be effective in some circumstances. In partic-
ular, if a low-credibility source argues against his or her own self-interest, positive 
 attitude change can result.54 Political ads, for example, often feature a member of the 
opposing party who endorses a rival candidate. In addition, the impact of a low- 
credibility source can actually increase over time (assuming the message is powerful). 
This sleeper effect occurs because the consumer’s memory of the source can decay 
more rapidly than his or her memory of the message.55 Thus, consumers may remember 
the message but not the source. 

Company Reputation
When marketing communications do not feature an actual person, consumers 
judge credibility by the reputation of the company delivering the message.56

People are more likely to believe—and change their attitudes based on— 
messages from companies with a reputation for producing quality products, 

Sleeper effect Consumers for-
get the source of a  message 
more quickly than they forget 
the message.
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dealing fairly with consumers, or being trustworthy. Online, a company can en-
hance its reputation and engender positive reactions by sponsoring content on 
relevant websites; banner ads highly targeted to a site’s audience can also elicit 
positive attitudes toward the company.57 More specifi cally, a brand’s perceived 
trustworthiness exerts more infl uence on consumers’ consideration and behav-
ior than its expertise.58

Knowing that reputation infl uences consumer perceptions and credibility, many companies 
devote considerable time and money to developing a positive image through corporate 
 advertising. As shown in Exhibit 5.5, a company’s environmental record can affect buyers’ 
attitudes and behavior. Many fi rms use advertising and public relations to communicate 
their involvement in environmental initiatives. For instance, the energy company BP has 
spent millions of dollars on an image-building “Beyond Petroleum” ad campaign  showcasing 
its environmental conservation activities.59 

The Message
Just as consumers evaluate whether or not the source is credible when their pro-
cessing effort is high, they also evaluate whether or not the message is credible. 
Three factors affect the credibility of a message: the quality of its argument, 
whether it is a one-sided or two-sided message, and whether it is a comparative 
message.

Argument Quality
One of the most critical factors affecting whether a message is credible concerns 
whether it uses strong arguments.60 Strong arguments present the best features 
or central merits of an offering in a convincing manner. Messages can also pres-
ent supporting research or endorsements, such as the Good Housekeeping Seal or 
Consumer’s Digest Best Buy designation (see Exhibit 5.6). Strong arguments are 

Strong argument A presenta-
tion that features the best or 
central merits of an offering in 
a convincing manner.

GOOD COMPANY

Whereas Westerners have a reputation for being earth conscious, Northeasterners are actually more 
impressed by companies known for being eco-friendly. 

Percentage of Americans who say that the following factors would infl uence their 
 decision to buy a given product: 

GENDER REGION

Men Women Northeast Midwest South West

Safe for the environment 76% 84% 83% 81% 78% 80%

Company is known for using 
 environmentally friendly practices

65% 75% 78% 71% 68% 67%

Company is known for treating 
workers well

62% 69% 67% 63% 69% 60%

Portion of sale goes to charity 46% 62% 53% 58% 56% 50%

Source: Reprinted with permission from the October 2003 issue of American Demographics. Copyright Crain 
 Communications, Inc. 2003. 

Is the Company 
 Eco-Friendly?
Depending on their gender and 
region of the country, consum-
ers vary in their views of the 
 importance of a company’s 
 eco-friendliness when making 
their decisions.

Exhibit 5.5
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likely to be more persuasive if consumers are exposed 
to such messages after thinking about what they could 
have done differently to avoid a purchasing experience 
that led to an undesirable outcome.61 In addition, 
strong arguments have a greater effect on behavioral 
intentions when consumers focus on the process of 
using the product rather than on the outcome of using 
it, especially for low- to moderate-involvement prod-
ucts.62 Combining a strong argument with an implicit 
conclusion in an ad message engenders more favorable 
brand attitudes and buying intensions among consum-
ers with a high need for cognition.63 Moreover, con-
sumers are more persuaded by a message containing a 
strong argument when they devote suffi cient cognitive 
resources to processing the information.64

Infomercials—commercial messages that can last 
30 to 60 minutes—allow companies enough time to 
fully explain complicated, technologically advanced, or 
innovative goods and services. Numerous firms, in-
cluding Nikon and Humana Healthcare, have success-
fully used infomercials to present strong arguments 
and sell offerings. Internet advertising enables compa-
nies to supplement complicated messages with con-
vincing information and to have a positive impact on 
consumers.65

If messages are weak, consumers are unlikely to think that they offer credible reasons for 
buying. Saying that a person should buy a particular brand of mattress because it comes 
in decorator fabrics is not very convincing. Nevertheless, messages do not always have to 
focus on substantive features of a product or service. Less important  features can actu-
ally play a key role in infl uencing consumers’ attitudes when brands are similar and many 
competitors emphasize the same important attributes.66 Also, a message should match 
the amount of effort consumers want to use to process it. A message that is too simple 
or too complicated is unlikely to be persuasive.67 

One- versus Two-Sided Messages
Most marketing messages present only positive information. These are called one-
sided messages. In some instances, however, a two-sided message, containing 
both positive and negative information about an offering, can be effective. For 
 example, Buckley’s Cough Mixture is marketed throughout North America using 
blunt two-sided ad messages such as “It tastes awful. And it works” and “Disgust-
ingly effective.”68 Like strong arguments, two-sided messages may affect 
 consumers’ attitudes by making the message more credible (that is, they increase 
belief strength) and reducing counterarguments. When consumers see negative 
information in an ad, they are likely to infer that the company is honest, a belief 
that adds to source credibility.69 By providing reasons for consumers to be 

One-sided message A 
 marketing message that 
 presents only positive 
 information.

Two-sided message A 
 marketing message that 
 presents both positive and 
negative information.

Exhibit 5.6

Argument Quality: Good 
Housekeeping Seal
When a company announces 
that its products or services have 
won awards or endorsements 
from independent organizations 
such as Good Housekeeping the 
company’s advertising can be-
come more credible and con-
vincing to consumers.
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 interested in the offering despite these problems, the ad encourages consumers to 
add a new belief. Note that the persuasive effect of two-sided messages depends, 
in part, on how much negative information is presented and on the interplay of 
negative and positive attributes.70

Two-sided messages seem to be particularly effective (1) when consumers are initially 
opposed to the offering (they already have negative beliefs) or (2) when they will be 
 exposed to strong countermessages from competitors.71 Two-sided messages are also 
well received by more intelligent consumers, who prefer neutral, unbiased messages. The 
Hardee’s restaurant chain once used a campaign both to acknowledge consumers’ com-
plaints and to introduce its new Thickburgers. The campaign’s slogan, “It’s how the last 
place you’d go for a burger will become the fi rst,” was a direct appeal to transform neg-
ative attitudes into positive attitudes.72 However, the use of two-sided advertising is 
not always in the marketer’s best interest. In general, the positive effects of two-sided 
messages on brand attitudes occur only if the negative message is about an attribute 
that is not extremely important. 

Comparative Messages
Comparative messages show how much better the offering is than a competitor’s. 
Two types of comparative messages have been identifi ed.73 The most common type 
is the indirect comparative message, in which the offering is compared with those of 
unnamed competitors (such as “other leading brands” or “Brand X”). This strategy 
can improve consumers’ perceptions of a moderate-share brand relative to other 
moderate-share brands (but not to the market leader).74 Marketers must remem-
ber, however, that the effectiveness of comparative advertising differs from culture 
to culture.75 In Korea, a culture that values harmony, comparative advertising 
seems overly confrontational and is rarely used, whereas this technique is fre-
quently used in the United States.

With direct comparative advertising, advertisers explicitly name and attack a 
competitor or set of competitors on the basis of an attribute or benefi t. This ap-
proach is usually used when the offering has a feature that is purportedly better 
than that of a competitor’s. For instance, Apple has used ads to compare its easy-
to-use computer operating systems with those made by Microsoft for PCs.76

 Salespeople frequently use this technique to convince consumers of the advantages 
of their offering over the competition. Comparative advertising is also used in po-
litical campaigns, where it generates more counterarguments and fewer source 
derogations than negative political advertising does. This result may be due to the 
different styles of information processing that the two types of messages encour-
age.77 However, consumers exposed to negative political messages fi nd them less 
useful for decision making and have more negative attitudes toward political cam-
paigns than do consumers exposed to positive political advertising.78

In general, direct comparative messages are effective in generating attention 
and brand awareness and in positively increasing message processing, attitudes, 
intentions, and behavior.79 (See Exhibit 5.7.) They do not, however, have high 
credibility, as noted earlier. These messages are particularly effective for new 
brands or low-market-share brands attempting to take sales away from more popu-
lar brands.80 Advertising for the new or low-share brand can enhance consumers’ 

Comparative messages   
 Messages that make direct 
comparisons with  competitors.
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attitudes by highlighting how the brand is different 
from or better than other brands, giving  consum-
ers a credible reason for purchasing it. In fact,  com-
parative advertising that stresses differentiation can 
spur consumers to note the dissimilarities of com-
peting brands.81 Messages comparing two brands 
perceived as dissimilar will elicit more elabora-
tion, especially among consumers with a low 
need for cognition, precisely because the brands 
are different.82

Comparative messages are especially effective 
when they contain other elements that make them 
believable—such as a credible source or objective 
and verifi able claims (a strong argument)83—and 
when the featured attribute or benefi t is important 
within the product category.84 Still, a message that 
indirectly indicates a brand’s superiority on fea-
tured attributes when compared with all competi-
tors is more effective at positioning that brand 
within the overall market than a noncomparative 
or direct comparison ad is.85 Also, consumers who 
originally receive information in a noncompara-
tive ad and are then exposed to a comparative ad 
will revise their evaluations more than they will 
when subsequently exposed to another noncom-
parative ad.86 Comparative ads that refer to com-
petitors in a negative way are perceived as less 
believable and more biased; they cause consum-

ers to develop more counterarguments and fewer support arguments than do 
comparative ads without negative competitive references.87

Marketers should also consider consumers’ goals when preparing com par-
ative ads. Promotion-focused consu mers, whose goal is to maximize their gains 
and positive outcomes, will be more responsive to claims that Brand X is superior 
to Brand Y; prevention- focused consumers, who want to minimize their loss and 
risk, will be more skeptical of superiority claims and more responsive to claims 
that Brand X is similar or equivalent to Brand Y.88 Note that positively framed 
comparative messages (Brand X performs better than Brand Y) are more effective 
for promotion- focused consumers, whereas negatively framed messages (Brand Y 
has more problems than Brand X) are more effective for prevention- focused con-
sumers.89 Positively framed comparative messages encourage more cognitive 
processing and prompt consumers to consider other brand information— 
sparking their buying intentions if the additional information supports the posi-
tive argument.90

Direct comparative messages are best used when consumers’ MAO to process the mes-
sage is high. When MAO is high, consumers exert more effort in processing the message 
and are less likely to confuse the advertised brand with its competition.91 Further, when 

Comparative Advertising
One type of strong argument is 
to make a direct comparison 
with the competition. In this 
comparative ad, Baby Orajel 
provides a strong reason why its 
brand is better than the three 
named brands.

Exhibit 5.7
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Most of the early consumer research on attitudes when MAO and processing effort 
are high has focused on the cognitive models of attitude formation. Now, however, 
researchers are recognizing that consumers might exert a lot of mental energy in 
processing a message on an emotional basis. Emotional reactions, independent of 
cognitive structure, may serve as a powerful way of creating attitudes that are 
 favorable, enduring, and resistant to change.98 This section examines when and 
how attitudes can be changed through consumers’ feelings when MAO and pro-
cessing effort are high.

When affective involvement with an object or decision is high, consumers can 
experience fairly strong emotional reactions to or engagement with a stimulus. En-
gagement refers to the extent to which consumers are emotionally connected to a 
product or ad.99 A high level of engagement means strong feelings that can, in turn, 
infl uence attitudes. In this case the consumer’s feelings act as a source of informa-
tion, and consumers will rely on these feelings to evaluate the stimulus.100

Feelings are more likely to infl uence attitude change when they fi t with or are 
viewed as relevant to the offering.101 For example, someone who is in love might 
have a more positive attitude toward an expensive perfume than someone who is 
not experiencing this emotion would. Feelings can also be a factor when consum-
ers see others experiencing strong emotion while using an offering or when 
s ituational factors hamper the consumer’s effort to develop a cognitive attitude.102

Thus, consumers under severe time pressure could simply recall a previous emo-
tional  experience rather than develop a cognitive attitude.

In marketing situations, certain factors can activate experiences or episodes 
from memory that may be associated with strong emotions.103 For example, you 
might experience positive emotions such as joy and excitement if you suddenly see 
an ad for the car you just bought. If you are a dog lover, you might experience affec-
tive involvement toward a message featuring a cute dog. It is small wonder that 
dogs have, in fact, been included in print advertising for decades.104

Affective involvement   
Expending emotional energy 
and heightened feelings 
 regarding an offering or 
 activity.

The Affective (Emotional) Foundations of Attitudes

consumers use analytical processing, a comparative ad will be more persuasive than a 
noncomparative ad; when consumers use imagery processing, a noncomparative ad will 
be more  persuasive.92 The Subway sandwich chain has used comparative messages urg-
ing consumers to “buy our sandwich instead of their hamburger,” says one of its mar-
keting executives, a  directive that helps consumers make a decision between fast-food 
categories based on attributes such as nutrition.93 Bear in mind that comparative mes-
sages are not useful in changing a consumer’s negative fi rst impression of a brand or 
company, however.94

All information contained in a comparative message must be factual and verifi able; 
otherwise, competitors may consider taking legal action. Although comparative ads are 
widely used in the United States and Latin America, they are illegal in some countries 
and closely regulated in the European Union.95 Some consumers dislike comparative 
 advertising. Japanese consumers, for example, respond better to a softer sell than they 
do to comparative ads.96 Finally, messages that compare a company’s new, improved 
product to the same company’s original product will be effective only when the im-
proved functions are seen as atypical for that product. Otherwise, consumers are likely 
to discount the novelty of the new functionality.97 
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Attitudes can also be formed through an emo-
tional route to persuasion called regulatory fi t. Recall 
that Chapter 2 identifi ed two types of goals consum-
ers might have—promotion- and prevention-focused. 
Consumers with promotion-focused goals are moti-
vated to act in ways to achieve positive outcomes, fo-
cusing on hopes, wants, and accomplishments. In 
contrast, consumers with prevention-focused goals 
are motivated to act in ways that avoid negative out-
comes, focusing on  responsibilities, safety, and guard-
ing against risks.

Research suggests that a consumer’s attitude to-
ward a product depends on the fi t between the con-
sumer’s goal and the strategies available to achieve 
that goal. For example, a promotion-focused 
 consumer who sees an ad showing how great it feels 
to drive a certain car (i.e., the ad fi ts her promotion 
goal) will be more  persuaded than if the ad empha-
sized safety features. The ad emphasizing safety 
would, in fact, be more persuasive for consumers 
with prevention-focused goals. Why? People just feel 
right when there is a fi t between their regulatory goals 
and the strategies available to help them achieve their 
goals. This feeling makes them more certain about 
their attitude evaluation and more likely to regard 
their attitude or choice as valuable.105

When consumers are emotionally involved in a 
message, they tend to process it on a general level 

rather than analytically.106 This process involves the generation of images or feel-
ings, called affective responses (or ARs),107 rather than cognitive  responses. In fact, 
affective responses are generally more infl uential than cognitive responses in shap-
ing consumers’ attitudes toward trying a product.108 Affective responses are partic-
ularly important when the ad builds toward a “peak emotional experience.”109

Consumers can either recall an emotional experience from memory or vicariously 
place themselves in the situation and experience the emotions  associated with it.110

These feelings will then influence their attitudes. Consumers focused on goals 
 involving their hopes and aspirations tend to rely on their affective responses to an 
ad, whereas consumers focused on their responsibilities and obligations tend to 
rely more on message content.111

Cross-cultural differences can also influence the effectiveness of emotional 
 appeals. One study found that messages evoking ego-focused responses (such 
as pride or happiness) led to more favorable attitudes in group-oriented 
 cultures, whereas empathetic messages led to more positive attitudes in indi-
vidualistic  cultures.112 The reason for this apparent reversal is that the appeal’s 
novelty or uniqueness increases the motivation to process and consider the 
message.

Negative emotions sometimes have a positive effect on attitude change. In one 
study, the exposure to a public service announcement about child abuse initially 
created negative emotions (sadness, anger, fear) but then led to a feeling of 
 empathy, and this response led to a decision to help.113 In addition, consumers can 

Affective responses When 
consumers generate feelings 
and images in response to a 
message.

Emotional appeals   
Messages designed to elicit 
an  emotional response.

Man’s Best Friend in 
Advertising
Pet owners feel strong emotions 
toward their dogs. Thus, a picture 
of a cute dog can be used to 
stimulate these strong emotions. 

Exhibit 5.8
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actively try to avoid making decisions associated with strong negative emotions by 
making choices to minimize these emotions.114

Note that cognition can still infl uence whether experienced feelings will affect 
consumer attitudes. For feelings to have a direct impact on their attitudes, consum-
ers must cognitively link them to the offering.115 To illustrate, if you saw a bank ad 
showing a tender scene of a father holding his baby, you might experience an im-
mediate emotional response (warmth and joy). However, this feeling will affect 
your attitude toward the bank only if you consciously make a connection between 
the feeling and the bank (“This bank makes me feel good” or “I like this bank be-
cause it cares about people”). Also, an advertising message that relies on emotional 
appeal will be more effective in helping heavy users of the product access the brand 
name than in helping light users access the brand name.116

Marketers can try to influence emotions as a way of affecting consumer attitudes. In 
particular, marketers can try to ensure that the emotions experienced in a particular 
situation will be positive. Car salespeople, for example, may try to do everything pos-
sible to make customers happy so that they will develop positive attitudes toward 
the dealer and the car. The importance of creating positive emotions also explains 
why airlines,  financial institutions, and other service providers place a high value on 
being friendly. Southwest Airlines has earned a customer-friendly reputation be-
cause, says its president, “we just kill them [passengers] with kindness and caring 
and attention.“117

Marketing communications can potentially trigger strong emotions in consumers, al-
though the ability to trigger these emotions is typically quite limited—ads are better at 
creating low-level moods than they are at creating intense emotions. Think about how 
commercials that show people enjoying themselves in a McDonald’s restaurant seek to put 
viewers in a good mood. Nevertheless, in situations in which affective  involvement in the 
product or service is often high, marketers may be able to generate the images and feel-
ings necessary to change attitudes. This outcome most often occurs in categories in which 
a strong pleasure-seeking or symbolic motivation is  present—when feelings or symbolic 
meanings are critical. To illustrate, Mercedes has traded its informational advertising 
 approach for a more emotional appeal. 

When MAO and effort are high and attitudes are affectively (emotionally) based, 
several strategies shown in Exhibit 5.1 can be employed to change attitudes. As with 
cognitively based attitudes, marketers can use characteristics of the source and the 
message to change consumers’ attitudes by affecting their emotions.

The Source
Perceived attractiveness is an important source characteristic affecting high-effort 
emotionally based attitudes. Research on source attractiveness suggests that when 
consumers’ MAO and effort are high, attractive sources tend to evoke favorable 
 attitudes if the sources are appropriate for the offering category (e.g., a luxury 
 automobile, fashion, cosmetics, and beauty treatments).118 This effect has been 

Attractiveness A source 
 characteristic that evokes 
 favorable attitudes if a 
source is physically attractive, 
likable, familiar, or  similar to 
ourselves.

How Affectively Based Attitudes Are Infl uenced
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called the match-up hypothesis (the source 
should match the offering). The relevant 
 attractive source probably enhances attitudes, 
either by making the ad informative and lik-
able or by affecting consumers’ beliefs that the 
product must be good. A source that is 
 attractive but not relevant can distract the 
consumer from the message’s ideas.119

American Express uses a variety of attrac-
tive and expert sources to communicate the 
benefi ts of its credit cards to consumers. In one 
recent campaign—“Are you a cardmember?”—
Olympic champion snowboarder Shaun White 
is shown booking fl ights to snow-bound desti-
nations using reward points he earned with his 
 American Express card. “I need to be able to 
travel where I want, when I want,” he tells the 
audience.120 Research suggests that the 
match-up hypothesis may be even more pow-
erful for  expert sources than for attractive 
sources, the reason why White’s endorsement 
of snowboard clothing made by Burton may be 
particularly effective.121

The relationship between attractiveness 
and attitude change applies to selling encoun-
ters as well. Consumers perceive physically at-
tractive salespeople as having more favorable 
selling skills and are more likely to yield to 
their requests.122  Customers also tend to be at-
tracted to and to buy from salespeople whom 
they  perceive as similar to themselves.123

Although attractiveness is most often thought of in terms of physical features, sources can 
also be attractive if they are perceived as similar, likable, or familiar (in terms of physical 
 appearance or opinions).124 Basketball star Yao Ming has proven so likable (and become so 
familiar) that he now endorses a wide variety of offerings, including Reebok sneakers, Visa 
credit cards, and Coca-Cola soft drinks. Ming’s celebrity has made him a valuable  endorser in 
his home country, where he promotes the China Unicom cell-phone fi rm.125 

The Message
Just as marketers can use characteristics of the source to understand and infl uence 
affective processing, they can also use characteristics of the message to infl uence 
consumers. In particular, emotional  appeals and fear appeals are two important 
message characteristics.

Emotional Appeals
Marketers sometimes attempt to infl uence consumers’ attitudes by using appeals 
that elicit emotions such as love, desire, joy, hope, excitement, daring, fear, anger, 

The Importance of 
Attractiveness
Ads often use attractive models 
to stimulate positive feelings to-
ward the ad and the product. 
This ad for Scandia Down is a 
good example.

Exhibit 5.9

Match-up hypothesis The 
idea that the source must be 
appropriate for the product/
service.
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shame, or rejection. Disgust can be a powerful emotion that, even when  stimulated 
unintentionally through humor or another aspect of an ad message, can engender 
negative attitudes and purchase intentions toward a brand or company.126 The 
positive emotions are intended to attract consumers to the offering, whereas the 
negatives are intended to create anxiety about what might happen if consumers 
do not use the offering.

Messages can also present situations that express positive emotions with the 
hope that consumers will vicariously experience these emotions. In these situa-
tions marketers can induce consumers to imagine how good the product will make 
them feel or look. As an example, one ad for the impotency drug Viagra shows a 
happy dancing couple.127 Similarly, McDonald’s Happy Meals ads concentrate on 
the emotions surrounding this offering. “For parents, Happy Meal means happy 
memories; for kids, it means fun, favorite toys, and [entertainment] properties, and 
favorite food,” explains a McDonald’s executive. “The area between those is ‘special 
moments,’ which gave us the line ‘Happy Meals for happy times.’”128 When con-
sumers are drawn into a message through warm, positive feelings, they become 
more interested and their attitudes become more positive toward the ad, especially 
if the message is affectively intense.129 Yet emotional appeals based on confl icting 
emotions (such as happiness and sadness) can result in less favorable attitudes 
among consumers who are less accepting of such contradictions.130

However, emotional appeals may limit the amount of product-related informa-
tion consumers can process.131 This result can occur because consumers may be 
thinking more about feeling good than about the product’s features, a situation that 
inhibits cognition about the product and its benefi ts. Thus, emotional appeals are 
more likely to be effective when the emotional arousal relates to product consump-
tion or usage, an occurrence that is common when hedonic or symbolic motiva-
tions are important. Volvo switched the focus of some of its campaigns away from 
safety and toward “driving pleasure and excitement”—also adding the “Enjoy life” 
slogan—because the brand had developed such a strong image of a safe and stodgy 
vehicle.132 Research suggests that emotional appeals more effectively influence 
consumer behavior when the type of product being advertised has been on the 
market for some time. In contrast, ads featuring expert sources and strong argu-
ments are more effective for products in younger markets.133

Typically, marketers attempt to arouse emotions by using techniques such as music, emo-
tional scenes, visuals, sex, and attractive sources. In India, a commercial for Airtel wireless 
phone services seeks to connect emotionally with consumers by showing a special moment 
between father and son.134 In the United Kingdom, commercials for Vicks Cough Syrup avoid 
medical terminology and instead focus on scenes and dialogue that emphasize emotional 
aspects of comfort, care, and wellness.135 Note, however, that arousing emotions is a 
 challenge unless the message has personal relevance for the consumer.136 

Fear Appeals
Fear appeals attempt to elicit fear or anxiety by stressing the negative consequences 
of either engaging or not engaging in a particular behavior. By arousing this fear, 
marketers hope consumers will be motivated to think about the message and behave 
in the desired manner.137 But is fear an effective appeal? Early studies found that fear 
appeals were ineffective because consumers’ perceptual defense helped them block 

Fear appeals Messages 
that stress negative 
 consequences.
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out and ignore the message (due to its threaten-
ing nature).138 This research provides one expla-
nation of why the surgeon general’s warning on 
cigarette packages and ads has been largely inef-
fective. However, more recent  research  indicates 
that fear appeals can work under certain condi-
tions.139 For example, fear appeals that evoke 
guilt, regret, or challenge can motivate behavior 
because they play to feelings of self-accountabil-
ity that are experienced when the consumer does 
or does not do something, such as applying sun-
screen to avoid cancer.140

Terror management theory (TMT) provides 
additional insight into the use of fear appeals. 
According to this theory, we develop a worldview 
of values and beliefs to cope with the terror of 
knowing that we will die someday, despite our 
innate impulse toward self-preservation. To 
avoid being paralyzed by anxiety, we may re-
spond to messages that highlight the threat of 
death by more strongly defending our worldview. 
A high-fear appeal using a threat of fatal conse-
quences may be ineffective, therefore, because 
consumers elaborate so much on the threat that 
they cannot process the message’s suggested 
change in behavior. So the nature of the fear ap-
peal—specifically, whether it makes mortality 
more salient—can influence consumers’ emo-
tions, their elaboration, and their attitudes.141

When can fear appeals be effective? First, the appeal must suggest an immediate action 
that will reduce the consumer’s fear. Second, the level of fear must be generally moder-
ate.142 If the fear induced is too intense (as it was in early studies), the consumer’s percep-
tual defense will take over and the message will not have an impact. Third, at higher levels 
of involvement, lower levels of fear can be generated because the consumer has a higher 
motivation to process the information.143 Factors such as personality, product usage, and 
socioeconomic status also have an impact on the effectiveness of fear  appeals.144 Finally, 
the source providing the information must be credible; otherwise, the consumer can easily 
discount the message by generating counterarguments and source derogations. 

Although most attitude research has focused on consumers’ attitude toward the 
brand, some evidence suggests that the overall attitude toward the ad (Aad) in 
which the brand is advertised will infl uence consumers’ brand attitudes and be-
havior.145 In other words, if we see an advertisement and like it, our liking for the ad 
may rub off on the brand and thereby make our brand attitude more positive. 

Attitude toward the ad 
(Aad) Whether the consumer 
likes or dislikes an ad.

Attitude Toward the Ad

Terror management theory 
(TMT) A theory which deals 
with how we cope with the 
threat of death by defending 
our world view of values and 
beliefs.

Fear Appeal
Ads can use fear appeals to mo-
tivate consumers to action. This 
ad tries to generate fear among 
parents regarding teenage pre-
scription drug abuse.

Exhibit 5.10
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Most Aad research has been done in the context of low-effort processing. However, 
 researchers are fi nding that Aad can also have an impact when consumers devote 
considerable effort to processing the message. Three major factors have been found 
to lead to a positive Aad in this context.146

First, more informative ads tend to be better liked and to generate positive re-
sponses.147 These reactions to the ad will, in turn, have a positive influence on 
brand attitudes, a factor called the utilitarian (or functional) dimension. For 
 example, consumers often like promotions on the Internet because these are seen 
as more informative than promotions in other media. On the other hand, consum-
ers may have negative attitudes toward ads that are not informative. A good exam-
ple is the rising negativity toward political ads that are viewed as “mudslinging” and 
that provide little useful information about the candidates.148

Second, consumers can like an ad if it creates positive feelings or emotions (the 
hedonic dimension).149 We tend to like ads that either make us feel good or elicit 
positive experiences from our memory. This positive attitude can transfer to the 
brand and make our  beliefs about the brand (bi) more positive as well.150 Marketers 
are also using a variety of techniques to make online advertising seem hip and fun. 
Ford, for example, recently launched a series of eight-minute advertising Webi-
sodes, “Meet the Lucky Ones,” featuring ten quirky characters who have Mercury 
cars in their lives (usually in the  background). Aimed at younger buyers—women 
particularly—this Internet  campaign was supplemented by online diaries kept by the 
fi ctional characters, inviting more involvement and cognition—and giving consum-
ers a more positive view of the Mercury brand. The result: Mercury’s various websites 
logged more visitors and more requests for information during the campaign.151

Third, consumers can like an ad because it is  interesting—that is, it arouses curi-
osity and attracts attention. When consumers exert a lot of effort and thoughtfully 
elaborate on a message, it can be viewed as interesting and generate a positive Aad.
This factor helps explain the success that teen-oriented retailer  Pacifi c Sunwear has 
had in building online sales through ever-changing promotions, including free 
music downloads, celebrity interviews, and “win your wish list” contests. “We view 
our website as a venue for us to communicate with our customers,” says the com-
pany’s director of e-commerce. “It’s more than just for shopping.” Bringing consum-
ers back to the website again and again reinforces brand awareness, generates a 
positive attitude toward Pacifi c Sunwear, and builds sales.152

Utilitarian (functional) 
 dimension When an ad 
 provides information.

Hedonic dimension When an 
ad creates positive or negative 
feelings.

Marketers are interested not only in how attitudes are formed and can be changed but 
also in knowing whether, when, and why attitudes will predict behavior. The TORA 
model comes closest to providing this information by predicting which  factors affect 
consumers’ behavioral intentions. However, as previously noted, what we intend to do 
does not always predict what we actually will do. Therefore,  marketers also need to 
consider which factors affect the attitude-behavior relationship. These are some of the 
factors that affect whether a consumer’s attitudes will infl uence his or her behavior:

Level of involvement/elaboration.  d Attitudes are more likely to predict behavior 
when cognitive involvement is high and consumers elaborate or think exten-
sively about the information that gives rise to their attitudes.153 Attitudes also 
tend to be strong and enduring and therefore more predictive of a consumer’s 
behavior when affective involvement is high. Thus, attitudes toward emotionally 

When Do Attitudes Predict Behavior?
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charged issues such as owning a handgun or getting an abortion tend to be 
strongly held and related to behavior. What if consumers are faced with inconsis-
tencies about a brand and learn, for example, that it rates higher against com-
petitors on one attribute but lower on another attribute? Here, the 
 attitude-behavior relationship is weakened if consumers do not attempt to re-
solve the  inconsistency through elaboration.154

Knowledge and experience.  d Attitudes are more likely to be strongly held and 
predictive of behavior when the consumer is knowledgeable about or experi-
enced with the object of the attitude.155 When making a computer decision, for 
example, an expert is more likely to form an attitude that is based on more de-
tailed and integrated information than is a novice. This attitude would then be 
more strongly held and more strongly related to behavior.

Analysis of reasons.  d Research shows that asking consumers to analyze their rea-
sons for brand preference increases the link between attitude and behavior in 
situations in which behavior is measured soon after attitudes are measured. 
Marketers should take this finding into account when planning consumer 
 research to support a new product introduction.156

Accessibility of attitudes.  d Attitudes are more strongly related to behavior when 
they are accessible or “top of mind.”157 Conversely, if an attitude cannot be easily 
remembered, it will have little effect on behavior. Direct experience  (product 
usage) generally increases attitude accessibility for attributes that must be expe-
rienced (e.g., tasted, touched), whereas advertising can produce accessible atti-
tudes for search attributes (e.g., price, ingredients), especially when the level of 
repetition is high.158 Also, consumers asked about their purchase intentions to-
ward a product in a particular category are more likely to choose brands toward 
which they have positive and accessible attitudes; research itself can make atti-
tudes more accessible for brands in that category, thereby changing behavior.159

Attitude confi dence.  d As noted earlier, sometimes we are more certain about our 
evaluations than we are at other times. Therefore, another factor affecting the 
attitude-behavior relationship is attitude confi dence. Confi dence tends to be 
stronger when the attitude is based either on a greater amount of information 
or on more trustworthy information. And when we are confi dent, our attitudes 
are more likely to predict our behaviors.160 Not surprisingly, strongly held atti-
tudes have more infl uence on consumers’ consideration and choice of brand 
alternatives than weakly held attitudes.161

Specifi city of attitudes.  d Attitudes tend to be good predictors of behavior when we 
are very specifi c about the behavior that they are trying to predict.162 Thus, if we 
wanted to predict whether people will take skydiving lessons, measuring their 
attitudes toward skydiving in general would be less likely to predict  behavior 
than would measuring their attitudes specifi cally toward skydiving lessons.

Attitude-behavior relationship over time.  d When consumers are exposed to an 
advertising message but do not actually try the product, their attitude confi -
dence declines over time. Marketers should therefore plan their advertising 
schedules to reactivate consumer attitudes and attitude confi dence through 
message repetition. On the other hand, trial-based brand attitudes are likely to 
decline over time even though advertising-based attitudes do not. As a result, 
marketers should use communications to reinforce the effects of the trial expe-
rience and thereby reactivate the attitude.163
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Summary

When consumers’ MAO to engage in a behavior or to 
process a message is high, consumers tend to devote 
considerable effort to forming their attitudes and to 
message processing. An attitude is a relatively global 
and enduring evaluation about an offering, issue, ac-
tivity, person, or event. Attitudes can be described in 
terms of their favorability, accessibility, confidence, 
persistence, and resistance. Consumers’ thoughts and 
feelings in response to this situation can affect their 
attitudes, through either a cognitive or an affective 
route to persuasion.

Five types of cognitive models show how thoughts 
relate to attitudes in high-consumer-effort situations: 
(1) direct or imagined experience, (2) reasoning by 
analogy or category, (3) values-driven attitudes, 
(4) social identity-based attitude generation, and 
(5) analytical processes of attitude construction, in-
cluding expectancy-value models such as the theory 
of reasoned action and the theory of planned behav-
ior. Under the cognitive response model, consumers 
exert a lot of effort in responding to the message—
enough effort to generate counterarguments, support 

Emotional attachment.  d The more emotionally attached consumers are to a 
brand—the more they feel bonded or connected to it—the more likely they will 
be to purchase it repeatedly over time. In fact, such consumers are more will-
ing to pay a price premium for the brand to which they are committed and 
 remain loyal even if it is involved in a product crisis such as a recall.164 Also, 
consumers who are emotionally attached to a brand will be aroused by nega-
tive information about that brand, which in turn will motivate them to gener-
ate more counterarguments against the negative information.165

Situational factors.  d Intervening situational factors can prevent a behavior from 
being performed and can thus weaken the attitude-behavior relationship.166

You might have a very positive attitude toward a Porsche, but you might not 
buy one because you cannot afford to. In another situation, if you had gone to 
buy the car, your attitude might not have resulted in a purchase if it had not 
been in stock at the dealership. In other circumstances, the usage situation 
may alter the attitude. For example, your attitudes toward different wines 
might depend on whether you are buying wine for yourself or for a friend.

Normative factors.  d According to the TORA model, normative factors are likely to 
affect the attitude-behavior relationship. For example, you may like going to the 
ballet, but you may not go because you think your friends will make fun of you 
for doing so. Although your attitude is positive and should lead to the behavior of 
attending the ballet, you are more motivated to comply with normative beliefs.

Personality variables.  d Finally, certain personality types are more likely to exhibit 
stronger attitude-behavior relationships than are others. Individuals who like to 
devote a lot of thought to actions will evidence stronger attitude-behavior rela-
tionships because their attitudes will be based on high elaboration thinking.167

Also, people who are guided more by their own internal dispositions (called low 
self-monitors) are more likely to exhibit similar behavior patterns across situa-
tions and therefore more consistent attitude-behavior relationships.168 People 
who are guided by the views and behaviors of others (called high self-monitors), 
on the other hand, try to change their behavior to adapt to every unique situa-
tion. Thus, a high self-monitor’s choice of beer might depend on the situation; a 
low self-monitor would choose the same beer regardless of the circumstances.
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arguments, and source derogations. Under elabora-
tive processing, messages can be effective if they have 
a credible source or a strong  argument, present posi-
tive and negative information (under certain 
 circumstances), or involve direct comparisons (if the 
brand is not the market leader).

Consumers can experience emotions when they are 
affectively involved with a communication or when the 
message involves an emotional appeal. In either case 
the consumer processes the communication, and the 
positive or negative feelings that result can determine 
attitudes. When attitudes are affectively based, sources 
that are likable or attractive can have a positive impact 
on affective attitude change. Emotional appeals can af-
fect communication processing if they are relevant to 
the offering. Fear appeals, a type of emotion-eliciting 
message, are explained, in part, by terror-management 
theory. A consumer’s attitude toward the ad (Aad) can 
play a role in the attitude change process if the ad is in-
formative or associated with positive feelings. The Aad

can then rub off on brand beliefs and attitudes.
Finally, attitudes will better predict a consumer’s 

behavior when (1) involvement is high, (2) knowledge 
is high, (3) reasons are analyzed, (4) attitudes are 
 accessible, (5) attitudes are held with confidence, 
(6) attitudes are specific, (7) the attitude-behavior 
 relationship does not decline over time, (8) emotional 
attachment is high, (9) no situational factors are 

 present, (10) normative factors are not in operation, 
and (11) we are dealing with certain personality types.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. What are attitudes, and what three functions do 
they serve?

 2. How do expectancy-value models seek to explain 
attitude formation?

 3. What role does credibility play in affecting con-
sumer attitudes based on cognitions?

 4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
 offering a two-sided message about a product?

 5. Contrast emotional and fear appeals. Why is each 
effective? Which do you consider most compelling 
for products in which you are interested?

 6. What three factors may lead to a positive attitude 
toward the ad (Aad) when consumers devote a lot of 
effort to processing a message? How can marketers 
apply these factors when designing advertising 
messages?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

GEICO is the number-four U.S. car insurance fi rm, behind 
State Farm, Allstate, and Progressive, yet its $500 million 
annual budget for marketing communications is by far 
the industry’s largest. GEICO uses this budget to great 
advantage with a wide variety of messages in a variety 
of media to infl uence consumers’ attitudes toward its 
 insurance offerings, which include coverage for cars, mo-
torcycles, homes, and recreational vehicles. In a  product 
category in which consumers do not switch from one 
brand to another without considerable thought, GEICO’s 
communications give drivers something to think about 
and steer them toward positive brand attitudes.

The company’s messages use strong arguments 
focusing on savings and service to get consumers 
thinking about the cost of car insurance. Some of its 

comparative messages show exactly how much money 
a particular consumer saved by switching from a com-
peting insurance company to GEICO, information that 
enhances the product’s believability. In a variation on 
this theme, many of its comparative ads say that 
 “fi fteen minutes could save you fi fteen percent.” 
This message encourages consumers to calculate 
how much less they could be paying for car insurance 
if they were GEICO customers. It also reassures con-
sumers by telling them that making the switch to 
GEICO will be quick and easy.

 Every ad not only mentions the brand name but also 
gives GEICO’s toll-free phone number or its website (or 
both)—a call to action for consumers to take the next 
step and get a free quote, read more about specifi c 

GEICO Makes Its Case for Savings and Service

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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types of policies, or contact customer service with just 
a click or a call, day or night. Messages about GEICO’s 
high levels of customer satisfaction and brand loyalty 
have more credibility because they are based on expert 
sources named on the website: The University of Michi-
gan’s American Customer Satisfaction Index and the 
Brand Keys Customer Loyalty Engagement Index.

To support its aggressive expansion into motorcycle 
insurance, GEICO recently set up MyGreatRides.com as a 
social networking website for motorcycle enthusiasts. 
The idea is to provide an online forum for motorcycle 
owners to post upcoming events, exchange views about 
favorite bike brands, and show off their tricked-out 
rides. Although the GEICO brand is nowhere to be found 
on the website, the company sees it as an investment in 
learning how consumers think and feel about everything 
related to their bikes, including insurance. “If we can 
learn more about the needs of motorcycle riders and 
what kind of service they expect, we think it will help us 
with our current customers and potential ones,” says 
GEICO’s director of motorcycle products.

GEICO’s Corporate Community Citizens program 
 fosters positive consumer attitudes through the 
 company’s involvement with local causes and organi-
zations. Not only does GEICO donate money to non-
profi t groups all around the United States; its 
employees also volunteer their time for causes such as 
Habitat for Humanity home-building projects, Bikers 
for Tykes motorcycle rally fundraisers, and Big Broth-
ers/Big Sisters activities. One of GEICO’s many auto 

safety initiatives is the Safety Belt Poster Contest, in 
which school-age children submit artwork for posters 
that remind drivers about the importance of buckling 
up for safety. Local efforts such as these link the GEICO 
name with worthwhile causes that touch an emotional 
chord with consumers.

 Despite increased competition from its larger ri-
vals, GEICO’s approach to marketing car and motorcycle 
insurance has been extremely effective. The company 
 currently serves more than 7 million customers and, ac-
cording to J.D. Power & Associates studies, enjoys high 
brand awareness as well as the highest new-customer 
acquisition rate among the major insurers. Watch for 
GEICO to keep driving toward higher market share by 
reaching out to car and motorcycle drivers all over the 
United States.169

Case Questions
 1. Does GEICO appear to be using marketing communi-

cations to change consumers’ beliefs, change their 
evaluations, add a new belief, encourage attitude 
formation based on imagined experience, or target 
normative beliefs? Explain your answer.

 2. What role does source credibility play in GEICO’s 
marketing communications?

 3. Do you agree with GEICO’s decision not to show its 
brand on the MyGreatRides.com website? How do 
you think this decision is likely to affect the web-
site’s visitors’ attitudes toward GEICO?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Outline some issues 
marketers face in trying to 
change consumers’ attitudes 
when processing effort is low.

2. Explain the role of 
unconscious infl uences on 
attitudes and behavior in 
low-effort situations.

3. Discuss how consumers 
form beliefs based on low 
processing effort and explain 
how marketers can infl uence 
those beliefs.

4. Describe how consumers 
form attitudes through 
affective reactions when 
cognitive effort is low.

Those Funny, Quirky, Sexy Beer Commercials

T he computer screen and the television screen are major battlegrounds for beer commer-
cials that seek to make consumers smile, give them something to think about, or simply 

attract their attention. When seconds count, many beer commercials rely on humor, quirki-
ness, sex, or—sometimes—benefi ts to connect with the audience.

Market leader Anheuser-Busch, for example, is so well known for its clever and humorous 
Budweiser and Bud Light commercials that some Super Bowl viewers talk about its latest 
ads almost as much as they talk about the game. Posted on the company’s product websites, 
the Super Bowl commercials used to draw about 700,000 viewers per year. Now, added to 
blogs and video-sharing sites like YouTube, the ads draw tens of millions of viewers through-
out the year.

Sex is also a staple of beer commercials. Knowing that beer consumption rises during warm 
weather, Coors has run summertime campaigns featuring curvy ladies, hoping that younger 
consumers would like seeing sexy women, feel good about Coors Light, and buy more of it. 
Imported brands such as Beck’s also use sex in advertising. Traditionally, Beck’s commercials 
focused on the brand’s German brewing tradition. After the fi rm switched to black-and-white 
commercials featuring scantily clad women and throaty voice-overs, its sales surged. “You are 

Attitudes Based on 
Low Effort

Chapter 6

INTRODUCTION
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When consumers are either unwilling or unable to exert a lot of effort or devote 
many emotional resources to processing the central idea behind a marketing 
 communication, we characterize it as a low-effort situation. Here, consumers are 
unlikely to think about what the product means to them, relate empathetically to 
the characters in the ad, or generate arguments against or in support of the brand 
message. When processing effort is low, consumers are passive recipients of the 
message and usually do not form strong beliefs or accessible, persistent, resistant, 
or confi dent attitudes. In fact, attitudes formed under low-effort processing may 
not even be stored in memory, allowing consumers to form attitudes anew each 
time they are exposed to a message.2 Marketers must therefore use a strategy that 
takes into account these effects of lower-level processing.

One approach is to create communications that use a different route. Instead of 
focusing on the key message arguments, the message will be more effective if it 
takes the peripheral route to persuasion.3  Processing is called peripheral when 
consumers’ attitudes are based not on a detailed consideration of the message or 
their ability to relate to the brand empathetically but on other easily processed 
 aspects of the message, such as the source or visuals, called peripheral cues. In 
particular, consumer attitudes can persist over time if peripheral cues such as 
 visuals are related to the offering.4

Just as there are both cognitive and affective routes to persuasion when pro-
cessing effort is high, so too can consumers form low-effort attitudes in both a 
 cognitive and an affective manner. Marketers can try to design their ads to enhance 
the likelihood that consumers’ thoughts (the cognitive base), feelings (the affective 
base), or both will be favorable. Exhibit 6.1 provides a framework for thinking about 
the peripheral bases of consumer behavior, including unconscious infl uences on 
attitude formation and change.

Marketers need to understand how consumers form attitudes with low effort 
because, in most cases, consumers will have limited MAO to process marketing 
communications. Think about the countless marketing messages you receive every 
day. How many actually attract your attention and stimulate you to think about the 
ad and the way that you feel about the offering? When the television is on, do you 
channel-surf during commercials or tune them out because they feature products 
you do not care about? These behaviors pose challenges for marketers.

Peripheral route to persua-
sion Aspects other than key 
message arguments that are 
used to infl uence attitudes.

Peripheral cues Easily pro-
cessed aspects of a message, 
such as music, an attractive 
source or picture, or humor.

going to see beautiful women in beer advertising until that no longer becomes relevant to 
the target,” says a Beck’s executive. “We’ve aspired to be more tasteful rather than crass.”1

The different approaches used by Anheuser-Busch, Coors, and Beck’s illustrate how market-
ers can infl uence attitudes even when consumers devote little effort to processing a message. 
Because consumers tend not to actively process message arguments or become emotionally 
 involved in messages about beer, marketers must use other techniques to create positive 
 evaluations of their brands, raise awareness of need situations, and stimulate purchasing and 
consumption. This chapter discusses how marketers apply techniques such as sex, humor, 
 attractive sources, and emotion to infl uence attitudes when consumers make little effort 
to process the message.

High-Effort versus Low-Effort Routes to Persuasion

5. Highlight how marketers 
can use the communication 
source, message, and context 
to infl uence consumers’ 
feelings and attitudes when 
processing effort is low.
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UNCONSCIOUS INFLUENCES
ON ATTITUDES
 • Thin-slice judgments
 • Body feedback

COGNITIVE FOUNDATIONS
OF ATTITUDES
 • Simple beliefs

AFFECTIVE FOUNDATIONS
OF ATTITUDES
 • Mere exposure effect
 • Classical conditioning
 • Attitude toward the ad
 • Mood

High-effort
attitude

formation
and

change

LOW-EFFORT ATTITUDE FORMATION AND CHANGE

ATTITUDES AND INTENTIONS

 • Message factors
INFLUENCED BY:

 • Source factors

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

Attitudes can be formed unconsciously as well as cognitively and affectively in low-effort situations, although 
not in the same way as they are in high-effort situations. Low-effort cognition involves simple beliefs, and 
 affect involves mere exposure, classical conditioning, attitude toward the ad, and mood. Marketers can also 
 infl uence consumer attitudes cognitively and affectively using source, message, and context factors.

Chapter Overview: 
Attitude Formation 
and Change: Low 
Consumer Effort

Exhibit 6.1
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Recent research indicates that much processing in low-effort situations occurs 
below conscious awareness. This means that consumers form attitudes on both 
cognitive and affective bases without being aware of how or why they have done so. 
For example, a consumer browsing in a store may unconsciously be affected by 
various aspects of the shopping environment.5 Two unconscious infl uences re-
ceiving particular attention from researchers are thin-slice judgments based on 
brief observations and cues from body feedback.

Thin-Slice Judgments
Thin-slice judgments  are assessments consumers make after brief observations 
despite receiving minimal information input. Studies show that consumers can 
form surprisingly accurate impressions through thin-slice judgments, even though 
they are not doing so on a conscious level.6 For example, a consumer may uncon-
sciously form an assessment about a salesperson after a minute or less of observa-
tion or interaction. (This same effect may occur when students judge a professor’s 
class performance after brief observation.) Such an assessment can infl uence the 
consumer’s decision to buy and satisfaction with the sale. At the same time, an 
overabundance of information, knowledge, or analysis can impair this kind of 
 intuitive assessment.7

Body Feedback
Even though consumers may not consciously monitor their own physical reac-
tions, body feedback can infl uence attitudes and behavior in some circumstances. 
According to research, consumers who were induced to nod had more positive 
evaluations of positively valenced brands; when induced to shake their heads, 
consumers had more negative evaluations. Similarly, pushing up on a table led to 
more positive evaluations; pushing down led to more negative evaluations. How-
ever, consumers must know the meaning of the body feedback they experience in 
order to explain their behavior. If they do not recognize that nodding signals 
agreement, this feedback cue will have no effect on their attitude or behavior.8

Marketers can try to enhance thin-slice judgments and induce positive body feedback, 
even though consumers will not be consciously aware of these infl uences. Some enter-
tainment websites like iTunes invite consumers to listen to snippets of songs or watch 
movie trailers, hoping that this brief exposure will help consumers form a positive im-
pression of these samples and ultimately lead to a purchase. Applying body feedback 
theory, many marketers make product packaging intriguing or attractive enough to 
cause consumers to reach out and pick up a product. Also, marketers should aim to have 
consumers read ad copy from top to bottom (and then from bottom to top) to simulate 
nodding “yes.” Such body movements could tip the scale in favor of a purchase if the 
consumer already has a positive perception of the product. Applying unconscious infl u-
ences in marketing can be tricky, however, because of their complex interactions with 
conscious infl uences.9 

Thin-slice judgments Evalua-
tions made after very brief 
 observations.

Unconscious Infl uences on Attitudes When Consumer 
Effort Is Low
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Chapter 5 explained how consumers’ beliefs form an important 
cognitive basis for their attitudes. When processing effort is low, at-
titudes may be based on a few simple and not very strong beliefs 
because consumers have not processed the message deeply. Inter-
estingly, because these beliefs are not very strong, marketers may 
actually be more successful in changing them than when process-
ing effort is high.

The attitudes of low-effort consumers may be less resistant to 
attack than those of high-effort consumers because the low-effort 
people may “let their guard down” and not resist the message or 
develop counterarguments. So a company that wants to change 
consumers’ false beliefs about a product will be more successful if 
it uses a direct refutation to rebut a direct product claim.10 In addi-
tion, ads that focus consumers on the process of using the adver-
tised product make consumers more likely to think about a plan 
to buy the product—and open the way to persuasion by strong 
message claims.11

When processing effort is low, consumers may acquire simple 
beliefs by forming simple inferences based on simple associations. 
For example, consumers may infer that a brand of champagne is el-
egant because it is shown with other elegant things, such as a richly 
decorated room or a woman in an evening dress. If an ad is per-
ceived to be similar to the prototypical ad for a product or service 
category, consumers may believe that the offering is just like the 

prototypical brand and may develop similar attitudes toward both.12 Inferred beliefs 
may also come from consumers’ superfi cial analysis of the product’s brand name, 
country of origin, price, or color.

In addition, consumers can form simple beliefs based on attributions or expla-
nations for an endorsement.13 If consumers attribute an endorsement to a desire to 
earn a lot of money, they will not fi nd the message believable. The ad is apt to be 
credible if consumers perceive that the endorser truly cares about the offering. For 
example, basketball star Stephon Marbury does more than lend his name to the 
$14.98 Starbury line of sneakers marketed by the Steve & Barry’s retail chain—he 
wears them in games (see Exhibit 6.2). “We want to prove that they are all good 
enough quality for an NBA star to wear,” explains Steve &  Barry’s CEO.14

Finally, consumers can aid judgments by forming heuristics, or simple rules of 
thumb, that are easy to invoke and require little thought.15 For example, consumers 
could use the heuristic “If it is a well-known brand, it must be good” to infer that 
brands with more frequent ads are also higher in quality.16 A special type of heuris-
tic is the frequency heuristic, with which consumers form a belief based on the 
number of supporting arguments.17 They may think, “It must be good because 
there are ten reasons why I should like it.” Research also indicates that consumers 
are likely to have stronger beliefs about a product when they hear the same mes-
sage repeatedly, which is known as the truth effect.18 Rather than thinking about 
and evaluating the information, consumers use familiarity with the message to 
judge its accuracy (“This ‘rings a bell,’ so it must be true”).

Simple inferences Beliefs 
based on peripheral cues.

Heuristics Simple rules of 
thumb that are used to make 
judgments.

Frequency heuristic Belief 
based simply on the number 
of supporting arguments or 
amount of repetition.

Truth effect When consumers 
believe a statement simply be-
cause it has been repeated a 
number of times.

Cognitive Bases of Attitudes When Consumer 
Effort Is Low

Stephon Marbury 
Wearing Starbury 
Sneakers
Stephon Marbury (pictured 
here) wears his Starbury sneak-
ers in games to show consumers 
that he really does care about 
this brand.

Exhibit 6.2
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Marketers need to consider multiple factors when trying to influence cognitive 
 attitudes. There are the strength and importance of consumers’ beliefs. Another 
factor is the likelihood that consumers will form favorable beliefs based on the 
 inferences,  attributions, and heuristics they use in processing the message. In 
 designing communications that overcome these hurdles, marketers must consider 
three major characteristics of a communication: (1) the source, (2) the message, 
and (3) the context in which the message is delivered.

Communication Source
Characteristics of the source play an important role in infl uencing consumers’ be-
liefs when processing effort is low. Credible sources can serve as peripheral cues for 
making a simplifi ed judgment, such as “Statements from experts can be trusted” or 
“Products endorsed by an expert must be good.”19 Note that source expertise is used 
here as a simple cue in judging the credibility of the message, and unlike the case in 
high-effort situations, little cognitive effort is required to process the message. Mar-
keters may also increase the chances that consumers will believe the endorsement 
of a product by using an endorser who does not advertise many other products.

The Message
The message itself can infl uence attitudes in a number of ways when consumers’ 
processing effort is low.

Category- and Schema-Consistent Information
Many elements of a communication affect the inferences that consumers make 
about a message. For example, consumers may infer that a brand has certain char-
acteristics based on its name (“Healthy Choice soups must be good for me”). They 
may make inferences about quality based on price, as discussed earlier, or about 
attributes based on color, such as when blue suggests coolness. Thus, in designing 
ads for low-effort consumers, marketers pay close attention to the immediate as-
sociations consumers have about easily processed visual and verbal information. 
These associations are likely to be consistent with category and schema informa-
tion stored in the consumer’s memory.

Many Message Arguments
The frequency heuristic can also affect consumers’ beliefs about the message. As a 
simplifying rule, consumers do not actually process all the information but form a 
belief based on the number of supporting arguments. For example, Russell Stover 
encourages candy lovers to form a belief about its Net Carb candies based on ads 
featuring three message arguments: the candy is low in carbohydrates, it is full of 
chocolate fl avor, and it is “good enough to be called Russell Stover.” Note that low-
effort attitudes can be affected by how easily consumers remember the message 
arguments. Simply being able to recall some of the arguments can enhance a con-
sumer’s preference for the advertised brand.20

Simple Messages
In low-processing situations, a simple message is more likely to be effective be-
cause consumers will not have to process a lot of information. Marketers often 

How Cognitive Attitudes Are Infl uenced
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want to convey basic information about why a par-
ticular brand is  superior, especially when a point of 
 differentiation distinguishes it from the competition. 
Thus, rather than overloading low- processing con-
sumers with details, marketers should use a simple 
message with one or two key points (see Exhibit 6.3). 
When Glad advertises its ForceFlex garbage bags, the 
words and pictures focus on one simple point: the 
bags stretch when stuffed, but they do not break. 
When marketing food products on the basis of conve-
nience, marketers should focus attention on one 
 important functional benefi t through a literal, direct 
assertion, such as “ready in just 15 minutes.”21

Involving Messages
Marketers will sometimes want to increase consum-
ers’ situational involvement with the message to en-
sure that the information is received. One common 
strategy is to increase the extent to which consumers 
engage in self-referencing, or relating the message 
to their own experience or self-image.22 A self- 
referencing strategy can be effective in developing 
positive attitudes and intentions, especially if it is used 
at moderate levels and involvement is not too low.23

Remembering and using the consumer’s name in 
a personal selling context will also increase purchase 
behavior.24 Consumers will have more favorable at-
titudes toward a brand that is highly descriptive on a 
personality dimension that they consider important 
or self-descriptive.25 New Balance, which makes 

high-performance sneakers, does not use celebrity endorsers but instead puts the 
focus on consumers’ passion for doing their best at sports they love, a dimension 
with which many consumers identify.26 A mainstream ad with dominant culture 
cues may stimulate self-referencing among members of a subculture as well as 
among members of the dominant culture and lead to favorable ad attitudes. If the 
ad has subcultural cues rather than dominant culture cues, however, it will induce 
self-referencing and positive ad attitudes only among subculture members.27

Marketers can increase self-referencing by (1) directly instructing consumers to use self- 
reference (“Think of the last time you had a good meal . . . ”), (2) using the word you in the ad, 
(3) asking rhetorical questions (“Wouldn’t you like your clothes to look this clean?”),28 or 
(4) showing visuals of situations to which consumers can easily relate. When a rhetorical ques-
tion in an ad attracts special attention, however, consumers wonder why the question is there, 
shifting their processing effort to the message style instead of the message content.29

The mystery ad (also called the “wait and bait” ad), which does not identify the 
brand until the end, if at all, is another way to arouse consumers’ curiosity and involve-
ment. Some movies use mystery ads to build audience interest in advance of their 

Self-referencing Relating a 
message to one‘s own 
 experience or self-image.

Mystery ad An ad in which 
the brand is not identifi ed 
until the end of the  message.

Simple Message
When effort is low, consumers 
will not process a lot of infor-
mation. In these cases, advertis-
ers need to provide simple 
messages such as this one for 
Ft. Lauderdale’s website.

Exhibit 6.3
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 release dates. In particular, the mystery ad is 
effective in generating category-based pro-
cessing and storing brand associations in 
memory.30

Marketers can also employ other tech-
niques to increase situational involvement and 
processing effort. Online marketers can use 
avatars to induce more arousal and involve 
consumers in the website experience.31 
Scratch-and-sniff print ads often increase 
processing effort because many consumers 
cannot resist trying something new. Also, in-
viting consumers to experience simulated 
product usage online increases involvement 
and advertising effectiveness more than an 
online ad message alone would.32 This reaction 
is the reason why the Lego site features inter-
active games that invite players to create 
 virtual animals and cities using virtual Lego 
blocks—these activities demonstrate the 
product’s functionality and the fun of playing 
with the blocks.33 In Exhibit 6.4, Ernst & Young 
draws consumers into its message by chal-
lenging them to look at the illustration in dif-
ferent ways. 

Message Context and Repetition
Although source and message factors can 
infl uence consumers’ attitudes, the context 
in which the message is delivered can affect 
the strength of consumers’ beliefs and the 
prominence (or salience) of those beliefs 
for the consumers. In particular, a company 
can use message repetition to help consum-
ers acquire basic knowledge of important 

product features or benefi ts, enhancing the strength and salience of their beliefs. 
Consumers do not try to process this information actively; rather, the constant 
repetition increases recall through effortless or incidental learning. For example, 
you may have a prominent belief about milk’s health benefi ts because you have 
been repeatedly exposed to the long-running “Got Milk?” milk mustache ad 
 campaign.34

Repetition may enhance brand awareness, make a brand name more familiar,35

make it easier to recognize in the store, increase the likelihood that consumers will 
remember it and be better able to process it when making a purchasing decision,36

and increase consumers’ confi dence in the brand.37 Third, as you have seen, repeti-
tion can make claims more believable (the truth effect)—an effect that gets even 
stronger when ads are spaced out over time.38 And fourth, TV commercials that air 
within the context of similar programming (i.e., humorous ads aired during com-
edy shows) are more likable and better understood by consumers expending low 

Incidental learning Learning 
that occurs from repetition 
rather than from conscious 
processing.

Increasing Active 
Processing
This ad tries to draw consumers 
into the message by challeng-
ing them to look at the image 
in different ways.

Exhibit 6.4
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processing effort.39 Similarly, ads that fi t into the context of the magazines in which 
they appear elicit more positive feelings and are better remembered than ads not in 
tune with magazine context.40

The establishment of low-level beliefs based on peripheral cues is not the only way 
that consumers can form attitudes about brands with little effort. Attitudes can also 
be based on consumers’ affective or emotional reactions to these easily processed 
peripheral cues. These low-effort affective processes may be due to (1) the mere 
exposure effect, (2) classical conditioning, (3) attitude toward the ad, and (4) con-
sumer mood.

The Mere Exposure Effect
According to the mere exposure effect, we tend to prefer familiar objects to unfa-
miliar ones.41 Therefore, our attitudes toward an offering such as a new style of 
clothing should change as we become more and more familiar with it, regardless of 
whether we perform any deep cognitive analysis of it. The mere exposure effect 
may explain why many of the top 30 brands in the 1930s are still in the top 30 today. 
It also explains why the music industry likes to have recordings featured on the 
radio or in TV music videos. Through repeated exposure, consumers become famil-
iar with the music and come to like it.

Because most demonstrations of the mere exposure effect have occurred in 
tightly controlled laboratory studies, some experts question whether it generalizes 
to the real world.42 It is also possible that repeated exposure reduces uncertainty 
about the stimulus or increases consumers’ opportunity to process it43 and that 
these factors (rather than mere familiarity) are what affect consumers’ attitudes. 
However, research shows that mere exposure can help an unknown brand compete 
against other unknown brands if product performance characteristics are equiva-
lent and consumers invest little processing effort at the time of brand choice.44

Also, when consumers can easily process the information from a stimulus to which 
they have been exposed in the past, they mistakenly believe that the ease in pro-
cessing is due to liking, truth, or acceptability.45

If the mere exposure effect is valid, marketers may be able to enhance consumers’ liking 
of a new product or service by repeatedly exposing consumers to the offering or mes-
sages about it. Research suggests that when consumers’ MAO is low, marketers need 
creative tactics for increasing consumers’ exposure to products and messages, perhaps 
by using the right medium, the right placement within the medium, optimal shelf place-
ment, and sampling.

Consistent with the mere exposure effect, some smaller companies are embarking on 
ad campaigns to develop and maintain brand-name familiarity. For instance, now that 
Massachusetts regulations allow competition among auto insurers, local fi rms such as 
Arbella Insurance Group of Quincy are launching ad campaigns to support their brands 

Mere exposure effect When 
familiarity leads to a consum-
er’s liking an object.

Affective Bases of Attitudes When Consumer 
Effort Is Low
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and their independent insurance agents, as in Exhibit 6.5. 
“We’ve heard from our agents that it helps them to have 
a recognizable brand, a company name that people know 
and  associate with positive attributes,” says John 
Donohue, Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Offi -
cer, Arbella Insurance Group. 46

Some companies pay to have their logos displayed 
at sporting events, knowing that there will be repeated 
exposures as race cars go around the track or players 
move around on the fi eld. However, repeated exposures 
will build familiarity and liking only up to a point.47 After 
this, consumers typically experience wearout, which 
means they become bored with the stimulus, and brand 
attitudes can actually become negative.48 In fact, once 
a persuasive ad has effectively reached the targeted 
consumer segment, wearout causes a loss of persua-
siveness.49 When consumers are familiar with a brand, 
however, wearout may occur later.50 Also, the use of 
 rational arguments to promote a well-known brand in a 
mature product category tends to be less effective than 
the use of affectively based tactics because consumers 
have been exposed to the product information many 
times before.51 Still, in low-effort processing situations, 
brand evaluations do not suffer when consumers are 
repeatedly exposed to messages about product 
 features.52

Marketers can overcome wearout by creating 
 different executions for the same message or variants 
on the same offering; this is the reason why many 
 advertisers develop a series of ads rather than a single 
execution.53 The goal is to get the same message across 

in many different ways, as Kraft Foods does by rotating fi ve brief, funny commercials 
about grilled cheese sandwiches to promote its Kraft Singles cheese slices.54 The mere 
exposure effect may not be the only reason that repetition affects brand attitudes. 
When repetition allows consumers greater opportunity to process information about 
specifi c aspects of the brand and the ways that it relates to other brands in the cate-
gory, brand attitudes improve.55 

Classical Conditioning
One way of infl uencing consumers’ attitudes without invoking much processing 
effort is classical conditioning. Classical conditioning became well known from 
a study in the 1900s by the Russian scientist Ivan Pavlov. Normally, hungry 
dogs will salivate automatically just at the sight of food. Pavlov discovered 
that he could condition hungry dogs to salivate at the sound of a bell. How did 
he do that?

According to Pavlov, the food was an unconditioned stimulus (UCS), and the 
salivation response to the food was an unconditioned response (UCR) (see 
 Exhibit 6.6). A stimulus is unconditioned when it automatically elicits an 
 involuntary  response. In this situation, the dogs automatically salivated when they 

Wearout Becoming bored 
with a stimulus.

Classical conditioning 
Producing a response to a 
stimulus by repeatedly pairing 
it with another stimulus that 
automatically produces this 
response. 

Arbella’s Ad Campaign
Companies strive to develop 
well-known brand names. 
 Arbella Insurance Group is 
 attempting to do this with ads 
like the one pictured here.

Exhibit 6.5
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UCR
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saw meat powder. In contrast, a conditioned stimulus (CS) is something that does 
not automatically elicit an involuntary response by itself. Until Pavlov rang the bell 
at the same time that the food was presented, the bell alone could not make the 
dogs salivate. By repeatedly pairing the conditioned stimulus (the bell) with the un-
conditioned stimulus (the meat powder), the involuntary unconditioned response 
(salivation) was created. The dogs associated the food and the bell so closely that 
eventually just the ringing bell made them salivate. Because the response could 
now be evoked in the presence of the conditioned stimulus, the response was said 
to be a conditioned response (CR). (This is the same phenomenon that makes cats 
come running when they hear the can opener.)

Classical conditioning theory is sometimes used to explain the effectiveness of market-
ing communications. Here, however, the unconditioned response is not a physiological 
one like salivating but a psychological one like an emotion. Certain unconditioned stimuli 
(such as a happy scene or a catchy jingle) automatically elicit an unconditioned emo-
tional response such as joy. By repeatedly pairing one of these unconditioned stimuli 
with a conditioned stimulus such as a brand name, marketers may be able to evoke the 
same emotional response (now the conditioned response) to the conditioned stimulus, 
the brand name itself. Similarly, consumers might be conditioned to have a negative 
emotional response to an offering such as cigarettes if ads by health advocacy groups 
repeatedly show the product with stimuli that automatically elicit a negative emotional 
response (such as pictures of stained teeth).

In one of the fi rst consumer studies to demonstrate classical conditioning, subjects 
viewed a slide of a blue or beige pen that was matched with a one-minute segment of 
either pleasant or unpleasant music. Subjects who heard pleasant music selected the 
pen they viewed with that music 79 percent of the time, whereas only 30 percent of 
those who heard the unpleasant music selected the pen they had viewed.56 

Classical Conditioning
These diagrams illustrate the 
basic process of classical condi-
tioning. An unconditioned stimu-
lus, or UCS (e.g., food or pleasant 
scenes), will automatically pro-
duce an unconditioned response, 
or UCR (e.g., salivation or posi-
tive affect). By repeatedly pairing 
the UCS with a conditioned stim-
ulus, or CS (e.g., a bell or soft 
drink), the CS can be conditioned 
to produce the same response, a 
conditioned response, or CR (e.g., 
salivation or positive affect). Can 
you think of any other situations 
in which this process occurs?

Exhibit 6.6
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 Although these fi ndings could be interpreted in different ways (subjects may have done 
what they thought the experimenter wanted them to do, or the music may have put the 
 consumers in a better mood),57 more recent and more tightly controlled studies have 
found support for classical conditioning. For example, by using unconditioned stimuli 
such as Star Wars music and pleasing pictures, experimenters have affected consumers’ 
attitudes toward such conditioned stimuli as geometric fi gures, colas, and toothpaste.58 

Research also shows that attitudes created by classical conditioning can be fairly en-
during over time.59

These studies suggest that conditioning is most likely to occur under the following 
circumstances:

The conditioned stimuli–unconditioned stimuli link is relatively novel or unknown. This  d
is the reason why marketers often use unique visuals, such as pictures of beautiful 
scenery, exciting situations, or pleasing objects, as unconditioned stimuli to create 
positive feelings.

The conditioned stimulus precedes the unconditioned stimulus  d (forward conditioning). 
Conditioning is weaker when the unconditioned stimulus is presented fi rst (backward 

conditioning) or at the same time as the conditioned stimulus (concurrent conditioning).

The conditioned stimulus is paired consistently with the unconditioned stimulus. d

The consumer is aware of the link between the conditioned and unconditioned stimuli. d

A logical fi t exists between the conditioned and unconditioned stimuli, such as between  d
golfer Tiger Woods and Nike, the sports brand he has endorsed for many years.60

Interestingly, the fi rst condition can cause problems for marketers because uncon-
ditioned stimuli are often well-known celebrities, music, or visuals for which consumers 
possess many associations. This fi nding might suggest that using highly visible celebri-
ties is not as effective a strategy for creating a classical conditioning effect. Other re-
search indicates that the problem can be overcome by using highly familiar stimuli such 
as popular songs and personalities because they elicit very strong feelings in many situ-
ations. Some marketers do not shy away from endorsers associated with multiple 
brands. Tiger Woods endorses a number of brands, yet Gatorade recently signed him to 
endorse a line of sports drinks.61 

Attitude Toward the Ad
Another concept that has been useful in understanding the affective bases of atti-
tudes in low-effort situations is the consumer’s attitude toward the ad (Aad). Some-
times consumers like an ad so much that they transfer their positive feelings from 
the ad to the brand.62 Thus, you may decide that you really like Pepsi because its 
soft-drink ads are humorous or that you like AT&T products because the company’s 
wireless phone ads are interesting.

One study found that consumers’ beliefs or knowledge about the brand did not 
fully account for brand attitudes and that Aad provided a significant additional 
 explanation—brands with liked ads were evaluated more favorably.63 Furthermore, 
research in India, Greece, Denmark, New Zealand, and the United States revealed 
that the Aad principle was globally applicable.64 An Advertising Research Foundation 
project suggests that consumers’ attitudes toward ads may be the best indicator of 
advertising effectiveness.65

The dual-mediation hypothesis is a somewhat more complex explanation 
of the relationship between consumers’ liking of an ad and brand attitude 

Dual-mediation hypothesis 
Explains how attitudes 
toward the ad infl uence 
brand attitudes.
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(Cad)

Cognitive or affective
responses to ad

(Aad)

Attitude toward
the ad

(Cb)

Brand
beliefs

(Ab)

Attitude toward
the brand

(Ib)

Intention to
purchase

(see  Exhibit 6.7).66 According to this hypothesis, consumers can have a favorable 
 attitude toward an ad either because they fi nd it believable or because they feel 
good about it. Thus, the dual-mediation hypothesis proposes that Aad can affect 
brand attitudes (Ab) either through believability or liking. These responses, in turn, 
may positively affect consumers’ intentions to purchase (Ib).

The clear implication of the attitude-toward-the-ad theory is that by providing ads that 
are pleasing, marketers may be able to make consumers’ brand attitudes more positive 
as well. Thus, by using techniques such as humor, music, pleasant pictures, and sex (all 
of which will be discussed in more detail shortly), marketers can encourage positive at-
titudes toward the ad. Procter & Gamble, for example, is relying on ads with drama or 
emotion to strengthen relationships with consumers of household products like laundry 
detergent.67

In addition, the effect of ad attitudes on brand attitudes may depend on whether 
consumers already have a strong attitude toward the brand. When brands are well 
known and attitudes about them have been formed, consumers may not like the brand 
more just because they like the ad. However, when brands are new or not well known, 
consumers’ liking of the ad can play a more signifi cant role in their liking of the brand.68 

Studies also suggest that the effect of attitude toward the ad on attitude toward the 
brand dissipates over time.69 As memory of the ad fades, liking of the ad and the brand 
becomes weaker. 

Mood
Affective attitudes can also be infl uenced by the consumer’s mood. Here, a stimulus 
creates a positive or a negative mood; in turn, this mood can affect consumers’ 
 reactions to any other stimulus they happen to evaluate. Thus, we are more likely 
to say that we like something if we are in a good mood or say that we dislike 
 something if we are in a bad mood. Mood can therefore bias attitudes in a mood-
congruent direction. Note that mood is different from classical conditioning 
 because mood (1) does not require a repeated association between two stimuli and 
(2) can affect consumers’ evaluations of any object, not just the stimulus.

According to one study, consumers in a good mood who have a tentative prefer-
ence for a certain brand tend to ignore negative information about that brand as 
well as information about a competitor.70 Another study found that although 

The Dual-Mediation 
Hypothesis
This hypothesis explains how at-
titudes toward the ad (Aad) can 
infl uence attitudes toward the 
brand (Ab) and intentions (Ib). 
When you read an ad, you can 
have responses (Cad) that are 
both cognitive (this ad has in-
formation about a brand) and 
affective (positive feelings from 
fi nding the ad). These responses 
may cause you to like the ad 
(Aad), a reaction that can then 
either (1) make you more ac-
cepting of brand beliefs (Cb), 
leading to a more positive 
brand attitude (Ab); or (2) give 
you positive feelings that trans-
fer over to the brand (I like the 
ad, so I like the brand). Both 
processes lead to an increase 
in intention to purchase.

Exhibit 6.7
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 consumers tend to like a brand extension less when the product is not very similar 
to the parent product, consumers in a good mood are more likely to like a brand 
extension that is moderately similar to the parent product than consumers who are 
not in a good mood.71 A good mood can act as a resource by increasing elaboration, 
helping consumers think creatively and see relationships among brands. Specifi c 
emotions, not just a general good or bad mood, can also infl uence attitudes when 
MAO is low, as long as the emotions are consistent with the consumer’s goals.72

Moreover, consumers in a good mood tend to give more weight to positive infor-
mation when evaluating a product, whereas consumers in a bad mood give more 
weight to negative information.73

Researchers examining how lighting infl uences mood have found that brighter 
in-store lighting tends to increase the extent to which shoppers examine and han-
dle merchandise.74 Brighter lighting does not, however, increase the amount of 
time consumers spend shopping or the number of purchases they make. Color is 
also a factor. Warm colors such as red, orange, and yellow tend to be more stimu-
lating and exciting, whereas cool colors such as blue, green, and violet tend to be 
more soothing.75 A salesperson’s mood can infl uence consumers as well. Consum-
ers in a bad mood are likely to feel worse and downgrade their judgments of the 
product being sold when they interact with salespeople who seem to be happy 
(unless the decision is so important that they are motivated to shake off the effects 
of their bad mood).76

Consumers may like a brand better when they are put in a good mood by its ads 
or the programs in which the ads appear. Research has focused on the kinds of 
emotions or moods that ads invoke and the variety of ways these factors might af-
fect consumers’ ad and brand attitudes.77 One study identifi ed three major catego-
ries of affective responses: (1) SEVA (surgency, elation, vigor, and activation), which 
is present when the communication puts the consumer in an upbeat or happy 
mood; (2) deactivation feelings, which include soothing, relaxing, quiet, or pleasant 
responses; and (3) social affection, which are feelings of warmth, tenderness, and 
caring.78 Another study found that ad-induced feelings of warmth and humor could 
have a direct and positive impact on brand attitudes.79 Thus, when ads for Huggies 
disposable diapers picture tender moments between babies and parents, they may 
also generate positive feelings for the brand.

On the assumption that mood affects consumer behavior, retailers can use physical sur-
roundings and the behavior of store employees to put consumers in a good mood. Warm 
colors are more likely to draw customers to an outlet but can also create tension, 
whereas cool colors are more relaxing but do not attract customers.80 Therefore, when 
the goal is to stimulate quick purchases or activity, warm colors are more appropriate, a 
situation that explains why the discount stores Target and Costco use a red-based color 
scheme. Warm colors are also appropriate for health clubs, sports stadiums, and fast-
food restaurants, where a high level of activity and energy is desirable.

Cool colors are more appropriate when the goal is to have consumers feel calm or 
spend time deliberating. The color schemes of stores that sell expensive merchandise 
are a good example. Apple’s modernistic stores are decorated in white, black, and shades 
of grey to provide a clean, uncluttered environment for showcasing high-tech products 
to millions of shoppers.81 
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When consumers apply little processing effort and form attitudes based on feel-
ings, the same three factors that infl uence cognitive reasoning also infl uence affec-
tive attitudes: the communication source, the message, and the context. Again, 
these factors are based on low-effort processes such as mere exposure, classical 
conditioning, attitude toward the ad, and mood.

Communication Source
Under conditions of low effort, two factors play a major role in determining 
whether or not the communication source evokes favorable affective reactions: its 
physical attractiveness and its likability. These two factors help to explain why 
 marketers like to feature celebrities in ads, as in Exhibit 6.8.

Attractive Sources
Many ads feature attractive models, spokespersons, or celebrities, refl ecting the 
long-held belief that beauty sells—especially in the beauty business. Research stud-
ies generally support this notion. When consumers’ motivation to process an 
 advertised message is low, attractive sources enhance the favorability of consum-
ers’ brand attitudes regardless of whether the message arguments are strong or 
weak.82 Consumers also rate ads with attractive models as more appealing, 
 eye-catching, impressive, and interesting than ads with unattractive models. These 

ratings may affect consumers’ attitudes toward the 
products these models sponsor.83

Moreover, attractiveness can have benefi cial ef-
fects on advertiser believability and actual pur-
chase.84 These effects can occur for both male and 
female models (consumers are most strongly at-
tracted to models of the opposite sex) and have 
been found to operate for direct-mail responses, 
point-of-purchase displays, and personal-selling 
interactions.85 Race may be an important factor as 
well.86 One study showed that African American 
consumers who identified strongly with  African 
American culture responded more favorably to ads 
with African American models. Attractive sources 
make a difference in personal selling, too. In one 
study, consumers had more positive attitudes and 
stronger buying intentions when attractive sales-
people stated their intention to persuade than they 
did when unattractive salespeople were involved.87

Note that in the context of high affective in-
volvement, attractive sources directly influence 
brand-based attitudes because the sources are di-
rectly relevant to the product being considered 
(perfume, fashion, lingerie, etc.) and are thus a cen-
tral part of the message. In the context of low-effort 
processing, attractive sources serve as a peripheral 
cue used to increase situational involvement and to 
generate a positive attitude toward the ad.

How Affective Attitudes Are Infl uenced

Infl uence of 
Communication Source
Companies use popular movie 
stars or celebrities to generate 
positive feelings toward the ad 
and the product. A good exam-
ple is this Samsonite ad which 
features Danica Patrick.

Exhibit 6.8
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Likable Sources
The likability of the source can influence affective attitudes.88 For instance, the 
 Japanese cosmetics company Shiseido has found Angelina Jolie to be a likable and 
attractive endorser for lipsticks.89 Consumers also have more favorable attitudes to-
ward brands that use likable celebrity voice-overs.90 Likable sources may serve as un-
conditioned stimuli, create a positive mood that affects consumers’ evaluations of the 
ad or brand, and make consumers feel more positive about the endorsed product. 
Sometimes the source can be physically unattractive but have features or a personal-
ity that consumers like. We tend to like people of average looks because they are more 
similar to ourselves and we can relate to them. In addition, disabled people are effec-
tive, likable endorsers for companies such as Sears because marketers want to repre-
sent human diversity and because consumers admire courageous individuals.91

Celebrity Sources
Physical attractiveness and likability explain why celebrities and well-known car-
toon characters are among the most widely used sources. In this case, the presence 
of celebrities essentially increases the likelihood that consumers will like the ad 
(Aad). In particular, celebrity sources can be effective when they are related to the
offering (the match-up hypothesis).92 Basketball star LeBron James, for instance, 
has a $90 million contract to endorse Nike athletic shoes.93 Teenage consumers fi nd 
athletes to be especially infl uential endorsers: the sports stars stimulate discussion 
about the brand and encourage brand loyalty.94

Spokescharacters of long tenure sometimes need updating to remain attrac-
tive to contemporary eyes. That is the reason why the Brawny man, who appears 
on  Georgia-Pacifi c’s paper towels, got a makeover, with new hair color, new hair 
style, and new clothing.95 Spokescharacters may engender trust even if they are 
not directly  relevant to the advertised product; trust, in turn, infl uences brand at-
titude.96 Spokes characters may be most effective in ads for hedonic services such 
as restaurants.97

Nonprofi t organizations also use celebrities to attract attention and infl uence 
attitudes. Nicole Kidman and other celebrity endorsers for UNICEF “are of huge 
value,” says the nonprofi t’s head of celebrity relations. “When a celebrity talks, peo-
ple listen; there is no better messenger.”98 Using a celebrity endorser entails some 
risk because the spokesperson might become ill, break the law, or have another 
problem that could put the brand in a negative light. Yet research shows that a com-
pany can actually enhance its reputation by associating with an endorser who is 
perceived by consumers as having little blame for a problem (such as falling ill).99

The Message
Just as the source can infl uence consumers’ feelings and moods, so too can charac-
teristics associated with the message. These message characteristics include pleasant 
pictures, music, humor, sex, emotional content, and context.

Pleasant Pictures
Marketers frequently use pleasant pictures to influence consumers’ message 
 processing. Visual stimuli can serve as a conditioned stimulus, affect consumers’ 
mood, or make an ad likable by making it interesting. Research has generally sup-
ported the view that pleasant pictures can affect ad and brand attitudes when they 
are processed peripherally, beyond the effect they have on consumers’ beliefs 
about the product.100 A picture of a sunset, for instance, can infl uence the choice of 
a soft drink.101 Many advertisers use high-powered special effects rivaling those 
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seen in movies for their television and online ads. A key goal of Internet advertising 
is to look cool, thereby creating positive feelings about the ad.102

Music
Music is frequently used as a communications tool by many companies, including 
General Motors and Victoria’s Secret (which have used Bob Dylan’s music to pro-
mote Cadillacs and women’s apparel, respectively).103 Further, the use of music is 
progressing beyond the traditional use of the “jingle.” Sometimes the music ads be-
come popular and drive album sales, as was the case with U2, whose album How to 
Dismantle an Atomic Bomb became a huge hit after the song “Vertigo” was featured 
in an iPod TV commercial.104

The popularity of music as a marketing device should not be surprising given 
that music has been shown to stimulate a variety of positive effects.105 First, music 
can be an effective conditioned stimulus for a classical conditioning strategy. Intel, 
NBC, and other brands use musical “tags” to serve as retrieval cues and add to the 
brand identity. Second, music can put the consumer in a positive mood and lead to 
the development of positive attitudes. Third, music can be effective in generating 
positive feelings such as happiness, serenity, excitement, and sentimentality. 
Fourth, background music in ads can stimulate emotional memories of experi-
ences or situations.106 If a song in an ad reminds you of your high school days or of 
an old boyfriend or girlfriend, the emotions associated with these memories may 
transfer to an ad, brand, store, or other attitude object. Several studies have found 
that music can have a positive effect on purchase intentions.107

Whether or not music evokes a positive affective response depends on the mu-
sic’s structure. Exhibit 6.9 shows several musical characteristics and the emotional 
responses they may elicit. The style of music used and the product meanings it 
conveys can vary considerably across different cultures.108 Marketers must there-
fore be careful to match their music to the desired affective responses.

Humor
An ad can use humor in many different ways, including puns, understatements, 
jokes, ludicrous situations, satire, and irony. Humor is common in TV advertising: 
24 to 42 percent of all commercials contain some form of humor.109 Although not 
as widespread in other media as in television, use of humor is nevertheless exten-
sive, particularly in radio.110 The popularity of humor as a message device is not 
surprising because it increases consumers’ liking of the ad and the brand.111

Musical Characteristics 
For Producing Various 
Emotional Expressions
Research has pinpointed the 
specifi c effect that various as-
pects of music can have on feel-
ings. As shown here, the mode, 
tempo, pitch, rhythm, harmony, 
and volume of music can infl u-
ence whether individuals feel 
serious, sad, sentimental, se-
rene, humorous, happy, excited, 
majestic, or frightened.

Exhibit 6.9

Emotional Expression

Musical
Element Serious Sad Sentimental Serene Humorous Happy Exciting Majestic Frightening

MODE Major Minor Minor Major Major Major Major Major Minor

TEMPO Slow Slow Slow Slow Fast Fast Fast Medium Slow

PITCH Low Low Medium Medium High High Medium Medium Low

RHYTHM Firm Firm Flowing Flowing Flowing Flowing Uneven Firm Uneven

HARMONY Consonant Dissonant Consonant Consonant Consonant Consonant Dissonant Dissonant Dissonant

VOLUME Medium Soft Soft Soft Medium Medium Loud Loud Varied 

Source: Gordon C. Bruner, “Music, Mood, and Marketing,” Journal of Marketing, October 1990, p.100. Reprinted by permission. 
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Humor appears to be more appropriate for low-involvement offerings in which 
generating positive feelings about the ad is critical.112 Humor is also most effective 
when it is tied or related to the offering. Otherwise, consumers will only pay  attention 
to the humor and ignore the brand.113 In fact, consumers will have higher recall of an 
ad when the humor is strong and relates to the message.114 Consumers who feel the 
need to seek out amusement and wittiness will develop more favorable attitudes 
 toward humorous ads—and may have less favorable attitudes toward ads with lower 
levels of humorous content.115 How consumers react during a TV ad  affects their 
evaluations of the message as well. Consumers in one study rated TV ads as more 
humorous when the ad created surprise followed by a humorous  response.116

Humor tends to work best on TV and radio because these media allow for greater expres-
siveness than do other media.117 Unilever has used tongue-in-cheek ads to great effect in 
building Axe into a major men’s personal care brand, prompting rival Procter & Gamble to 
start running humorous ads for its Old Spice brand.118 However, humor is more effective 
with certain audiences than with others. In particular, younger, more educated males tend 
to respond most positively—apparently because aggressive and sexual types of humor ap-
pear more frequently than other types of humor, and men enjoy this type of humor more 
than women do.119 Also, humor appears to be more effective for consumers who have ei-
ther a lower need for cognition or a positive attitude toward the advertised brand.120

Finally, humor can be used effectively throughout the world. One study examined hu-
morous ads from Germany, Thailand, South Korea, and the United States and found that 
most humorous ads in all four countries contained the same basic structure—contrasts 
between expected/possible and unexpected/impossible events.121 However, ads in Korea 
and Thailand tended to emphasize humor related to group behavior and unequal status re-

lationships, whereas ads in the other two countries focused the humor 
on individuals with equal status. In all four countries, humor was more 
likely to be used for marketing pleasure-oriented products. In addition, 
not all countries appear to employ humor more often for low- involvement 
products than for high-involvement ones. German and Thai ads, for 
 example, used humor equally for both types of products, and U.K. fi rms 
tend to use humorous ads more than U.S. fi rms do.122 

Sex
Sex as a communication technique appears in two major forms: 
sexual suggestiveness and nudity. Sexual suggestiveness involves 
situations that either portray or imply sexual themes or romance. 
SSL International, the world’s largest condom manufacturer, has 
switched from fear appeals to suggestiveness. Now radio ads for its 
Durex brand of condoms include fl irtatious banter between male 
and female voices, and its Internet banner ads rely on innuendo.123

Another use of sex is through nudity or partial nudity, a technique 
often used by brands in the fragrance industry.124 Exhibit 6.10 shows 
an ad from Germany that employs this technique. Interestingly, re-
search shows that consumers prefer mildly provocative ads and that 
such ads can even be effective in promoting social causes that have 
some connection to sex (match-up hypothesis).125

Nudity in Advertising
Sometimes ads contain naked 
or scantily clad models to gen-
erate attention or elicit consum-
ers’ emotions toward a product 
or service. Here we see an ad 
from Germany for a mineral 
water that states, “Water in its 
fi nest form.” The naked model 
attracts attention and empha-
sizes the other copy point: that 
this water does a lot to enhance 
health.

Exhibit 6.10
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Although the percentage of ads with sexual overtones has not changed over the 
years, the type of sex appeal depicted has. From 1964 to 1984, the use of sex in 
the United States became more overt and blatant.126 As the country became more 
 conservative in the late 1980s, ads became lighter, more playful, and subtler— 
suggestive rather than blunt.127 In recent years, public response and regulatory 
scrutiny have prompted some advertisers to tone down their use of sexual refer-
ences and imagery.128

Research on sexual themes in messages suggests that they can be effective in several 
ways. Sexual messages attract the consumer’s attention129 and can evoke emotional re-
sponses such as arousal, excitement, or even lust, which in turn can affect consumers’ 
moods and their attitudes toward the ad and brand.130 Funny ads featuring sexy women 
drawn to men wearing Axe-brand body spray have been quite effective for Unilever.131

For some consumers, however, sexual messages can create negative feelings such 
as embarrassment, disgust, or uneasiness, any of which would have a negative effect. In 
particular, women are more likely to react negatively to ads with sexy female models.132 

Women also react more negatively to nudity in general, but more positively to sugges-
tiveness.133 Men are much more likely than women to buy a product featured in an ad 
with sexual content. Yet 61 percent of the respondents in one study said they would be 
less likely to buy products advertised with sexual imagery. In this research, 53 percent 
of the respondents preferred love imagery over sex imagery in advertising.134

One survey indicated that 84 percent of females and 72 percent of males believe 
that TV ads place too much emphasis on sex.135 In another survey, 49 percent said they 
have been embarrassed in front of friends or family by sexy TV ads, and 47 percent 
 indicated they would not buy a product if they found an ad offensive.136 The lesson for 
marketers is that sexual themes should be used carefully and not be demeaning, sexist, 
or offensive.

Whether consumers will have a positive or negative reaction to a sexual ad often 
depends on whether the sexual content is appropriate for the product/service. One 
study found that using a seductive model to sell body oil was very appealing, but having 
a nude model endorse a ratchet set was not.137 Thus, sexual themes would be relevant 
for products such as perfume, cologne, suntan lotion, and lingerie but inappropriate for 
tools, computers, and household cleaners.

Finally, consumer reaction to sexual messages varies from culture to culture. In 
some societies, such as in Europe, sexual attitudes are fairly open, and the use of sex in 
advertising is more widespread than it is in other countries. In other areas (such as 
 Muslim and Asian countries), attitudes are more conservative, and the use of sex is 
much more restricted. Showing intimacy and kissing, as is done in many ads in the 
United States, would be totally inappropriate and even offensive in many Asian coun-
tries.138 Consumers in different countries reacted differently to a public-service ad for 
breast cancer awareness in which men admired an attractive woman wearing a sun-
dress while an announcer stated, “If only women paid as much attention to their breasts 
as men do.” Japanese consumers appreciated the humor, but French consumers disliked 
the sexual overtones and light treatment of a serious problem.139 

Emotional Content
Marketers can plan communications to accommodate or enhance consumers’ ex-
isting MAO and processing effort in the presence of cognitive attitudes. The same 
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holds true for affective attitudes, which is where emotionally involving messages 
come into play.

One special type of emotional message is called transformational advertis-
ing.140  The goal of a transformational ad is to associate the experience of using the 
product with a unique set of psychological characteristics. These ads try to increase 
emotional involvement by making the use of the product or service a warmer, 
more exciting, more pleasing, and richer experience as opposed to the approach 
taken by informational ads, which seek only to present factual information. Coca-
Cola, for example, uses transformational advertising to convey that “Coke is a part 
of the pleasure of everyday life, the pleasure of aliveness, relaxation, and being 
 connected,” says the company’s chief marketing offi cer. The upbeat Coke Side of 
Life ads feature the trademark Coke bottle to reinforce the idea that “Coke is about 
happiness in and around the bottle.”141

Dramas can also increase emotional involvement in a message. A drama mes-
sage has characters, a plot, and a story about the use of the product or service.142 

This type of message aims to involve consumers emotionally and infl uence positive 
attitudes through both sympathy and empathy.143 Unilever advertises its Sunsilk 
hair-care products during reruns of Sex and the City using “Lovebites,” a series of 
two-minute dramas about a young woman juggling work, dating, and life, includ-
ing handling her hair. Ratings indicate that the Sex and the City viewers also stay 
tuned to watch “Lovebites” during the commercial breaks.144

Message Context
The program or editorial context in which an ad appears can affect consumers’ 
evaluation of the message. First, ads embedded in a happy TV program may be 
evaluated more positively than those in sad programs, especially if the ads are emo-
tional.145 Similarly, how well we like the program can affect our feelings about the 
ad and the brand.146 One explanation of this reaction is that the programs infl uence 
us to process information in a manner consistent with our mood. Or, according to 
the excitation transfer hypothesis, we may mistakenly attribute to the ad our feel-
ings about the TV program.147

One note of caution: A TV program can become too arousing and can therefore 
distract viewers from the ads. In an interesting study that compared consumers’ 
reactions to ads broadcast during the Super Bowl, ad responses in the winning city 
were inhibited in contrast to those in the losing and neutral cities.148 Another study 
shows that placing ads in violent programs can inhibit processing and ad recall.149

Transformational advertising 
Ads that try to increase emo-
tional involvement with the 
product or service.

Dramas Ads with characters, 
a plot, and a story.

Summary

Marketers can use a variety of techniques to change 
consumers’ attitudes when motivation, ability, and 
opportunity (MAO) are low and consumers use little 
effort to process information, make decisions, or en-
gage in behavior. Often consumers form attitudes 
unconsciously, without being aware of how or why 
they have done so. Two unconscious influences in 
low-effort situations are thin-slice judgments and 
body feedback. When attitudes of low MAO consumers 

are based on cognitive processing, the message 
should affect their beliefs, which may be formed by 
simple inferences, attributions, or heuristics. Mar-
keters can also affect the salience, strength, or fa-
vorability of consumers’ beliefs on which attitudes 
are based. Source credibility, information consistent 
with the offering category, the number of message 
arguments, simple arguments, and repetition can all 
infl uence beliefs.
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According to the mere exposure effect, when ef-
fort (MAO) is low, consumers’ attitudes toward an of-
fering become more favorable as they become more 
 familiar with it. Classical conditioning predicts that 
consumers’ attitudes toward an offering (the condi-
tioned stimulus) are enhanced when it is repeatedly 
paired with a stimulus (the unconditioned stimulus) 
that evokes a positive emotional response (the un-
conditioned response). This reaction is most likely to 
occur when the unconditioned stimulus is novel, 
when the consumer is aware of the link when the 
conditioned and unconditioned stimuli fi t together, 
and when the conditioned stimulus precedes the 
 unconditioned one. If consumers like an ad, these 
positive feelings may be transferred to the brand. 
Consumers’ moods and their tendency to evaluate 
an offering in accordance with their moods can also 
affect their attitudes.

Finally, marketers can use marketing communica-
tions to induce favorable attitudes based on affective 
processes when consumers’ motivation, ability, oppor-
tunity, and effort are low. Characteristics of the source 
(attractiveness, likability), the message (attractive pic-
tures, pleasant music, humor, sex, emotionally involv-
ing messages), and the context (repetition, program or 
editorial context) can all infl uence affective attitudes.

Questions for Review and Discussion

1. How can unconscious infl uences affect consumer 
attitudes and behavior in low-effort situations?

 2. What role do source, message, context, and repeti-
tion play in infl uencing consumers’ cognitive atti-
tudes in low-effort situations?

 3. What is the mere exposure effect, and why is it 
 important to consumers’ affective reactions?

 4. How does classical conditioning apply to consumers’ 
attitudes when processing effort is low?

 5. Explain the dual-mediation hypothesis. What are 
the implications for affecting consumers’ brand 
attitudes?

 6. In low-effort situations, what characteristics of the 
message infl uence consumers’ affective response?

 7. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
 featuring celebrities in advertising messages?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

J.C. Penney and Wal-Mart want shoppers to know how 
much they care. Good prices and good selection are still 
important, but with so many choices on the street and 
on the Web, retailers really have to fi ght for attention in 
today’s crowded marketplace. This reason explains why 
Penney’s and Wal-Mart are using marketing communica-
tions to build an emotional connection with consumers.

“Everybody out there is doing product-focused ad-
vertising,” explains J.C. Penney’s chief marketing offi cer. 
“What we learned is that no matter how well you do that, 
it does not break through the clutter.” So the depart-
ment store’s advertising agency, Saatchi & Saatchi, tried 
something a little different. Its employees spent several 
days tagging along with more than 50 women to learn 
fi rsthand what these consumers were doing, thinking, 
and feeling as they went about their daily lives.

What emerged from this research was a communica-
tions focus on consumers, exemplifi ed by the advertising 
slogan “Every day matters.” In line with this slogan, the 
agency created a series of touching, dialogue-free com-
mercials featuring brief but moving glimpses of  moments 
from daily life. Each commercial was set to a song with in-
triguing lyrics and unfolded without  sponsor identifi cation 
until the fi nal seconds.

The fi rst commercial in the campaign showed a young 
couple and their two children getting ready for the day, 
with a hint of gift-giving in the sparkle of  diamond jew-
elry passing from husband to wife. The commercial had 
no voice-over, a situation that freed viewers to focus 
their attention on the heartwarming visuals and enjoy 
the catchy song, “So Say I.” In one of the Christmas ads, 
parents and children walked along snow-covered streets 

Tugging on Shoppers’ Heartstrings

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e


 C H A P T E R  6   •  Attitudes Based on Low Effort 169

(and a diamond gift made a brief appearance) as the song 
“All That I Want” played in the background. Viewers could 
not be sure what they were watching because Penney’s 
logo did not appear until the very end of the commer-
cial—and then only briefl y. The entire campaign was ac-
claimed for its creativity and use of music, many of the 
commercials wound up with thousands of viewers on 
YouTube, and many of the songs became instant iTunes 
hits. Penney’s also posted a series of online episodes 
on its website, hoping that teenagers would fi nd the 
 content amusing and pass the word to their friends and 
classmates.

When this unusual campaign began, not everyone in 
the Penney’s organization was sure that it would work. 
“Sometimes we run ads that we don’t totally understand, 
and they have been home runs with the customer,” notes 
the chief marketing offi cer. In his view, “if you are doing 
the same old warmed-over product-based stuff that 
 everyone else is doing, you are wasting your money.”

Wal-Mart, best known for its discount prices, is also 
seeking more emotional bonds with its customers. The 
yellow smiley-face that appeared in Wal-Mart’s commu-
nications for so many years is now gone. Instead, the 
Martin Agency, which handles the retail giant’s adver-
tising, is using communications to drive home the bene-
fi t of what consumers can do with the money they save 

by shopping at Wal-Mart, with this theme refl ected in 
the retailer’s new slogan, “Save Money. Live Better.”

For instance, the company’s Christmas commercials 
portrayed Wal-Mart shoppers enjoying the feeling of 
being able to give brand-name gifts to loved ones be-
cause of the store’s low prices. “It’s great to save 
money, but the feeling you get giving the bike the kid 
wants is the payoff,” says Wal-Mart’s chief marketing 
offi cer. In the end, he says moving away from a simple 
low-price message has been important because the 
company has been “trying to make sure there is an 
emotional connection and not just an empty promise of 
‘Save, save, save.’”150

Case Questions
 1. How is J.C. Penney using mood to infl uence consum-

ers’ affective attitudes?
 2. By withholding the sponsor’s name until the end of 

its commercials, J.C. Penney adds a sense of mystery 
to its ads. Do you think this is a good approach for a 
retailer to take? Explain your answer by using con-
sumer behavior concepts from this chapter.

 3. How is Wal-Mart seeking to infl uence consumers’ 
cognitive and affective attitudes with its new ads 
and new slogan “Save Money. Live Better”?



LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Distinguish among 
sensory memory, short-term 
memory, and long-term 
memory, and discuss why 
marketers must be aware of 
these types of memory.

2. Understand how the 
processes that enhance 
memory can help marketers 
plan more effective strategies.

3. Explain what retrieval is, 
how it works, and how 
marketers try to affect it.

Déjà Vu All Over Again: Nostalgia Marketing 

E ntrepreneur Molly Robbins is marketing children’s clothing to parents who smile when 
they remember the Italian mouse puppet Topo Gigio that was popular in the 1960s. 

Evoking the past to promote brands and products with decades of history behind them, a 
strategy known as nostalgia marketing, is helping small businesses as well as multinational 
giants increase sales and profi ts today. Robbins’ fi rm markets clothing featuring brand  images 
once known throughout Latin America, including Topo Gigio and De La Rosa candy. “These 
are products from my youth in Mexico, and [they] bring back fond memories,” she says, add-
ing that marketing this apparel “is not just about the brands; it is about the memories they 
bring to you.” Mervyns and other major stores carry the line, which primarily targets Latino 
consumers but also has a broader attraction because of the appealingly retro graphics.

Other marketers are using old brands, symbols, images, logos, slogans, or jingles to 
 create positive attitudes for their products through nostalgia. Food marketers such as 
Chicken of the Sea and Campbell Soup are resurrecting vintage jingles to jog consumers’ 
memories. Nostalgia marketing is common in other countries as well. Nostalgic for the 
years when East Germany was separate from West Germany, some German consumers 
are snapping up foods, clothing, and other products that remind them of the old days. 

Chapter 7 
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Consumer memory is a vast personal storehouse of knowledge about products, 
services, shopping excursions, and consumption experiences. In essence, memory 
refl ects our prior knowledge. Retrieval is the process of remembering or accessing 
what we have stored in memory.

We all store and remember information about things, experiences, and evalua-
tions. Specifi cally, we might remember what brands, products, services, and compa-
nies we have used in the past (things); what we paid; the features of these products or 
services; how, where, when, and why we bought and used them (experiences)3; and 
whether or not we liked them (evaluations). We can store and remember information 
about old products we have disposed of, such as a favorite car we sold. We also have 
memories of special occasions—for example, a concert we attended with friends to 
celebrate a birthday. The information we store and retrieve is learned from many 
sources—marketing communications, the media, word of mouth, and personal 
 experience.

We discussed certain aspects of memory and retrieval in the preceding three 
chapters. Chapter 4 noted that information stored in memory affects whether and 
how we interpret and categorize objects. Chapters 5 and 6 indicated that attitudes 
are part of our memory—they represent stored summary evaluations of objects. 
Moreover, we can and often do recall attitudes when we make decisions. As we shall 
see in subsequent chapters, memory also affects decision making. You may decide 
to buy season tickets to a sporting event because you can vividly remember what a 
good time you had when you went before with your friends. Alternatively, you may 
receive information about an offering at one time and use that information to make 
purchase, usage, or disposition decisions at another time.

Consumer memory A per-
sonal storehouse of knowl-
edge about products and 
services, shopping, and con-
sumption experiences.

Retrieval The process of re-
membering or accessing what 
we have stored in memory.

Similarly, Russians in their twenties and thirties who feel nostalgic for the old U.S.S.R. are 
buying fashions featuring hammer-and-sickle designs.1 

What is driving the popularity of nostalgia marketing? Consumers in today’s fast-paced, 
information-intensive age are feeling overwhelmed by the new and unfamiliar, a situation 
that leaves them more receptive to familiar products, songs, and images. Reminders of famil-
iar offerings can also enhance brand awareness and brand knowledge because consumers 
already have personal memories associated with these offerings. Many of these memories 
 refl ect a happier and more peaceful time. Seeing an old ad, hearing an old brand name, or 
catching a few notes from an old jingle reminds consumers of their positive feelings about 
this earlier time and generates positive attitudes toward both the ad and the advertised 
brand.2 All these concepts are covered in this chapter.

What Is Memory? 

Memory represents more than the prior knowledge that we discussed in Chapter 4, 
however. Exhibit 7.1 indicates three types of memory: sensory memory (echoic and 
iconic memory), short-term memory (imagery and discursive processing), and 
long-term memory (autobiographical and semantic memory). Let us look at what 
each type of memory means.

What Are the Types of Memory? 
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Research has identifi ed three types of memory: sensory memory, short-term memory (STM), and long-term 
memory (LTM). Once information is in memory, it can then be retrieved (recognized or recalled). This chap-
ter shows (1) what infl uences the transfer of information from STM to LTM and (2) what affects the likeli-
hood that information will be retrieved from memory.

Chapter Overview: 
Memory and Retrieval 

Exhibit 7.1 
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Sensory Memory 
Assume for a minute that as you are talking to the person seated next to you at a 
dinner party, you happen to overhear other guests talking about a new movie you 
want to see. You do not want to appear rude, so you try to pay full attention to your 
dinner partner, but you really want to hear what the others are saying about the 
movie. Even though you cannot listen to both conversations simultaneously, you 
can store, for a relatively short period, bits and pieces of the other conversation. So 
you might be listening to your dinner partner but switch your attention to the other 
conversation once you hear the word amazing. As another example, assume that 
you are doing your homework in front of the TV. Your roommate comes in and says, 
“That’s a great commercial!” Although you have not been listening, right after your 
roommate makes this statement, you realize that you heard the words Coca-Cola.
You realize it is a Coke commercial, and you say, “Yeah, I really like that one, too.”

The ability to store sensory experiences temporarily as they are produced is 
called sensory memory. Sensory memory uses a short-term storage area called the 
sensory store. Sensory memory operates automatically, and if we quickly switch our 
attention to our sensory store, we may be able to interpret what is in it.

Our sensory store can house information from any of the senses, but echoic 
memory—memory of things we hear—and iconic memory—sensory memory of 
things we see—are the most commonly studied.4 The Coke example illustrates 
echoic memory. Here is another example: You may have found that when someone 
asks you a question, and you are not really listening, you can say, “What did you 
say?” and actually “play back” what the person said. Iconic memory is at work when 
you drive by a sign and see it quickly, only to realize after you have driven past that 
it was a sign for Applebee’s.

Information in sensory memory is stored in its actual sensory form. In other 
words, we store the word amazing as it sounds, and we store it exactly, not as a syn-
onym. Information in sensory memory is also short-lived, generally lasting from a 
quarter of a second to several seconds.5 If the information is relevant, we will be 
motivated to process it further, and it may enter what is called short-term memory. 
However, if we do not analyze that information, it is lost.

Short-Term Memory 
Short-term memory (STM) is the portion of memory where we “encode” or inter-
pret incoming information.6 The processes of knowing and understanding dis-
cussed in Chapter 4 occur in short-term memory. As you read this book, you are 
using your short-term memory to comprehend what you read. You also use short-
term memory when you watch a TV commercial or make a decision in a store. 
Short-term memory is very important because it is where most of our information 
processing takes place. Short-term memory can be hurt when we are distracted by 
other information.7

Imagery and Discursive Processing 
The information in short-term memory can take one of several forms. When we 
think about an object—say, an apple—we might use discursive processing and 
represent it with the word apple. Alternatively, we could represent it visually as a 
picture of an apple or in terms of its smell, its feel, what it sounds like when we bite 
into it, or what it tastes like. Representing the visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, 
and/or olfactory properties of an apple uses imagery processing.8 Unlike the case 

Sensory memory Sensory 
 experiences stored temporarily 
in memory.

Echoic memory Very brief 
memory for things we hear.

Iconic memory Very brief 
memory for things we see.

Short-term memory (STM) 
The portion of memory where 
incoming information is en-
coded or interpreted in light 
of existing knowledge.

Discursive processing The 
processing of information as 
words.

Imagery processing The 
 processing of information 
in sensory form.
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of discursive processing, an object in imagery processing bears a close resemblance 
to the thing being represented.9 Therefore, if you were asked to imagine an apple 
and a car, imagery processing would ensure that you preserve their relative sizes.

Information represented either as words or images can be elaborated, or 
thought about more deeply.10 When MAO is low, short-term memory might consist 
of a simple reproduction of an object—for example, the word skier or a picture of a 
skier. When MAO is high, however, consumers can use elaborated imagery process-
ing to engage in daydreams, fantasies, visual problem-solving, or elaborated dis-
cursive processing to think about upcoming events or work out solutions to current 
problems. For example, if you are thinking about a skiing vacation, you may de-
velop an elaborate fantasy about lounging around the fi replace at a resort hotel, 
drinking hot cider, feeling the ache of your tired muscles, and enjoying the com-
pany of your friends. You might also use discursive processing to compare the 
prices and attributes of various resorts.

Characteristics of Short-Term Memory 
Short-term memory has two interesting characteristics:

Short-term memory is limited.  d We can hold only a certain number of things in 
short-term memory at any one time. For example, if you have to go to the store 
right now to buy two items, chips and hot dogs, you’ll probably be able to re-
member what to buy. But suppose you have to buy nine items: chips, hot dogs, 
coffee, cookies, baking soda, plastic wrap, toothpaste, spaghetti sauce, and dog 
food. Chances are high that you will forget one or more of these items unless 
you make a shopping list.

Short-term memory is short-lived.  d The information held in short-term memory 
is very short-lived unless that information is transferred to long-term memory. 
Unless we actively try to remember information, it will be lost. This phenome-
non explains why we sometimes learn someone’s name only to forget it two 
minutes later.

Short-term memory, particularly imagery processing, has four key implications for 
marketers:

 1. Imagery processing can affect product liking and choice. The vacation we choose, for 
example, may be greatly infl uenced by what we imagine it will be like. We value some of 
the products we buy (for example, novels or music) because of the imagery they pro-
vide.11 In fact, consumers who immerse themselves in thoughts of using a product or 
having an experience similar to one simulated in an ad will tend to have positive atti-
tudes toward the ad and the product.12 Thus, a product’s ability to stimulate multisen-
sory imagery might affect how much we like (or dislike) that product.

 2. Imagery can stimulate memories of past experiences. We value some things that help us 
re-experience a past consumption experience. Thus, you might keep a sports program 
or ticket stub because the imagery it evokes allows you to relive the event. As another 
example, Microsoft recently released an updated, high-defi nition Pac-Man video game, 
a product that may stimulate some consumers to create imagery of using the old 
 Pac-Man game (see Exhibit 7.2).13
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 3. Imagery can affect how much information we can pro-

cess. Adding more information, like providing lists of 
attributes, can hurt discursive processing by creating 
information overload. However, adding information 
can help imagery processing because the additional 
 information helps us fl esh out the image. Bluenile.com, 
for example, encourages imagery by letting consumers 
zoom in on the diamond jewelry it sells to get a closer 
look,14 a tactic that might help consumers better 
 imagine what it might be like to own or give the jewelry 
as a gift.

 4. Imagery may affect how satisfi ed we are with a product 

or consumption experience. We may create an elaborate 
image or fantasy of just what the product or consump-
tion experience will be like (how great we will look in a 

 new car or how relaxing a vacation will be) only to fi nd that it does not materialize in 
the way that we had imagined. If reality does not confi rm our imagery, we may feel dis-
satisfi ed. Realizing this possibility, some marketers help consumers establish realistic 
imagery. For example, on the Sherwin-Williams website, consumers can “paint” rooms 
in a virtual home so that they can envision the product’s effect before they actually 
buy the paint. 

Long-Term Memory 
Long-term memory (LTM) is that part of memory where information is perma-
nently stored for later use. Research in cognitive psychology has identified two 
major types of long-term memory: autobiographical and semantic memory.15

Autobiographical Memory
Autobiographical, or episodic, memory represents knowledge we have about our-
selves and our past.16 It includes past experiences as well as emotions and sensa-
tions tied to these experiences. These memories tend to be primarily sensory, 
mainly involving visual images, although they may also include sounds, smells, 
tastes, and tactile sensations. We may have autobiographical memories that relate 
to product acquisition, such as a shopping trip to fi nd a specifi c product or the role 
that this product has played in our personal history.17 And we may have autobio-
graphical memories regarding consumption or disposition, such as attending a 
particular concert or throwing away a well-worn but loved product.

Because each individual has a unique set of experiences, autobiographical 
memory tends to be very personal and idiosyncratic. If you were asked to remem-
ber the road test you took when you got your driver’s license, you might have stored 
in long-term memory the sequence of events that occurred on that day: what car 
you drove, what your route was, how nervous you were, what your instructor told 
you to do, and what happened after you passed (or failed!).

Semantic Memory
A lot of what we have stored in memory is not related to specifi c experiences. For 
example, we have memory for the concept called “cola.” We know that colas are 
liquid, come in cans and bottles, are fi zzy and brown in color, and are sweet. This 
knowledge is true of all colas. It is not tied to any particular brand of cola. 

Long-term memory (LTM) 
The part of memory where in-
formation is placed for later 
use; permanently stored 
knowledge.

Autobiographical or episodic 
memory Knowledge we have 
about ourselves and our per-
sonal experiences.

Stimulating Memories 
of Past Experiences 
The new Pac-Man video game 
may stir up memories of past 
 experiences with the old 
 Pac-Man game.

Exhibit 7.2 
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 Knowledge about the world that is detached from specific episodes is called 
semantic memory. To illustrate, semantic memory regarding numbers can infl u-
ence our perception of prices and, therefore, our intention to buy.18

Much of the knowledge we have stored in cognitive categories refl ects semantic mem-
ory. Thus, many of the marketing implications previously presented about knowledge 
stored in categories (see Chapter 4) also relate to semantic memory. Autobiographical 
memory, however, is also important to marketers. 

Affecting decision making 

Each consumer has a large storehouse of consumer-related memories that can infl uence 
how products and services are evaluated. For example, if you ate at a particular restaurant 
and found a hair in your food, the memory of this experience might prevent you from eat-

ing there again. Positive experiences would 
have the opposite effect. When selecting a 
restaurant, you might recall a previous visit in 
which the food was fabulous or the service 
 incredible—memories that would clearly infl u-
ence your decision about eating there again. 
We also have memories of how much we paid 
for something,19 and this memory can affect 
our future choices; we will not buy something 
we think we paid too much for last time.

Promoting empathy and identifi cation 

Autobiographical memories can play a role in 
creating identifi cation with characters or sit-
uations in ads. For example, if a Hefty ad can 
make consumers think about incidents in 
which their own garbage bags split open, con-
sumers may be better able to relate to an ad 
showing inferior bags splitting apart while 
Hefty bags remain strong. Exhibit 7.3 also 
promotes identifi cation.

Cueing and preserving autobiographical 
memories 

As the chapter opening example suggested, 
consumers value some products because they 
promote autobiographical memories by creat-
ing feelings of nostalgia—a fondness for the 
past.20 Consumers often fi nd it important to 
preserve memories of graduations, the birth 
of a child, and so on. Entire industries for prod-
ucts such as digital  cameras and photo print-
ers focus on consumers’  desires to document 

Semantic memory General 
knowledge about an entity, 
detached from specifi c 
 episodes.

Promoting Identifi cation 
Consumers who want a green 
lawn can identify with the situa-
tion illustrated in this ad.

Exhibit 7.3 
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these  autobiographical memories. The scrapbooking industry, based on products that help 
consumers preserve memories, has become a $2.6 billion  business.21 Consumers in many 
cultures want to preserve autobiographical memories.22 Consumers who have moved from 
one country to another sometimes build shrines in their houses to remind them of the 
culture they left behind. Around the world, consumers highly value possessions that re-
mind them of their friends, their family, and the important events in their lives.

Reinterpreting memories 

Research shows that advertising can even affect autobiographical memories, such as 
how a consumer remembers past experiences with the advertised product.23 One study 
had consumers sample good- and bad-tasting orange juices and then watch ads that 
described the products’ good taste. Those exposed to the ads remembered the bad-
tasting juice as being better tasting than it actually was.24 

Because we must attend to something before we can remember it, many of the fac-
tors that affect attention (described in Chapter 3) also affect memory. Several addi-
tional processes, including chunking, rehearsal, recirculation, and elaboration, also 
affect memory.25 These processes are useful for infl uencing short-term memory or 
for increasing the likelihood that information will be transferred to long-term 
memory—with important implications for marketers.

Chunking
Traditionally, researchers have believed that the most individuals can process in 
short-term memory at any one time is three to seven “chunks” of information. 
Later studies suggest that the number may be closer to three or four.26 A chunk
is a group of items that is processed as a unit. For example, phone numbers 
are typically grouped into three chunks: the area code, the exchange, and four 
numbers.

Rehearsal
Whereas chunking reduces the likelihood that information will be lost from short-
term memory, rehearsal also affects the transfer of information to long-term mem-
ory. Rehearsal means that we actively and consciously interact with the material 
that we are trying to remember. We can either silently repeat the material or ac-
tively think about the information and its meaning, as we would do when studying 
for an exam. In marketing contexts, rehearsal is likely to occur only when consum-
ers are motivated to process and remember information. If you are motivated to 
fi nd food ingredients that are associated with good health you might study them so 
that you will not forget them.

Recirculation
Information can also be transferred to long-term memory through the process of 
recirculation. Just as water is recirculated when it goes through the same pipe 
again and again, information is recirculated through your short-term memory 
when you encounter it repeatedly. Unlike rehearsal, with recirculation we make no 

Chunk A group of items that 
can be processed as a unit.

Rehearsal The process of ac-
tively reviewing material in an 
attempt to remember it.

Recirculation The process by 
which information is remem-
bered via simple repetition 
without active rehearsal.

How Memory Is Enhanced 
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active attempt to remember the information. If we do 
remember, it is because the information has passed 
through our brain so many times. For example, be-
cause you have seen it so often, you probably remem-
ber the brand of mayonnaise that your mom buys. Note 
that brand recall is greater when information is 
 repeated at different times rather than when it is pre-
sented over and over at one time.27 Recirculation may 
be at work in Exhibit 7.4.

Elaboration 
Finally, information can be transferred into long-term 
memory if it is processed at deeper levels, or elabo-
rated.28 We can try to remember information through 
rote memorization or rehearsal; however, this type of 
processing is not always effective. If you have ever 
memorized material for an exam, you probably no-
ticed that you forgot most of what you had learned 
within two or three days. More enduring memory is 
established when we try to relate information to prior 
knowledge and past experiences. If you see an ad for a 
new product, for instance, you might elaborate on the 
ad information by thinking about how you would use 
the product in your day-to-day life. As a result, you 
may have a better memory for the brand and what the 
ad said about it.

Marketers can apply chunking, rehearsal, recirculation, and elaboration to help consum-
ers remember their brands, communications, or offerings. 

Chunking

Marketers can increase the likelihood that consumers will hold information in short-term 
memory and transfer it to long-term memory by providing larger bits of information that 
chunk together smaller bits. For example, acronyms reduce several pieces of information to 
one chunk. Brand names like KFC and H&M are examples of chunking in a marketing context. 
Similarly, marketers can facilitate consumers’ memory for telephone numbers by providing 
words rather than individual numbers or digits (800-GO-U-HAUL). Advertisements might 
draw conclusions that summarize or chunk disparate pieces of information into a single at-
tribute or benefi t. An ad that discusses a food product’s calorie, fat, sodium, and sugar con-
tent might chunk this information into a conclusion about the product’s healthfulness.

Rehearsal 

When motivation is low, marketers may use tactics such as jingles, sounds, and slogans to 
perpetuate rehearsal. Under Armour, which makes sports apparel, created ads featuring 
men’s cleats making distinctive click-clack sounds and the slogan “Click-Clack: I think you 
hear us coming.“29 Sometimes these techniques work too well, as you may know from going 
through the day singing a commercial’s jingle. Rehearsal is not always good for marketers. 

Elaboration Transferring 
 information into long-term 
memory by processing it at 
deeper levels.

Recirculation 
We might remember Jif peanut 
butter simply because we have 
seen it so many times before. 
Additional images of Jif further 
this recirculation process.

Exhibit 7.4 
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One study found that consumers who rehearsed the price 
paid for a product on the last occasion by writing it down 
(when paying by check or entering the amount into fi nan-
cial management software, for example) were less inclined 
to buy it.30 The memory of the price probably highlighted 
what consumers had to give up to obtain the product. 

Recirculation

Recirculation is an important principle for marketing be-
cause it explains why repetition of marketing communica-
tions affects memory, particularly in low-involvement 
situations.31 Marketers can strengthen the effect of recir-

culation by creating different ads that repeat the same basic message. To illustrate, a 
slogan like “Chevy, an American revolution” is likely to be memorable after you have been 
exposed to it on many occasions, even though the ad content may change over time.

Recirculation can also explain why communications that repeat the brand name fre-
quently, either within an ad or across communications, produce better brand name 
memory. Knowing that preteens like to play video games over and over again, the head 
of marketing for Burton Snowboard says his fi rm’s snowboards and gear are featured in 
Sony video games for one reason: “Repetition, repetition, repetition.”32 According to re-
search, planning spaced exposures by alternating messages in involving media such as 
TV commercials and less involving media such as billboards can be highly effective.33 
However, when one brand repeatedly advertises product claims that are similar to claims 
promoted repeatedly by a close competitor, the repetition may actually confuse con-
sumers rather than enhance memory.34 

Elaboration 

Several strategies familiar from previous chapters enhance the likelihood that consum-
ers will elaborate on information. For example, unexpected or novel stimuli can attract 
attention and induce elaboration.35 GEICO’s unusual choice of a gecko as spokescharac-
ter for its insurance is intended to make consumers think about the connection (see 
Exhibit 7.5). Also, an advertising agency study indicates that consumers who pay 
 attention to a particular TV program and think about it are more likely to remember its 
commercials.36 Older people may have less ability to elaborate on information from mar-
keting messages, perhaps because their short-term memory is more limited. Children 
may elaborate less because they have less knowledge, which makes it more diffi cult for 
them to think extensively about an ad message.37 Elaboration may also explain why 
moderate levels of humor in an ad enhance both encoding and retrieval of the product’s 
claims, whereas strong humor inhibits elaboration of the claims.38 

In Chapter 4, you learned that knowledge is organized into categories and linked to 
associations. These categories and associations also relate to the concepts of mem-
ory and retrieval.

Organization of Long-Term Memory 
Memory researchers think about long-term memory, or prior knowledge, as a series of 
semantic (or associative) networks. Exhibit 7.6 represents one consumer’s memory 

Semantic or associative 
 network A set of associations 
in memory that are linked to a 
concept.

What Is Retrieval? 

Tactics to Enhance 
Elaboration 
GEICO’s unusual choice of a 
gecko as spokescharacter for its 
insurance is intended to make 
consumers connect GEICO to 
gecko.

Exhibit 7.5 
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(or prior knowledge) about the category called “vacations,” specifi cally the associa-
tions the consumer has to a St. Moritz ski vacation, a member of the “ski vacation” 
category. That category, in turn, is part of the higher order “luxury vacation” category. 
The St. Moritz ski vacation concept is connected to a set of links (called associations
and beliefs in previous chapters). How did these links get there? They were learned and 
remembered based on personal experiences or information that the consumer had 
heard or read. Some links represent autobiographical memories; others represent se-
mantic memory. The group of associations or links connected to the “St. Moritz ski 
vacation” concept is called a semantic (or associative) network.

Notice that in Exhibit 7.6, the links in the semantic network vary in strength. 
Strong links, depicted by the thick lines, are fi rmly established in memory. Others, 
depicted by the dashed lines, are weakly established in memory. Some links are 
strong because they have been rehearsed, recirculated, chunked, and elaborated 
extensively. Others are weak because they have been encountered infrequently, 
have not been accessed in a long time, or have been processed on a very limited 
basis. The entire semantic network represents what is available in this consumer’s 
memory as a “St. Moritz ski vacation.”

The Semantic Network 
We have a lot of information in our memory, but we are only able to retrieve or ac-
cess some of it at any given time.39 We have all been in situations in which we try to 

A Semantic (or 
Associative) Network
A semantic network is a set of 
concepts connected by links. 
When one concept is activated, 
others may become activated 
via the links. Concepts con-
nected by strong links are more 
likely to activate each other 
than are those connected by 
weak links.

Exhibit 7.6
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remember something but cannot. Two factors about the semantic network affect 
what we remember: trace strength and spreading of activation.40

Trace Strength 
The fi rst factor affecting the semantic network is the strength of the links or associ-
ations, known as trace strength. The stronger the link that connects information to 
the category, the more accessible the information is and the easier it is to retrieve 
from memory. You are more likely to remember that BMW is “the ultimate driving 
machine” if you have a strong association connecting the car with its slogan. 
 Marketers often try to strengthen our memory links. For example, after research 
revealed that most U.S. consumers believe that family-owned fi rms make products 
that consumers can trust, S. C. Johnson & Son added the tag line “A Family Com-
pany” to its advertising and packaging. Doing this helped the maker of Glade, Raid, 
and Windex strengthen the association of its products with family ownership in the 
minds of consumers.41 The more marketers can engage in recirculation, or encour-
age consumers to rehearse or elaborate on information, the greater the likelihood 
that the link will be strengthened and that consumers will be able to retrieve that 
information.

Spreading of Activation 
A second factor explaining what gets retrieved from memory is called spreading of 
activation. Think of a semantic network as a kind of electric network. Strong links 
have the potential for generating high-voltage current, and weak links have the po-
tential for generating low-voltage current. Using the example in Exhibit 7.6, if a 
concept like “St. Moritz” is activated in the consumer’s semantic network, the 
strong link between “St. Moritz” and “expensive” will activate or make the con-
sumer think about “expensive.” Because the current connecting “St. Moritz” and 
“expensive” is very strong, the electrical potential from this current will spread to 
adjacent items in the semantic network, particularly along strong links. Following 
Exhibit 7.6, this spreading of activation will likely lead the consumer to remember 
the town of St. Moritz. The activation of the concept “St. Moritz” may also activate 
“Switzerland” and “long lines.” Activation from “Switzerland” may, in turn, spread 
to the concept “chocolate.”

Of course, concepts like “Switzerland,” “chocolate,” and “expensive” are linked 
to many semantic networks, not just to one. Our consumer may think about choco-
late when prompted to think about St. Moritz, but chocolate may be strongly linked 
to other semantic networks that can be cued through spreading of activation. This 
consumer may start thinking that she recently bought chocolate at a Godiva store, 
a recollection that may lead her to remember a friend she saw there, which may in 
turn remind her that she should write to her friend. Spreading of activation ex-
plains why we sometimes have seemingly random thoughts as the activation 
spreads from one semantic network to another.

MAO can infl uence spreading of activation. If motivation and opportunity to 
process information are high, the number of activated links can also be quite high. 
On the other hand, when motivation or opportunity is low, only the closest and 
strongest links might be activated. Individuals with more knowledge about a con-
cept will have a greater ability to process a more detailed semantic network, bring-
ing forth any number of associations.42

Because strong links enhance an item’s accessibility from memory, they are 
very important to marketers. The weak links are not unimportant, however. 

Trace strength The extent to 
which an association or link is 
strongly or weakly linked to a 
concept in memory.

Accessible The extent to 
which an association or link is 
retrievable from memory.

Spreading of activation The 
process by which retrieving one 
concept or association spreads 
to the retrieval of a  related con-
cept or association.
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 Activation spreads to every link in the semantic network, although the activation 
may not be suffi cient to cause consumers to remember an item. A concept that has 
been  activated but not enough to make it retrievable from memory is said to have 
been primed. It has been given a jump-start. Suppose our consumer is trying to re-
member how she got to the lifts at St. Moritz. The “buses” link is not strongly estab-
lished in her memory. Activating “St. Moritz” might prime the “buses” concept, but 
the activation is too weak for the consumer to remember the buses. If she later 
drives by a school, the activation of the “school” concept might cue “buses,” and 
this activation might be suffi cient for her to remember that she got to the ski lift in 
St.  Moritz by taking a bus.

Retrieval Failures 
Trace strength and spreading of activation help to explain forgetting—the failure to 
retrieve information from memory. Forgetting is a fact of life. You might forget to 
get your car serviced or forget that you are cooking hard-boiled eggs (until they 
 explode). Retrieval failures clearly affect consumers’ purchase, consumption, and 
disposition behaviors.

Decay 
In some cases, we forget things because trace strength fades; that is, memory 
links decay over time, often because they have not been used. Thus, we tend to 
forget events from childhood because they happened so long ago. Decay is re-
duced when we are repeatedly exposed to the information through recirculation 
or when we retrieve it often from memory. Sometimes the details or attributes of 
the information we have learned decay.43 For example, we might have heard 
many details about a new movie, such as what the plot was about and who 
starred in it. However, later we may remember only something general about it 
(“I’ve heard it was good”).

The fact that consumers can forget attributes explains some interesting mar-
keting phenomena. For example, consumers may have equally strong memories 
for brands about which they have heard either very bad or very good things. 
They  forget the information stated about the brands; all they remember is that 
the brands were in the news. Forgetting also explains the sleeper effect, dis-
cussed in Chapter 5, in which consumers show more positive attitudes toward a 
bad ad as time passes. Researchers believe that over time, consumers forget that 
an ad lacked credibility and simply remember what the source said about the 
brand. In essence, memory for the source decays more rapidly than memory for 
the message.44

Interference 
Spreading of activation and trace strength explain a second cause of forgetting: inter-
ference.45 Interference occurs when semantic networks are so closely aligned that 
we cannot remember which features go with which brand or concept. Suppose you 
are watching a car ad that focuses on the car’s safety. If you have a lot of information 
about similar cars stored in memory, you might confuse which attribute is associated 
with which car. In addition, when consumers see ads that look similar, the similarity 
interferes with brand recall.46 Competitive advertising also affects interference. 
When an established brand is promotes a new attribute, consumers’ knowledge of 
the brand’s old attributes can interfere with retrieval of information about the new 
one. Yet when competitive advertising is present, consumers are able to suppress 

Prime Activation of a node in 
memory, often without con-
scious awareness.

Decay The weakening of 
memory nodes or links over 
time.

Interference That which 
causes us to confuse which 
features go with which brand 
or concept due to semantic 
networks being too closely 
aligned.
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older  attribute information and effectively retrieve the new attribute information, an 
accomplishment that works to the brand’s advantage.47

Interference also affects marketing across cultures. For instance, a study of how 
interference affects bilingual consumers concluded that second-language mes-
sages are not retrieved as well as fi rst-language messages. To reduce interference, 
marketers should therefore use visual and textual cues that reinforce each other. 
This tactic helps consumers process second-language messages, thereby improv-
ing retrieval.48

Moreover, interference can result when one concept is activated so frequently 
that we cannot activate a different one. Suppose you are trying to recall the ten 
items that you have on your grocery list. Chances are good that you can recall 
 several items very easily and a few more with some diffi culty, but the last ones are 
probably impossible to remember. This situation results because in trying to 
 remember the missing items, you keep remembering the items you have already 
recalled, and these recollections interfere with your ability to activate the missing 
ones.49 Repeatedly activating the memory trace for the items you have remembered 
inhibits activation of the other items.

Primacy and Recency Effects 
Decay and interference can be used to explain primacy and recency effects—that
is, the fact that the things we encountered fi rst or last in a sequence are often those 
most easily remembered. As an example of primacy effects, you are likely to re-
member the first ad you saw during a commercial break because there was no 
other advertising information to interfere with it. That information may also be less 
likely to decay if you rehearse it. The primacy effect explains why, when you study 
for an exam, you tend to remember best the material you studied fi rst.

As an example of recency effects, you are more likely to remember what you ate 
for breakfast this morning than what you ate a week ago because (1) this morning’s 
information has not yet decayed, and (2) there is much less information interfering 
with the retrieval of this information. Considering primacy and recency effects, 
many advertisers believe that the best placement for an ad is either fi rst or last in a 
commercial sequence or in a magazine. Some research supports the importance of 
being fi rst; evidence in support of being last is not as strong.50

Retrieval Errors 
What we do remember is not always accurate or complete; our memory may be 
subject to distortion or confusion. You might remember that your friend told you 
about a great new movie, but it was really your neighbor who told you about it. 
Memory may be selective, meaning that we retrieve only some information, often 
the information that is either very positive or very negative. In anticipating a va-
cation, you may remember the good things that happened on your last vacation 
but not the bad things. Finally, memory may be distorted. If you had a bad prod-
uct experience, you may later remember experiences that were bad but that did 
not actually happen. Perhaps you remember that a waitress who treated you 
badly at a restaurant clunked your coffee down loudly on the table. While this 
“memory” is consistent with the “bad waitress” experience, it might not have ac-
tually happened.51 And virtual interaction with a product leads to more false 
memories because it generates vivid images that consumers later come to believe 
were real occurrences.52

Primacy and Recency 
 effect The tendency to show 
greater memory for informa-
tion that comes fi rst or last in 
a  sequence.



184 P A R T  T W O   •  The Psychological Core

Consumers can retrieve information through two retrieval systems: explicit and 
implicit memory.

Explicit Memory 
Explicit memory is memory of some prior episode achieved by active attempts to 
remember it. In this situation, you are consciously trying to remember something 
that happened in the past. For example, you would use explicit memory to remem-
ber what you ordered during a recent trip to In-N-Out. Consumers try to retrieve 
information from explicit memory by either recognizing it or recalling it.

 d Recognition occurs when we can identify something we have seen before, such 
as brand recognition (we remember having seen the brand before) and ad rec-
ognition (we remember having seen the ad before). Brand recognition is par-
ticularly critical for in-store decisions because it helps us identify or locate the 
brands we want to buy. Logos on brands or packages may be particularly effec-
tive at enhancing brand recognition. You may not recall which brand of sham-
poo you buy but you might recognize it once you see it on the store shelf.

 d Recall involves a more extensive activation of the links in memory, as when we 
see a Pepsi display and use recall to retrieve knowledge about Pepsi as input for 
decision making. Free recall exists when we can retrieve something from mem-
ory without any help, such as what we had for dinner last night. Cued recall 
exists if we are asked the same question (What did we have for dinner last 
night?) but need a cue (Was it a vegetarian dish?).

Implicit Memory 
Sometimes we remember things without conscious awareness, a phenomenon 
called implicit memory. Suppose as you drive down the highway at high speed, 
you pass a billboard bearing the word Caterpillar (tractors). Later you are asked 
whether you remember seeing a billboard and, if so, what was on it. You do not re-
member seeing a billboard, let alone what it was for; you have no explicit memory 
of it. But if you are asked to say the fi rst word you can think of that begins with cat-, 
you might answer “caterpillar.” You might have encoded something about the 
 billboard without being aware of even having seen it.

How can you have implicit memory of something you cannot explicitly 
 remember? Your brief exposure to the Caterpillar name activated or primed the 
word caterpillar in your memory. The activation level was not strong enough for 
the name to be consciously retrieved; however, when you are asked for a word that 
begins with cat-, this activation brings caterpillar to mind.

Retrieval is clearly an important concept for marketers. 

Retrieval as a communication objective 

Some marketing communications aim to increase recall of the brand name,  product 
 attribute, or brand benefit.53 Other communications aim to increase consumers’ 
 recognition of the brand name, logo or brand symbol, package, advertisement, ad 

Explicit memory Memory 
for some prior episode 
achieved by active attempts 
to remember.

Recognition The process of 
determining whether a stimu-
lus has or has not been 
 encountered before.

Recall The ability to retrieve 
information from memory.

Implicit memory Memory for 
things without any conscious 
attempt at remembering 
them.

 What Are the Types of Retrieval? 
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 character, brand benefi t, and so on. Newer competitors in an established industry work 
particularly hard to increase consumers’ memory for their brand names. Under Armour, 
best known for men’s sports apparel, now targets women with ads that incorporate 
unique sounds—in this case, “Boom Boom Tap”—to facilitate retrieval.54 

Retrieval affects consumer choices 

One study found that Japanese consumers’ use of a bank declined as their recognition 
of the name of the bank declined.55 Getting consumers to recognize or recall specifi c 
claims or slogans is also critical. Furthermore, knowing and remembering this informa-
tion may serve as useful input to consumers’ attitudes, and consumers may invoke this 
information when making choices among brands.

However, the most memorable ads are not necessarily the most effective. You may 
 remember an ad because it was particularly bad, not because it increased your desire to 
buy the advertised brand. Nor are memorable ads necessarily effective at achieving 
 objectives such as linking information to the specifi c brand. In one study, consumers who 
watched the Super Bowl and its commercials incorrectly attributed the advertising slogan 
of one telecommunications fi rm to as many as 13 other companies.56 And not all marketers 
are interested in recall. For example, although consumers cannot always  recall a product’s 
actual price, they can recognize when a price is a good deal.57 

Recognition and recall relate to advertising effectiveness 

Marketers need to develop appropriate measures of recognition, recall, and implicit 
memory for testing advertisement and brand name effectiveness.58 Exhibit 7.7 shows 
this kind of research. For example, if you are thinking about where you might go for 
lunch today, the list of restaurants you will consider will probably depend on those you 
can recall from memory. In such cases, marketers should use message strategies that 
encourage consumers to think about the brand and product, a process that enhances 
recall at the moment when choices are actually being made.59

Implicit memory is also important to marketers. Although ad agencies typically 
 measure consumers’ explicit memory by what they recall and recognize from an ad, the 
concept of implicit memory suggests that consumers may have some memory of 

Recall Research 
The table to the right shows 
 research on the most recalled 
new ads between February 25 
and March 23, 2008.

Exhibit 7.7  Rank Brand Ad Description 

 1 Oreo  Young boy and father eat cookies with milk 
together over video chat; good night, Buddy; 
good morning, Dad

 2 Reese‘s  Peanut Butter Egg—Peanut butter jar and 
chocolate rabbit nuzzle; puff of smoke creates 
peanut butter eggs

 3 TGI Friday‘s  Ultimate Recipe Showdown Menu—Guy Fieri 
introduces dishes inspired by Food Network‘s 
Ultimate Recipe Showdown champion

 4 Burlington Coat Factory  Easter Savings Event—Families in Easter scenes; 
huge savings on boys’ suits; the largest selections 
for girls

 5 AT&T  Man shoots basketball in bar; hi, I‘m Chuck‘s 
phone; Chuck can‘t answer because he‘s an idiot; 
NCAA Final Four tickets

Source: © 2004–2008 IAG Research, http://www.iagr.net/data_total_market.jsp.

http://www.iagr.net/data_total_market.jsp
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 information in an advertising message even if they do not recognize or recall it. Thus, 
advertisers may try to use measures of implicit memory to gauge whether their ads 
have affected consumers’ memory.

Consumer segments and memory

Although retrieval is an important objective for marketers, not all consumers can re-
member things equally well. In particular, older consumers have diffi culty recognizing 
and remembering brand names and ad claims. 

Given the importance of retrieval, marketers need to understand how they can en-
hance the likelihood that consumers will remember something about specific 
brands. Consumers cannot recognize or recall something unless it is fi rst stored in 
memory; chunking, rehearsal, and similar factors increase the likelihood that an 
item will be stored and available for retrieval. Four additional factors—some re-
lated to trace strength and spreading of activation—also affect retrieval: (1) the 
stimulus itself, (2) what it is linked to, (3) the way it is processed, and (4) the char-
acteristics of consumers.

Characteristics of the Stimulus 
Retrieval is affected by the salience (prominence) of the stimulus (the message or 
message medium). It is also affected by the extent to which the item is a prototypical 

member of a category, whether it uses redundant cues, 
and the medium that is used to convey information.

Salience
Something is salient if it stands out from the larger con-
text in which it is placed  because it is bright, big, com-
plex, moving, or prominent in its environment (see 
Exhibit 7.8).60 If you saw a really long commercial or a 
multipage ad, it might be  salient relative to the short 
commercials or single-page ads that surround it. A visu-
ally complex figure in an ad will be salient relative to a 
simple background, and an animated Internet ad will be 
salient relative to motionless ones. Also, ads and 
 demonstrations that offer consumers specifi c criteria for 
evaluating the promoted product as compared with com-
peting products enhance the salience of those  attributes. 
As a result, consumers can more easily encode and re-
trieve information based on those salient attributes.61

The salience of a stimulus affects retrieval in several 
ways. Salient objects tend to attract attention, drawing 
attention away from things that are not salient. Because 
they are prominent, salient stimuli also induce greater 
elaboration, thereby creating stronger memory traces.62

This phenomenon might explain why some research has 
shown that consumers tend to remember longer com-
mercials better than shorter ones and bigger print ads 
better than smaller ones.63

How Retrieval Is Enhanced 

Salience
The fi ngerprint and the word 
UNIQUE are salient in this ad.

Exhibit 7.8 
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Prototypicality
We are better able to recognize and recall prototypical or pioneer brands in a prod-
uct category (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of prototypicality). Because they have 
been frequently rehearsed and recirculated, the memory trace for prototypical 
brands is strong. These brands are also likely to be linked to many other concepts 
in memory, making their activation highly likely. The fact that we tend to remember 
these brands may explain why they have been so successful over time and why so 
many companies fi ght to establish themselves as category leaders.64 Coca-Cola, for 
example, uses marketing to establish itself as the market leader in many countries. 
Thanks to in-store promotions and other techniques, its Femsa subsidiary has dra-
matically increased sales in Mexico. Consumers there now drink more Coca-Cola 
per capita than consumers in any other nation—3,200 ounces per year—making 
the brand the prototypical soft drink.65

Redundant Cues
Memory is enhanced when the information items to be learned seem to go together 
naturally. Thus, our memory of brand names, advertising claims, and pictures pre-
sented in ads is better when these elements convey the same information.  Marketers 
can also enhance consumers’ memory for brands by advertising two complemen-
tary products together (such as Special K with Tropicana orange juice) and explain-

ing why they naturally go together.66

Research indicates that event sponsorship 
enhances memory when the brand is proto-
typical—due to its prominence in the 
 marketplace—and when the event relates to 
the brand’s core meaning. Even if no clear 
link exists between the event and the spon-
sor, sponsor recall can be improved if the 
company explains (elaborates for the con-
sumer) why the sponsorship makes sense.67

Furthermore, because of redundancy be-
tween the spokesperson and the product 
category, recall is enhanced when a spokes-
person is relevant to the product (as when 
model Petra Nemcova endorses Rampage, as 
shown in Exhibit 7.9).68

The Medium in Which the Stimulus Is 
 Processed
Advertisers often wonder whether certain 
media are more effective than others at en-
hancing consumer memory, an area that re-
searchers are still exploring. Currently, 
advertisers are trying to determine whether 
spending money on Internet ads is a good 
use of advertising dollars. Some research sug-
gests that consumers tend not to look at or 
remember Internet ads, whereas other stud-
ies suggest that these ads can be as or even 
more effective in generating brand memory 
than ads shown in traditional media.69

Redundant Cues 
Memory is enhanced when the 
information items to be learned 
seem to go together naturally.

Exhibit 7.9
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What the Stimulus Is Linked To 
Retrieval can also be affected by what the stimulus is linked to in memory. The 
 associative network concept explains a related way of facilitating retrieval— 
providing retrieval cues. A retrieval cue is a stimulus that facilitates the activation of 
memory.70 For example, if you want to remember to go to a sale at Macy’s, you might 
leave a note on your desk that says, “Macy’s.” The note serves as a retrieval cue when 
you see it some time later and remember the sale.

Retrieval cues can be generated internally or externally. Internally, a thought 
can also cue another thought, as in “Today is December 8. Oh, my gosh, it’s Mom’s 
birthday!” An external stimulus such as a vending machine, a Web banner, or an 
in-store display could also serve as a retrieval cue—“Oh, there’s the new candy 
bar I’ve been hearing about.” These same retrieval cues can be used to activate 
images stored in autobiographical memory. If you see an ad for your favorite 
brand of ice cream, this cue might activate both your positive feelings about ice 
cream and your memory of past experiences with it. Pictures or videos of our-
selves engaging in an activity can serve as powerful retrieval cues to stimulate 
memories.71 However,  effective retrieval cues may differ from culture to culture. 
One study found that sounds serve as more effective retrieval cues for English-
language ads, whereas  visuals serve as more effective retrieval cues for Chinese-
language ads.72

Brand Name as a Retrieval Cue 
One of the most important types of retrieval cues is the brand name.73 If we see 
brand names such as Panasonic, Kellogg, and Reebok, we can retrieve information 
about these and related brands from memory. In particular, revealing the brand 
name early in an ad message is likely to strengthen the memory association be-
tween the brand and the consumer’s evaluation of the message content, an effect 
that infl uences retrieval.74 Yet the impact of a brand name as a retrieval cue is not 
the same for recognition as it is for recall.75 Unfamiliar brands have a retrieval ad-
vantage when the name of the brand fi ts well with the product function, whereas 
familiar brands have a retrieval advantage when the name features unusual spell-
ing.76 Images closely related to the brand name also serve as retrieval cues.77

If marketers want consumers to recognize the brand on the store shelf, it is im-
portant to have high-frequency words or names to which consumers have been 
heavily exposed—for example, Coast or Crest. On the other hand, if the goal is to 
have consumers recall the brand and its associations, it is more important to have 
brand names that (1) evoke rich imagery (Passion or Old El Paso), (2) are novel or 
unexpected (Ruby Tuesday’s or Toilet Duck), or (3) suggest the offering and its ben-
efi ts (Minute Rice or PowerBook).

Other Retrieval Cues 
Along with brand names, logos and packages can also act as retrieval cues. The pic-
ture of the girl with the umbrella is likely to cue consumers to remember the Mor-
ton seasoning products depicted in Exhibit 7.10. Category names are another type 
of retrieval cue. Thus, encountering the product categories “cars,” “cookies,” or 
“computers” might cue the names of specifi c brands from these categories from 
memories. Moreover, the visual properties of typefaces can serve as retrieval cues 
to the advertised product’s benefi ts. This response is the reason why fast-food com-
panies like Wendy’s use distinctive and instantly recognizable lettering for their 
brand names.78

Retrieval cue A stimulus that 
facilitates a node‘s activation 
in memory.
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Retrieval cues have implications for consumers’ purchasing decisions. Consumers often 
remember very little advertising content when they are actually making a decision in the 
store.79 The reason this happens is that advertising is typically seen or heard in a con-
text completely different from the purchase environment. One way to handle this prob-
lem is to place a cue from the ad on the brand’s package or on an in-store display in 
order to activate advertising-related links in memory.80 Thus, packages are sometimes 
labeled “as seen on TV.” Another strategy is to place well-known cues from ads on the 
package, such as the bear on Snuggle fabric softener or “scrubbing bubbles” on S. C. 
Johnson’s bathroom cleaner.

Retrieval cues also have important implications for marketers. First, these cues can af-
fect what consumers remember from ads.81 Some research has shown that the most effec-
tive retrieval cues match the cues actually used in an ad. Therefore, if an ad uses a picture 
of an apple, then a picture of an apple and not the word apple is the most effective re-
trieval cue. If the ad uses a particular word, then that word and not a picture of what it 
represents is the most effective retrieval cue. Other research has shown that music is an 
effective retrieval cue for ad content, affecting consumers’ memories of pictures in an ad.

Some marketers have developed features to help consumers generate their own 
 retrieval cues. For example, Hallmark.com offers a free reminder service to consumers 
who register and then list the people and special occasions they want to remember 

Packages sometimes contain information that helps consumers remember what they saw in an ad. The 
girl with the umbrella (who shows that Morton salt still pours even when it rains) is used as a retrieval 
cue on all Morton seasoning products.

The Package as 
Retrieval Cue 

Exhibit 7.10 
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(by sending greeting cards or in other ways). The site will send an e-mail reminder of 
each birthday, anniversary, or other noteworthy occasion well in advance. This service 
not only acts as a retrieval cue but also facilitates searching and decision making— 
issues discussed in the next set of chapters. 

How a Stimulus Is Processed in Short-Term Memory 
Another factor affecting retrieval is the way that information is processed in short-
term memory. One consistent fi nding is that messages processed through imagery 
tend to be better remembered than those processed discursively. For instance, re-
search shows that older consumers’ memory for information from advertising can 
be improved if they form a mental image of things in the ad, such as the claims 
that it makes. Imagery apparently creates a greater number of associations in 
memory, which, in turn, enhance retrieval.82 The reason for this phenomenon may 
be that things processed in imagery form are processed as pictures and as words. 
This dual coding provides extra associative links in memory, thereby enhancing 
the likelihood that the item will be retrieved. Information encoded verbally, how-
ever, is processed just one way—discursively—so it has only one retrieval path.

Nevertheless, imagery processing is not necessarily induced by pictures alone. 
When you read a novel, you can often generate very vivid images about the story 
and its characters. In this way, verbal information can also possess imagery- 
generating properties. Inducing imagery via pictures, high-imagery words, or imag-
ery instructions may result in dual coding.83 Dual coding is one reason that 
marketers often use the audio portion of well-known TV ads as radio commercials. 
When consumers hear the familiar verbal message, they may provide their own im-
agery of the visual part. The fact that they have engaged in coding of both the verbal 
message and its associated visuals facilitates retrieval of one if the other is present.

In the case of print ads, the ability of consumers to retrieve memories of earlier 
presentations of an ad strengthens memory traces of that message. However, vary-
ing ad format and content when messages appear at longer intervals will decrease 
the likelihood that consumers can retrieve memories of earlier presentations 
 during the later presentations.84

Consumer Characteristics Affecting Retrieval 
Finally, consumers’ mood and expertise can affect retrieval.

Mood
Mood has some very interesting effects on retrieval.85 First, being in a positive mood 
can enhance our recall of stimuli in general. Second, we are more likely to recall 
 information that is consistent with our mood. In other words, if we are in a positive 
mood, we are more likely to recall positive information. Likewise, if we are in a nega-
tive mood, we will recall more negative information. From a marketing perspective, 
if an advertisement can infl uence a consumer’s mood in a positive  direction, the re-
call of relevant information may be enhanced when the consumer is feeling good.

Several explanations account for these mood effects. One is that feelings con-
sumers associate with a concept are linked to the concept in memory. Thus, your 
memory of DisneyWorld may be associated with the feeling of having fun. If you 
are in a mood for fun, the “fun” concept may be activated, and this activation may 
spread to the concept of “Disney World.”86 Research also suggests that people pro-
cess information in more detail when mood is intense than when it is not. More 
detailed processing leads to greater elaboration and higher levels of recall.87

Dual coding The representa-
tion of a stimulus in two mo-
dalities, e.g., pictures and 
words in memory.
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 Furthermore, mood infl uences both elaboration and rehearsal, two processes that 
enhance memory. Thus, consumers in a positive mood are more likely to readily 
learn brand names and engage in brand rehearsal.88

Expertise 
Chapter 4 mentioned that compared with novices, experts have more complex cat-
egory structures in memory with a greater number of higher- and lower-level cate-
gories and more detail within each category. Therefore, experts’ associative 
networks are more interconnected than the networks of novices. The complex link-
ages and the spreading of the activation concept explain why experts can recall 
more brands, brand attributes, and benefi ts than novices.89

Summary 

Memory consists of three memory stores. Sensory 
memory (iconic and echoic) involves a very brief anal-
ysis of incoming information. Short-term memory 
represents active working memory and involves imag-
ery and discursive processing. Long-term memory 
represents the permanent memory store, covering 
both autobiographical and semantic memory. Con-
sumers will lose information from the sensory store 
and from short-term memory if they do not further 
process the information.

Long-term memory can be represented as a set of 
semantic networks with concepts connected by asso-
ciations or links. Although long-term memory refl ects 
what we have stored, not everything in memory is 
equally accessible, indicating that memory and re-
trieval are different phenomena. To enhance the likeli-
hood that information is stored in long-term memory 
and to reduce the likelihood that stored information 
will be lost, marketers can enhance memory using 
chunking, recirculation, rehearsal, and elaboration.

Retrieval is the process of remembering informa-
tion stored in memory. Consumers can retrieve infor-
mation when concepts are activated in memory, 
making the information accessible. Concepts may also 
be activated by the spreading of activation. Even if the 
activation is not suffi cient to retrieve an item, it may 
be suffi ciently strong to prime the concept in memory, 
making that concept more easily retrievable when 
other cues are present. People forget because of 
 retrieval failures (due to decay, interference, primacy 
and recency effects) or because they may retrieve 
 information that is not accurate.

There are two types of retrieval tasks: those that ask 
whether we can remember things we have previously 
encountered—an explicit memory task—and those 

that reveal the memory of things for which we have no 
conscious memory—an implicit memory task. Be-
cause of their importance to retrieval, both recall and 
recognition serve as objectives for marketing commu-
nications, influence consumer choice, and have im-
portant strategic implications. Factors that facilitate 
recognition and recall include the characteristics of 
the information (its salience, prototypicality, and re-
dundancy), what it is linked to (retrieval cues), the way 
that it is processed (particularly in imagery mode), and 
the characteristics of consumers (mood, expertise).

Questions for Review and Discussion 

 1. How are sensory, short-term, and long-term mem-
ory linked?

 2. What techniques can enhance the storage of infor-
mation in long-term memory?

 3. Why are some links in a semantic or associative 
network weak, whereas others are strong?

 4. How can retrieval failures and errors affect 
 consumer memory?

 5. How does recognition differ from recall?

 6. What is implicit memory, and how can it affect a 
consumer’s ability to retrieve a brand name?

 7. How do mood and expertise affect retrieval of 
memories?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e


Thanks to a steady stream of innovative products com-
bining user-friendly technology and elegant design, 
 Apple’s bite of the consumer electronics market has 
been getting a little larger year by year. Once it hit the 
iPod sales jackpot, however, Apple’s brand took a major 
leap forward in public awareness and cachet—a leap 
that has also boosted sales of Apple’s other products.

Apple has a history of zigging when the rest of the 
industry is zagging. The Apple brand is fun, unique, and 
memorable because it is such a departure from brands 
that sound serious and corporate. The company’s orig-
inal name, Apple Computer (changed to Apple a few 
years ago), helped reinforce the link between the 
seemingly whimsical “apple” and the concept of com-
puters. Apple’s Macintosh computer has always stood 
out because it looks different from other personal 
computers and relies on software that even novices 
can learn. Like every Apple product, the Mac and its 
packaging sport the company logo, an apple with one 
bite taken out of it.

Then came the iPod. Apple didn’t invent digital music 
devices, but it did take them to a new level of style and 
convenience with the iPod, which debuted in 2001. 
Backed by music-driven advertising, the player with the 
white ear buds immediately became the product of 
choice for many consumers. Newer models such as the 
iPod Nano and the iPod Touch have continued the tradi-
tion of adding new features and updating the styling to 
make the product even more irresistible to current cus-
tomers and to new buyers alike. Today Apple sells $8 bil-
lion worth of iPods every year and earns millions from 
its iTunes online store, where customers can buy songs, 
movies, TV shows, and other downloadable entertain-
ment products.

And then came the iPhone, a new combination of 
mobile phone, iPod, and wireless Internet/e-mail 
 appliance with a large, colorful touch screen for one-
fi nger  operation and accessories like the iPod’s well-
known white ear buds. Prompted by extensive 
publicity and introductory ads touting the sleek 
phone’s smart features and trendy look, buyers lined 
up for days to get the fi rst iPhones in 2007. Within 
months, Apple began a second round of advertising to 
encourage non-iPhone customers to switch from their 

current phones. Rather than focusing exclusively on 
the product, this campaign showcased customers 
talking about how they use their iPhones.

The iPhone was an instant success: Apple sold 
4 million units in the product’s fi rst six months and, 
with a price cut, sales have continued to be strong. 
But something else happened during those six months 
that Apple had not anticipated. With so many shop-
pers browsing Apple stores in search of iPhones and 
iPods, the company began to sell many more Macin-
tosh computers. Although Apple’s share of the 
 worldwide personal computer market remains below 
5 percent, it has room to grow as the Mac momentum 
builds.

Since then, Apple has expanded Macintosh distribu-
tion and stepped up advertising in all media to make the 
most of the high awareness and popularity of its brand. 
One campaign, titled simply “Get a Mac,” targeted con-
sumers who use non-Mac computers by presenting hu-
morous commercials about the features that make the 
Mac easier to use than competing products. This cam-
paign also ran in the United Kingdom and Japan, with 
local actors and content customized for each culture. 
As with every Apple ad, these Mac ads closed with a 
shot of the apple logo.

Both sales revenue and profi ts are rising as Apple 
bites more deeply into the global market for personal 
computers, mobile phones, digital music players, and 
other electronics. The key to building demand across 
product categories is to help consumers remember 
the Apple.90

Case Questions 
 1. Use the concepts of trace strength and spreading of 

activation to explain why the Apple brand is memo-
rable. What does Apple do to strengthen trace 
strength, and why is doing this important for the 
company‘s long-term success?

 2. How has the iPod’s prototypicality affected the 
Apple brand? 

 3. Why would Apple change to new advertising right 
after the introduction of the iPhone? Explain, using 
your knowledge of memory and retrieval.

Remember the Apple 

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE 
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The Process of Making 
Decisions

Part 3
  8  Problem Recognition and 

Information Search
  9  Judgment and Decision 

Making Based on High Effort
 10  Judgment and Decision 

Making Based on Low Effort
 11 Post-Decision Processes

Part Three examines the sequential 
steps in the consumer decision-making 
process. Chapter 8 explores the initial 
steps of this process—problem recogni-
tion and information search. Consumers 
must fi rst realize they have a problem be-
fore they can begin the process of mak-
ing a decision about solving it. They must 
then collect information to help make 
this decision.

As with attitude change, decision mak-
ing is affected by the amount of  effort 
consumers expend. Chapter 9 e xamines 
the decision-making process when con-
sumer effort is high and explores how 
marketers can infl uence this extensive 
decision process. Chapter 10 focuses on 
decision making when consumer effort 
is low and discusses how marketers can 
infl uence this kind of decision process. 
Chapter 11 looks at how consumers 
 determine whether they are satisfi ed or 
dissatisfi ed with their decisions and how 
they learn from choosing and consuming 
products and services.

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS
• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)
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INTRODUCTION

Awesome or Awful? Read the Review

W ith more than 30,000 new products being launched every year, how can consumers 
locate suitable offerings, learn more about each, and narrow their choices without 

walking through every store on the planet? Millions of consumers let their fi ngers do the 
clicking around the Internet to check product reviews and ratings. Expert reviews and ratings 
from trusted sites such as those sponsored by AAA and Consumer Reports provide objective 
information. But consumer reviews are the big attractions on shopping agents such as Shop-
ping.com, PriceGrabber.com, and Retrovo.com, where reviews appear alongside detailed 
product descriptions, buyers’ guides, and price comparisons.

Online, consumer reviewers assign stars or a number to rate a product and add comments 
such as “Easy to use!” or “Not worth the money.” To help would-be buyers determine which 
write-ups are most credible, consumers rate other consumers’ reviews on most sites. Retrovo.
com takes a slightly different approach to rating electronic gadgets. It analyzes all online ex-
pert and consumer feedback for a particular item, then posts a single rating (positive, neutral, 
negative, or undecided). Amazon.com, Bass Pro Shops, and Best Buy are only some of the retail 
websites that encourage consumers to post reviews—both raves and rants—for all to read.1

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Describe how consumers 
recognize a consumption 
pro blem and show why 
marketers must understand 
this part of the decision-
making process.

2. Discuss what happens 
when consumers conduct an 
internal search to solve a 
consumption problem and 
identify some of the ways in 
which marketers can affect 
internal searches.

3. Explain why and how 
consumers conduct an 
external search to solve a 
consumption problem.

4. Identify opportunities 
and the challenges that 
marketers face in trying to 
infl uence such searches.

Problem Recognition and 
Information Search

Chapter 8
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Online reviews are increasingly important elements in the early stages of the consumer 
decision-making process. Suppose Lindsey, a typical consumer, cannot get her camera to 
work when she is on vacation. Disappointed, she realizes that she needs a replacement 
(problem recognition, as shown in Exhibit 8.1). Once she comes home, Lindsey tries to recall 
what she knows about camera brands and features (internal information search). However, 
knowing that her information is outdated, she checks magazine ads and articles and looks 
up camera reviews online (external information search). Sometimes, as in this example, prob-
lem recognition, internal information search, and external information search proceed se-
quentially; at other times, these processes occur simultaneously or in a different order. 
However they occur, these three stages are useful in explaining the basic processes that 
characterize consumer decision making.

Problem Recognition

The consumer decision process generally begins when the consumer identifi es a 
consumption problem that needs to be solved (“I need a new camera” or “I would 
like some new clothes”). Problem recognition is the perceived difference between 
an ideal and an actual state. This is a critical stage in the decision process because 
it motivates the consumer to action.

The ideal state is the way that consumers would like a situation to be (having 
an excellent camera or wearing attractive clothing). The actual state is the real situ-
ation as consumers perceive it now. Problem recognition occurs if consumers be-
come aware of a discrepancy between the actual state and the ideal state (“My 
camera is too old” or “My clothing is out of date”). Exhibit 8.2 shows how a mar-
keter contrasts the ideal and the actual states. The greater the discrepancy between 
the actual and the ideal states, and the higher the level of motivation, ability, and 
opportunity (MAO), the more likely consumers are to act. If consumers do not per-
ceive a problem, their motivation to act will be low.

Problem recognition relates to consumption and disposition as well as to 
 acquisition. Consumers can recognize problems such as needing to decide what 
to make for dinner, which item of clothing to wear, or whether to replace an old 
appliance. Reckitt Benckiser tapped into problem recognition when it discov-
ered that consumers were disposing of dark-colored clothing that faded after 
 repeated washing. In response, the company introduced Woolite Dark Laundry 
as a detergent that cleans without affecting clothing color.2 Because problem 
recognition stimulates many types of consumer decision making, it is important 
to understand what contributes to differences between the ideal and the actual 
states.

The Ideal State: Where We Want to Be
Where do we get our notion of the ideal state? Sometimes we rely on simple expec-
tations, usually based on past experience, about everyday consumption and 
 disposition situations and how products or services fulfi ll our needs. For example, 

Problem recognition The per-
ceived difference between an 
actual and an ideal state.

Ideal state The way we want 
things to be.

Actual state The way things 
actually are.
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PROBLEM RECOGNITION AND INFORMATION SEARCH

INTERNAL INFORMATION SEARCH
• Extent
• Type of information retrieved
• Search biases

PROBLEM RECOGNITION (IDEAL VERSUS ACTUAL STATE)

EXTERNAL INFORMATION SEARCH
• Where search occurs
• Extent
• Type of information acquired
• How information is searched

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

The fi rst step in the consumer decision-making process involves problem recognition (the consumer rec-
ognizes a problem that needs to be solved). Next, the consumer searches for information to solve the 
problem either internally from memory or externally from outside sources (such as experts, magazines, or 
ads). How much consumers search, what they search for, and the process they go through while search-
ing are all discussed in this chapter.

Chapter Overview: 
Problem Recognition 
and Information Search

Exhibit 8.1



we consider how we might look in certain clothes, how 
clean our house should be, how much fun it would be 
to vacation in a particular location, which old products 
we should keep, and so on. The ideal state also can be a 
function of our future goals or aspirations. For example, 
many consumers might want to drive a car that will 
provide them with social status (a Lexus, Mercedes, or 
Porsche) or to join a club that will bring them admira-
tion or acceptance by others.

Both expectations and aspirations are often stimu-
lated by our own personal motivations—what we want 
to be based on our self-image—and by aspects of our 
own culture. Some societies are more materialistic 
than others, and therefore the desire for many goods 
and services may be greater in those cultures. Like-
wise, social class can exert an influence: many con-
sumers want to be accepted by members of their class 
or to raise their social standing, leading them to aspire 
to a higher ideal state. Reference groups also play a 
critical role because we strive to be accepted by others 
and because reference groups serve as a guide to our 
behavior.

Finally, major changes in personal circumstances, 
such as getting a promotion or becoming a parent, can 
instigate new ideal states. When you graduate and start 
a new job, you are likely to develop new ideal states re-

lated to where you live, what you wear, what you drive, and so forth. Newly affl uent 
consumers in Vietnam, for example, are increasingly interested in buying world-
famous status-symbol brands such as Gucci and Louis Vuitton.3

The Actual State: Where We Are Now
Like our perception of the ideal state, our perception of the actual state can be 
infl uenced by a variety of factors. Often these are simple physical factors, such as 
running out of a product, having a product malfunction (the cell phone breaks) 
or become obsolete (the digital music player has insuffi cient storage), or unex-
pectedly needing a service (a cavity requires dental work). Needs also play a criti-
cal role. If you are hungry or thirsty or if friends make fun of your clothes, your 
actual state would not be acceptable. Finally, external stimuli can suddenly 
change your perceptions of the actual state. If someone tells you that Mother’s 
Day is next Sunday, for example, you might suddenly realize that you have not 
bought a card or present yet. Or opening your closet door may make you realize 
the closet is too full.

Marketing can help put consumers in a state of problem recognition and motivate them 
to start the decision process, leading them to acquire, consume, or dispose of a product 
or service. In general, marketers use two major techniques to try to stimulate problem 

Ideal vs. Actual State
This ad is a good illustration of 
problem recognition and the 
difference between the actual 
and ideal state. The actual state 
is a hectic day (like a tornado). 
The ideal state is a calm day, 
which can be achieved by drink-
ing a nice cup of Taster’s Choice 
coffee.

Exhibit 8.2 
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recognition. First, they can attempt to create a new ideal 
state. Thirty years ago, few people gave much thought to 
the performance or style of their athletic shoes. Today we 
are bombarded with marketing messages featuring athletic 
shoes that will make us run faster, jump higher, and look 
more fashionable—a new ideal state.

Second, marketers can try to encourage our dissatisfac-
tion with the actual state, as Saks Fifth Avenue did by foster-
ing shoppers’ dissatisfaction with ordinary shopping bags. 
When Saks created boldly stylish, eco-friendly, reusable 
bags to hold purchases, it encouraged consumers to view free 
bags as personal statements about fashion and  environmental 
consciousness. Now Lord & Taylor (Exhibit 8.3) and other 
competitors are also giving away carefully designed shopping 
bags with every purchase.4

Whether they create a new ideal state or stimulate dissatisfaction with the actual 
state, marketers are more likely to have their offering chosen if they position it as the 
solution to the consumer’s problem. For example, the British food chain Pret A Manger 
has become successful because, as the French name suggests, its fresh-daily takeout 
meals are “ready to eat“—solving the offi ce worker’s problem of fi nding a quick, healthy, 
affordable lunch.5 

An Ideal State
Consumers who shop at upscale 
stores want the ideal state of a 
fashionable yet reusable shop-
ping bag. Stores like Lord & 
 Taylor are providing them with 
these bags so they can achieve 
this ideal state.

Exhibit 8.3

Internal Search: Searching for Information from Memory

After problem recognition has been stimulated, the consumer will usually begin 
the decision process to solve the problem. Typically, the next step is internal 
search. As you saw in Chapter 7, almost all decision making involves some form of 
memory processing. Consumers have stored in memory a variety of information, 
feelings, and past experiences that can be recalled when making a decision.

Because consumers have limited capacity or ability to process information—
and because memory traces can decay over time—consumers are likely to recall 
only a small subset of stored information when they engage in internal search. Re-
searchers are investigating (1) the extent of the search, (2) the nature of the search, 
and (3) the process by which consumers recall information, feelings, and experi-
ences and enter them into the decision process.

How Much Do We Engage in Internal Search?
The degree of internal search can vary widely from the simple recall of only a 
brand name to more extensive searches through memory for relevant information, 
feelings, and experiences. On a general level, researchers know that the effort con-
sumers devote to internal search depends on their MAO to process information. 
Thus, consumers will attempt to recall more information when felt involvement, 
perceived risk, or the need for cognition is high. In addition, consumers can en-
gage in active internal search only if the information is stored in memory. Con-
sumers with a greater degree of knowledge and experience therefore have a greater 
ability to search internally. Finally, consumers can recall information from mem-
ory only if they have the opportunity to do so. Time pressure or distractions will 
limit internal search.

Internal search The process of 
recalling stored information 
from memory.
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What Kind of Information Is Retrieved 
from Internal Search?
Much of the research on the role of internal 
search in  consumer judgment and decision mak-
ing has focused on what is recalled. Specifically, 
researchers have examined the recall of four 
major types of information: (1) brands, (2) attri-
butes, (3) evaluations, and (4) experiences.6

Recall of Brands
The set of brands that consumers recall from 
memory whenever problem recognition has been 
stimulated is an important aspect of internal 
search that greatly affects decision making. Rather 
than remembering all available brands in any 
given situation, consumers tend to recall a subset 
of two to eight brands known as a consideration
or evoked set.7 For example, someone buying bot-
tled water might consider Perrier and  Poland 
Spring rather than all possible brands. With prod-
uct proliferation, however, the number of offerings 
has increased dramatically. Nestlé alone offers 
more than 50 water brands (including Perrier and 
Poland Spring), a situation that increases competi-
tion for inclusion in the consideration set.8

In general, the consideration set consists of 
brands that are “top of mind,” or easy to remember, 
when a consumer is making a decision. Some U.S. 

consumers fly rather than take the train—even when taking the train is faster and 
cheaper—simply because they do not consider the possibility of train travel. Con-
versely, in India, airlines are using marketing to encourage consumers to consider fl y-
ing rather than taking the train or bus when they travel long distances.9 A small 
consideration set is usually necessary because consumers’ ability to recall brand infor-
mation decreases as the size of the set increases. However, even if they do not recall the 
entire set from memory, stored information aids the recognition process. For example, 
stored information can help consumers recognize services in the yellow pages or iden-
tify brands on the shelf. This is the reason why Nestlé is using TV advertising to make 
its Aero chocolate bar more memorable to U.K. consumers. “With 50 or 60 brands [for 
consumers] to choose from, our key objective was to get Aero into consumers’ consid-
eration set,” says an executive at Nestlé’s ad agency.10

Studies indicate that consideration sets vary in terms of their size, stability, 
 variety, and preference dispersion (the equality of preferences toward brands or 
products in the set). On more familiar occasions and in more familiar locations, 
such as when buying snacks at the local movie theater, consumers have consider-
ation sets that are less stable, are larger in size, and have slightly more variety. In 
such situations, consumers tend to have stronger preferences for one or two items 
in the consideration set. This phenomenon suggests that a company should en-
hance its product’s linkage with an occasion or situation familiar to consumers—
such as eating on the run—to increase the chance that the product will be retrieved 
from memory as part of the consideration set.11

Consideration or evoked 
set The subset of top-of-mind 
brands evaluated when 
 making a choice.

Creating Dissatisfaction 
with the Actual State
This ad for Miller Chill creates 
dissatisfaction with the actual 
state (being cooped up in the 
winter) and suggests the use of 
the product to achieve the ideal 
state (feeling good).

Exhibit 8.4
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According to research, brands that are recalled are more likely to be chosen.12 

However, a brand’s simply being recalled does not guarantee that it will be in a con-
sumer’s consideration set because consumers can recall a number of brands and 
then reject undesirable alternatives. Also, consumers’ choices can be altered by the 
simple manipulation of which brands they recall, even though this manipulation 
may not change their product preferences. Thus, if consumers cannot recall brands 
from memory to form a consideration set, the set will tend to be determined by ex-
ternal factors such as the availability of products on the shelf or the suggestions of 
salespeople.13

Researchers have looked at the following factors that increase the possibility of 
consumers’ recalling a particular brand during internal search and including that 
brand in their consideration set:

Prototypicality.  d When consumers engage in internal search, they more easily 
recall brands that are closest to the prototype or that most resemble other cat-
egory members, making these more likely to be included in the consideration 
set than brands that are not typical of the category.14 For example, Armor All 
created the category of automotive protectant, and it has become the domi-
nant brand not only in the United States but also in Mexico, Canada, Germany, 
Japan, and Australia.15 This brand is more likely than other brands to be in the 
consideration set when problem recognition for the product exists.

Brand familiarity.  d Well-known brands are more easily recalled during internal 
search than unfamiliar brands because the memory links associated with these 
brands tend to be stronger. As a result, companies need to repeat marketing 
communications continually to keep brand awareness high and associations 
strong. In Asian cultures, ads with high-meaning pictures and words (e.g., 
 Superman fences with a picture of Superman) are very effective in increasing 
brand-name recall.16 Even in low-MAO situations in which little processing 
 occurs, incidental ad exposure can increase the likelihood of a brand’s inclu-
sion in the consideration set.17 This explains why global brands such as Sony, 
McDonald’s, and Coca-Cola have high familiarity worldwide and are likely to 
be in many consumers’ consideration sets. Brand familiarity helps consumers 
recognize which of the many brands in the store should be attended to and 
 reduces misidentifi cation of brands.18

Goals and usage situations.  d As discussed in Chapter 5, consumers have goal-
derived and usage-specifi c categories in memory, such as drinks to bring to the 
beach, and the activation of these categories will determine which brands they 
recall during internal search.19 Therefore, marketers can attempt to associate 
products with certain goals and usage situations. For example, Western 
Union—already known for secure, instant funds transfer—wants immigrants 
to associate its brand with the positive feeling of helping relatives by sending 
money home. Its advertising tag line, “sending so much more than money,” re-
inforces both goal and usage.20

Brand preference. d  Brands toward which the consumer has positive attitudes 
tend to be recalled more easily and tend to be included in the consideration set 
more often than brands that evoke negative attitudes.21 This tendency high-
lights the importance of developing positive brand attitudes. Unilever’s Dove 
brand, for instance, has been associated with moisturizing since the soap de-
buted in 1955. Dove has fostered positive attitudes about its brand through ads 
that celebrate the real beauty of real women.22
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Retrieval cues. d  By strongly associating the brand with a retrieval cue, marketers 
can increase the chance that the brand will be included in the consumer’s con-
sideration set. Think of the McDonald’s Golden Arches or the Target red-and-
white bull’s-eye. Packaging can be an important retrieval cue for food products; 
this is the reason why Listerine comes in a distinctive squared-off bottle and 
Coca-Cola’s hourglass bottle still appears in the company’s promotions.23

Recall of Attributes
For a variety of reasons, we access only a small portion of the information stored in 
memory during internal search. Often we cannot remember specifi c facts about a 
product or service because our memory of details decreases over time. Thus, the 
attribute information we recall tends to be in summary or simplifi ed form rather 
than in its original detail. We would be more likely to remember that a car gets good 
gas mileage or that fi lling the tank is not expensive than to remember the actual 
miles per gallon the car gets or the exact price of the gas.

Nevertheless, consumers can often recall some details when they engage in in-
ternal search, and the recalled attribute information can strongly infl uence their 
brand choices.24 As a result, researchers have been very interested in determining 
which factors influence the recall of attribute information in the information 
search and decision-making processes. These are some of the major variables they 
have identifi ed:

Accessibility or availability.  d Information that is more accessible or available—
having the strongest associative links—is the most likely to be recalled and 
 entered into the decision process.25 Information that is perceived as being 
easy to recall is also more likely to be accessible.26 Simply reminding consum-
ers of the ease of information retrieval can affect their judgments in some sit-
uations.27 Marketers can make information more accessible by repeatedly 
drawing attention to it in communications or by making the information more 
relevant.28

Diagnosticity.  d Diagnostic information helps us distinguish objects from one 
another. If all brands of computers are the same price, then price is not diag-
nostic, or useful, when consumers are making a decision. On the other hand, if 
prices vary, consumers can distinguish among them, so the information is 
 diagnostic.29 If information is both accessible and diagnostic, it has a very 
strong infl uence in the decision-making process.30 However, if accessible infor-
mation is not diagnostic, it is less likely to be recalled.

Research shows that negative information tends to be more diagnostic 
than positive or neutral information because the former is more distinctive.31 

Because most brands are associated with positive attributes, negative infor-
mation makes it easier for consumers to categorize the brand as different 
from other brands. Unfortunately, consumers tend to give negative informa-
tion greater weight in the decision-making process, increasing the chances 
that alternatives with negative qualities will be rejected. Therefore, marketers 
should avoid associating their offerings with negative information, plan a 
two-sided message campaign that counters the negative information, or di-
vert attention away from the negative feature. In addition, marketers can 
identify which attributes tend to be most diagnostic for a particular product 
or service category and seek a competitive advantage on one or more of these 
attributes. This is what Toyota did with its highly fuel-efficient and earth-
friendly Prius.32

Diagnostic information That 
which helps us discriminate 
among objects.
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  d Salience. Research has clearly shown that consumers can 
recall very salient (prominent) attributes even when 
their opportunity to process is low.33 The Apple iPod’s dis-
tinctive circular control pad and white ear buds serve as 
salient attributes for consumers interested in digital 
music players, for example. In addition, price is a highly 
salient attribute for many consumers. Note that consum-
ers do not always have a strong belief about the salience 
of an attribute.34 Thus, a marketer of stereo systems can 
improve consumers’ recall of its products’ sound quality 
by providing information that makes this attribute more 
salient, an action that in turn facilitates brand choice.35 

By repeatedly calling attention to an attribute in market-
ing messages, marketers can increase a product’s salience 
and its impact on the decision.36 For example, in light of 
recent research, winemakers now promote the positive 
health benefi ts of drinking red wine, such as a lower inci-
dence of heart disease among red wine drinkers.37

  d  However, an attribute can be highly salient but not nec-
essarily diagnostic. If you are buying a watch, for exam-
ple, the attribute “tells time” would be highly salient 
but not very diagnostic. For information to be recalled 
and entered into the decision, it must have attribute 
 determinance, which means the information is both 
 salient and diagnostic.38 Glad Products’ ForceFlex line of 
stretchy-yet-strong trash bags is made from plastic em-
bossed with distinctive diamond shapes to reinforce 
the salience and diagnosticity of the strength attribute.39

  d  Vividness. Vivid information is presented as concrete words, pictures, or in-
structions to imagine (e.g., imagine yourself on a tropical beach) or through 
word-of-mouth communication. For example, a picture of a hand holding the 
credit-card-sized iPod Nano is vivid information (see Exhibit 8.5). Vivid infor-
mation is easier to recall than less dramatic information, but it only tends to 
infl uence judgment and decision making when consumers have not formed a 
strong prior evaluation, especially one that is negative.40 Also, vividness affects 
attitudes only when the effort required to process the information matches the 
amount of effort the consumer is willing to put forth.41 Otherwise, vivid and 
nonvivid information affect consumer attitudes in about the same way.

Goals.  d The consumer’s goals will determine which attribute is recalled from 
memory. For example, if one of your goals in taking a vacation is to economize, 
you are likely to recall price when considering possible vacation destinations. 
Marketers can identify important goals that guide the choice process for con-
sumers and can then position their offerings in the context of these goals, such 
as offering economy vacation packages.

Recall of Evaluations
Because our memory for specifi c details decays rapidly over time, we fi nd overall 
evaluations or attitudes (that is, our likes and dislikes) easier to remember than 
specific attribute information. In addition, our evaluations tend to form strong 

Recall of Attributes
The iPod Nano has four very 
distinctive or vivid features: 
small size, circular control pad, 
bright colors, and white ear 
buds.

Exhibit 8.5

Salient attributes Attributes 
that are “top of mind” or more 
important.

Attribute determinance 
Attributes that are both 
 salient and diagnostic.
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 associative links with the brand. This tendency is the reason that it is important for 
a marketer to encourage positive attitudes toward its brand or offering, whether it 
is a product, service, person, or place. For example, the “Uniquely Singapore” ad 
campaign features tourists talking about how much they enjoyed Singapore. The 
city-state also provides fi nancial incentives for companies fi lming movies and TV 
shows in Singapore, with the goal of “creating more awareness of Singapore and 
generating buzz in a competitive tourism market,” says an offi cial.42

Evaluations are also more likely to be recalled by consumers who are actively 
evaluating the brand when they are exposed to relevant information. For example, 
if you are ready to buy a new computer and suddenly see an ad for a particular 
brand, you will probably determine whether you like the brand when you see the 
ad. This activity is called online processing.43  Afterward, you will more likely recall 
this evaluation rather than the specifi c information that led to it. Many times, how-
ever, consumers do not have a brand-processing goal when they see or hear an ad. 
In such cases they do not form an evaluation and are therefore better able to recall 
specifi c attribute information, assuming that their involvement was high and the 
information was processed.44 Moreover, consumers are more likely to use on-
line processing in evaluating family brands when the brands within that family 
have low variability and share many attributes.45

Recall of Experiences
Internal search can involve the recall of experiences from autobiographical memory 
in the form of specifi c images and the effect associated with them (see Exhibit 8.6).46 

Like information in semantic memory, experiences that are more vivid, salient, or 
frequent are the most likely to be recalled. For example, if you have an experience 
with a product or service that is either unusually positive or unusually negative, you 
are likely to recall these vivid experiences later. Furthermore, if you repeatedly have 
a positive experience with a product or service, it will be easier to recall. For exam-
ple, some bowling alleys now offer loud music and flashing lights to appeal to 
younger bowlers and make the experience more fun, exciting, and memorable.47 

Research suggests that although advertising may affect how accurately consumers 
can recall their product experiences, their recall of the product’s evaluations is not 
necessarily affected.48

Obviously marketers want consumers to recall positive experiences related to certain 
products or services. Marketers often deliberately associate their products or services 
with common positive experiences or images to increase their recall from consumers’ 
memory. Prudential and Sony are just two of many firms that film ads at the Grand 
 Canyon because it is the “quintessential breathtaking experience,” and they hope that 
consumers will tie this positive memory to their brands.49 

Is Internal Search Always Accurate?
In addition to being infl uenced by factors that affect what we recall, we all have 
processing biases that alter the nature of internal search. These search biases can 
sometimes lead to the recall of information that results in a less-than-optimal judg-
ment or decision. Three biases have important implications for marketing: confi r-
mation bias, inhibition, and mood.

Online processing When con-
sumer are actively evaluating a 
brand as they view an ad for it.
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Confi rmation Bias
Confi rmation bias refers to our tendency to recall information that reinforces or 
confi rms our overall beliefs rather than contradicting them, thereby making our 
judgment or decision more positive than it should be. This phenomenon is related 
to the concept of selective perception—we see what we want to see—and occurs 
because we strive to maintain consistency in our views. When we engage in inter-
nal search, we are more likely to recall information about brands we like or have 
previously chosen than information about brands we dislike or have rejected. Fur-
thermore, when the confi rmation bias is operating, we are more likely to recall pos-
itive rather than negative information about favored brands. This response can be 
a problem because, as mentioned earlier, negative information tends to be more 
diagnostic.

Nevertheless, we sometimes recall contradictory evidence. In fact, we may re-
call moderately contradictory information because we had consciously thought 
about it when we fi rst tried to understand it.50 In most instances, however, consum-
ers tend to recall information that reinforces their overall beliefs.

Inhibition
Another internal search bias is associated with limitations in consumers’ processing 
capacity.51 In this case, all the variables that influence the recall of certain 
 attributes—such as accessibility, vividness, and salience—can actually lead to the 
inhibition of recall for other diagnostic attributes.52 In buying a house, for example, a 
consumer might recall information such as the selling price, number of bathrooms, 
and square footage, but he or she may not recall other important attributes such as 
the size of the lot. Inhibition can also lead to a biased judgment or decision because 
consumers may remember but still ignore important and useful information.

Mood
You saw in Chapter 7 that consumers engaged in internal search are most likely to 
recall information, feelings, and experiences that match their mood.53 With this 
knowledge in mind, advertisers are aware that marketing communications that put 
consumers in a good mood through the use of humor or attractive visuals can en-
hance the recall of positive attribute information.

From a marketing perspective, confi rmation bias presents a real problem when consum-
ers search internally for only positive information about the competition. One way mar-
keters attack this problem is to draw attention to negative aspects of competitive 
brands through comparative advertising. Apple has done this with ads comparing its 
easy-to-use computer operating systems with those made by Microsoft for PCs.54 By 
presenting comparative information in a convincing and credible way, marketers may be 
able to overcome confi rmation bias.

Inhibition is an important aspect of internal search for two reasons. First, consum-
ers may not always consider key aspects of a brand when making a decision because 
they recall other, more accessible attributes instead. If these nonrecalled attributes 
 refl ect features that differentiate the brand from others (i.e., if the attributes are diag-
nostic), the company may want to highlight them in marketing communications. 
Marketers can sometimes offset the effect of their brand’s disadvantages and/or their 
competitors’ advantages by drawing attention to more vivid or accessible attributes. For 
example, ads for Cervana deer meat stress that venison is tasty, tender, and low in fat, de-
fl ecting attention from the belief that it tastes too gamey.55 

Confi rmation bias Tendency 
to recall information that 
 reinforces or confi rms our 
over all beliefs rather than con-
tradicting them, thereby mak-
ing our judgment or  decision 
more positive than it should be.

Inhibition The recall of one 
attribute inhibiting the recall 
of another.
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External Search: Searching for Informa-
tion from the Environment
Sometimes a consumer’s decision can be based en-
tirely on information recalled from memory. At 
other times, information may be missing or some 
uncertainty may surround the recalled information. 
Then consumers engage in an external search of 
outside sources, such as dealers, trusted friends or 
relatives, published sources (magazines, pamphlets, 
or books), advertisements, the Internet, or the prod-
uct package. Consumers use external search to col-
lect additional information about which brands are 
available as well as about the attributes and benefi ts 
associated with brands in the consideration set.

Two types of external search are prepurchase 
search and ongoing search. Prepurchase search
occurs in response to the activation of problem 
recognition. As an example, consumers seeking to 
buy a new car or truck can get information by visit-
ing dealers, searching Edmunds.com and other 
websites, checking quality rankings, talking to 
friends, and reading Consumer Reports.56 Ongoing 
search occurs on a regular and continual basis, 
even when problem recognition has not been acti-
vated.57 A consumer might consistently read auto-
motive magazines, visit automotive websites, and 
go to car shows because he or she has a high de-
gree of enduring involvement in cars. Exhibit 8.7 
contrasts these two types of searches.

Researchers have examined five key aspects of the external search process: 
(1) the source of information, (2) the extent of external search, (3) the content of the 
external search, (4) search typologies, and (5) the process or order of the search.

Where Can We Search for Information?
For either prepurchase or ongoing search, consumers can acquire information 
from fi ve major categories of external sources:58

Retailer search.  d Visits or calls to stores or dealers, including the examination of 
package information or pamphlets about brands; in particular, consumers be-
lieve they save time by going to stores that are clustered together.59

Media search.  d Information from advertising, online ads, manufacturer-
sponsored websites, and other types of marketer-produced communications.

Interpersonal search.  d Advice from friends, relatives, neighbors, coworkers, and/or 
other consumers, whether sought in person, by phone, online, or in another way.

Independent search.  d Contact with independent sources of information, such as 
books, non-brand-sponsored websites like Shopping.com, government pam-
phlets, or magazines.

Experiential search.  d Using product samples or product/service trials (such as a 
test-drive) or experiencing the product online.

External search The process 
of collecting information from 
outside sources, e.g., maga-
zines, dealers, ads.

Prepurchase search A search 
for information that aids a 
specifi c acquisition decision.

Ongoing search A search that 
occurs regularly, regardless of 
whether the consumer is mak-
ing a choice.

Recall of Experiences
Ads sometimes try to evoke pos-
itive memories or experiences. 
This ad for Pandora tries to get 
consumers to remember good 
moments with their mothers or 
with their daughters.

Exhibit 8.6
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Traditionally, retailer and media searches, followed by experiential search, have 
been the most frequently used forms of search. These increase when a consumer’s 
involvement is higher and knowledge is lower.60 This finding is significant for 
 marketers because such sources are under their most direct control. Other research 
indicates that consumers browse two or more sources of information (such as the 
Internet and catalogs) before making a buying decision.61 Therefore, marketers and 
retailers should ensure that their brand information is consistent across the various 
sources.62

Consumers increase their use of interpersonal sources as their brand knowl-
edge decreases. Apparently, when consumers’ knowledge is limited, they are moti-
vated to seek out the opinions of others. Furthermore, when consumers believe 
that their purchase and consumption of certain items (usually hedonic or symbolic 
products and services such as fashion, music, and furniture) will be judged by oth-
ers, they tend to seek out interpersonal sources.63

Experiential search is also critical for hedonic products and services. Given the 
importance of sensory stimulation, consumers want to get a “feel” for the offering, 
so they often try on clothing or listen to a stereo before they buy. Chipotle Mexican 
Grill relies heavily on free samples when it opens a new store. At one New York City 
store opening, it spent $35,000 to give away burritos to 6,000 people. The cost was 
worthwhile because “the response to food is almost always positive,” explains the 
marketing director.64

Cultural characteristics play a role in external search as well. According to 
 research, consumers who are members of subcultural groups and not culturally 
assimilated—fully integrated into the surrounding culture—tend to conduct a 
wider search of external sources. And members of subcultural groups who identify 
with the surrounding culture are more likely to search for information among 
media advertisements. Thus, marketers should create informative advertising mes-
sages when targeting these consumer segments.65 Although independent search 
tends to increase as available time increases, time spent on this type of search is 
generally quite minimal.

• Involvement in the purchase
• Market environment
• Situational factors

• Increased product and
 market knowledge
• Better purchase decisions
• Increased satisfaction with
 the purchase outcome

 To make better purchase
 decisions

• Involvement with the product
• Market environment
• Situational factors

• Increased product and
 market knowledge leading to

– future buying efficiences
 – personal influence
• Increased impulse buying
• Increased satisfaction from
 search, and other outcomes

• Build a bank of
 information for future use
• Experience fun and pleasure

Prepurchase Search Ongoing Search

Determinants

Motives

Outcomes

Types of Information 
Searches
Consumers can engage in two 
major types of external search. 
Prepurchase search occurs in re-
sponse to problem recognition; 
the goal is to make better pur-
chase decisions. Ongoing search 
results from enduring involve-
ment and occurs on a continual 
basis (independent of problem 
recognition). In the latter con-
sumers search for information 
because they fi nd searching en-
joyable (they like to browse).

Exhibit 8.7
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Internet Sources
Without leaving their keyboards, consumers can use the 
 Internet to search through mounds of data online, locate any 
details needed to make purchase decisions, and buy. In fact, 
consumers can use the Internet to get information from all 
five of the sources just mentioned (see Exhibit 8.8). Some-
times consumers search for specific information; at other 
times they simply browse.66 One study suggests that women 
and older consumers visit websites longer than others do.67

Speed, user control, and two-way communication capability 
are key elements of website interactivity for conducting  online 
searches.68 Interestingly, consumers may perceive that a site 
downloads quickly when its color has a relaxing effect.69

In general, consumers who have a pleasant experience 
with a company’s website will have more positive attitudes 
toward the site and its brands.70 Consumers report higher 
satisfaction and stronger buying intentions when searching 
and shopping on sites that use an avatar—an animated 
“person”—to deliver information.71 Internet ads can be espe-
cially effective for encouraging current customers to buy 
again. Research shows that the number of exposures to Inter-
net ads, number of websites visited, and number of pages 
viewed all have a positive effect on repeat purchasing.72

In addition to conducting keyword searches on sites such 
as Google, consumers can use shopping agents such as Shop-
ping.com to organize their search results according to price, 
retail source, and other attributes. However, consumers do not 

always accurately assess whether a shopping agent’s recommendations are appropri-
ate and effective in a particular buying situation. Thus, consumers may make poor 
buying decisions by using an inferior shopping agent and by choosing offers they 
should have avoided.73 Also, when consumers using a shopping agent receive recom-
mendations about unfamiliar products, they check additional recommendations for 
familiar products as a context in which to evaluate the unfamiliar products.74 Over 
time, analyzing consumers’ buying patterns can improve shopping agents’ recom-
mendations.75 Still, consumers who make numerous visits to a website may not buy 
even when the site offers tools to help them make better decisions.76

Information Overload
Consumers today have access to so much information that they can actually be-
come overloaded. Depending on the way in which the information is structured, an 
overload can lead to a decline in decision quality.77 Some search sites therefore 
apply more efficient search techniques that prioritize results by identifying the 
most popular or frequently accessed sites.78 An ordered list with the “best” result 
presented first may actually encourage consumers to keep exploring less-than- 
optimal options, resulting in less-than-optimal buying decisions. On the other 
hand, consumers whose searches uncover increasingly better options may have 
more positive brand evaluations and be motivated to search for superior choices.79

Search sites such as About.com have subject-matter experts selecting the most 
important information and narrowing the choice set according to specifi c criteria. 
Shopping agents bring order to results by presenting items according to price or 

Using the Internet for 
Information Searching
In today’s market, many con-
sumers (like these London shop-
pers) have access to almost 
unlimited amounts of informa-
tion over the Internet.

Exhibit 8.8
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another attribute selected by the user. Although some retailers try to thwart shop-
ping agents, believing the price comparisons are too easy, a growing number are 
paying for links or ads on popular shopping sites so that they can make it into the 
consumer’s choice set.80

Simulations
Advances in technology and graphics have dramatically improved the online expe-
rience. Website developers can now simulate the retail experience as well as prod-
uct trials by creating sites that incorporate special and interactive effects including 
audio, video, zoom, panoramic views, streaming media, and three-dimensional 
product representations that can be manipulated.81 Creating a virtual product ex-
perience has a positive effect on consumer product knowledge and brand attitude, 
thereby reducing perceived risk and increasing purchase intention.82 Realtor.com, a 
real estate site, offers virtual tours of 3 million houses for sale, allowing consumers 
to simulate a personal visit.83

The Online Community
Often people with a common interest or condition related to a product or service 
go online to share ideas by using websites, text chat, and other tools.84 Research in-
dicates that the most common interactions focus on product recommendations 
and how-to-use-it advice.85 Often this information can be very infl uential in the 
consumer’s decision process because it is not controlled by marketers and is there-
fore seen as more credible. Knowing this dynamic, Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon.
com, does not try to prevent consumers from posting negative reviews of products. 
Even though the company may lose a few sales, Bezos sees his site as an online 
community of “neighbors helping neighbors make purchase decisions.”86

An increasing number of retailers and manufacturers are tracking consumers’ 
online information search and purchase patterns to provide additional assistance 
and recommendations. For example, consumers who rent or download movies 
from Netflix are encouraged to rate them so that the site can recommend other 
movies based on what each consumer liked and didn’t like. Each movie description 
also includes an overall rating from the Netflix community. These ratings are 
 Net fl ix’s way of adding movies to the consideration set and providing more informa-
tion for consumer decision making.

Consumers are buying online more frequently, making bigger purchases, and choosing a 
wider variety of products than they did in the early days of the Internet. Still, online 
marketers tend to be less successful when shoppers cannot judge the quality of a prod-
uct such as a sofa (as the defunct furniture retailer Living.com found out) or when con-
sumers perceive that the delivery cost is high relative to the cost of individual items 
such as groceries (as the defunct online grocer Webvan.com found out).87 Facilitating 
extended searches for even inexpensive items like books can boost sales signifi cantly, 
as Amazon.com learned with its “Search Inside the Book” feature, which lets consumers 
read pages from individual books.88 When shopping for homes and other major pur-
chases, many consumers use the Internet to search for information and then complete 
the purchase in person, although a small number will buy with a click or call without any 
personal experience of the offering.89

Many consumers see product choice as riskier when they lack access to experiential 
information until after they have completed an online purchase.90 Sometimes consumers 
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search but then abandon their online shopping carts because of frustration over the time 
and effort needed to check out; some do not buy because they get no information about 
shipping fees and taxes until they reach the fi nal screen.91 RugSale.com, an online retailer 
of area rugs, slashed its cart-abandonment rate by reducing the number of pages con-
sumers needed to view to fi nalize a purchase. Its homepage trumpets free shipping on 
purchases and returns, so consumers know the policy before they click to buy.92

To learn which online tactics are most effective for their site and products, market-
ers track consumers’ search and purchase behaviors using appropriate measurements. 
As one example, an Internet retailer like RugSale.com tracks how many would-be buyers 
abandon their carts before they complete the purchase; an online advertiser tracks the 
percentage of consumers exposed to each ad who actually click to read more.93 

 Exhibit 8.9 shows some common measures of consumer activity online. Note that mar-
keters need specifi c strategies for specifi c local and regional markets because activities 
that are effective with U.S. consumers will not be effective everywhere. As an example, 
few Chinese consumers use credit cards to buy online; retail websites must therefore 
arrange for payment through bank-backed systems or other trusted methods.94 

Selected Measures 
of Online Consumer 
Activity
Marketers are very interested in 
the ways that consumers search 
online. Here are some common 
measures used to measure and 
evaluate this activity.

Exhibit 8.9 Measurement Purpose

Ad impressions  To determine the opportunity for communication by tracking 
how many consumers are exposed to a particular Web ad.

Unique visitors  To determine the extent of message exposure by measuring 
how many different consumers visit the site during a given 
 period.

Click-through rate  To determine ad effectiveness by tracking the number of con-
sumers exposed to a message who actually click on it for addi-
tional ad information.

Percentage of repeat visits  To determine consumer loyalty by tracking the number of 
 visitors in a given period who have visited the site previously.

Frequency of visits  To determine consumer loyalty by tracking how often each 
 visitor visits the site in a given period.

Top entry page  To determine message and offer effectiveness by tracking the 
fi rst page on which most visitors enter the site.

Top exit page  To determine message and offer effectiveness plus interactivity 
response by tracking the page from which most visitors leave 
the site.

Visitor path  To determine message and offer effectiveness plus interactivity 
response by tracking, in page order, the ways that consumers 
navigate the site.

Conversion rate  To determine offer effectiveness by tracking the percentage of 
visitors who actually buy.

Cart abandonment rate  To determine offer and interactivity effectiveness by tracking 
the percentage of visitors who put items in their shopping 
carts but fail to complete the checkout process.

Mouse movement  To determine interest and interactivity by identifying the place 
on a web page or ad where a visitor moves the mouse and 
how long the mouse remains in one spot.

Sources: Michael Totty, “So Much Information . . . ” Wall Street Journal, December 9, 2002, p. R4; Subodh Bhat, 
Michael Bevans, and Sanjit Sengupta, “Measuring Users’ Web Activity to Evaluate and Enhance Advertising 
 Effectiveness,” Journal of Advertising, Fall 2002, pp. 97–106. 
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How Much Do We Engage in External Search?
Much of the research on external search has concentrated on examining how much 
information consumers acquire prior to making a judgment or decision. One of the 
key fi ndings is that the degree of search activity is usually quite limited, even for 
purchases that are typically considered important.95 With more consumers shop-
ping online, search activity is increasing because online sources are very convenient. 
Nevertheless, information search can vary widely from a simple hunt for one or two 
pieces of information to a very extensive search relying on many sources. In an at-
tempt to explain this variance, researchers have identifi ed a number of causal fac-
tors that relate to our motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information.

Motivation to Process Information
As the motivation to process information increases, external search will generally be 
more extensive. Six factors increase our motivation to conduct an external search:
(1) involvement and perceived risk, (2) the perceived costs of and benefi ts resulting 
from the search, (3) the nature of the consideration set, (4) relative brand uncertainty, 
(5) attitudes toward the search, and (6) the level of discrepancy of new information.

Involvement and perceived risk.  d To understand how involvement relates to 
 external search, recall the distinction from Chapter 2 between situatio nal 
 involvement—a response to a particular situation—and enduring involvement—
an ongoing response. Higher situational involvement will generally lead to a 
greater prepurchase search,96 whereas enduring involvement relates to an 
 ongoing search regardless of whether problem recognition exists.97 Thus, con-
sumers with high enduring involvement with cars are more likely to read auto-
motive magazines, visit car shows and car-related websites, and seek out other 
information about cars on a regular basis.

Because perceived risk is a major determinant of involvement, it should not 
be surprising that when consumers face riskier decisions, they engage in more 
external search activity. One of the key components of perceived risk is uncer-
tainty  regarding the consequences of behavior, and consumers use external 
search as a way to reduce this uncertainty.98 Consumers are more likely to search 
when they are uncertain about which brand to choose than when they are uncer-
tain about a brand’s specifi c attribute. Consumers also search more when they 
are evaluating services rather than products because services are intangible 
and hence  perceived as more uncertain.99 Finally, consumers will have higher 
motivation to search if the consequences are more serious, such as those  entailing 
high fi nancial or  social risk. This situation explains why consumers often search 
more extensively for information about higher-priced products or services.

Perceived costs and benefi ts.  d External search activity is also greater when its per-
ceived benefi ts are high relative to its costs.100 In these situations, consumers who 
search will benefi t by reducing their uncertainty and increasing the likelihood of 
their making a better decision, obtaining a better value, and enjoying the shop-
ping process. The costs associated with external search are time, effort, inconve-
nience, and money (including traveling to stores and dealers). All these factors 
place psychological or physical strain on the consumer. In general, consumers 
tend to continue searching until they perceive that the costs outweigh the bene-
fi ts. The desire to reduce searching costs explains why many supermarkets now 
offer a variety of nontraditional items like electronics and furniture, becoming 
places “where people do all their gift shopping.”101 As noted earlier, consumers 
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who uncover increasingly better options will be motivated to keep searching for 
superior options.102 Even so, consumers tend to minimize their initial search in-
vestment, delay further searches after making a choice, and underestimate the 
future costs (both search and usage) of switching to another offering.103

Consideration set.  d If the consideration set contains a number of attractive alter-
natives, consumers will be motivated to engage in external search to decide 
which alternative to select. On the other hand, a consideration set that con-
tains only one or two brands reduces the need to search for information.

Relative brand uncertainty.  d When consumers are uncertain about which brand 
is the best, they are more motivated to engage in external search.104

Attitudes toward search.  d Some consumers like to search for information and do 
so extensively.105 These consumers generally have positive beliefs about the value 
and benefi ts of their search. In particular, extensive search activity appears to be 
strongly related to the belief that “when important purchases are made quickly, 
they are regretted.”106 Other consumers simply hate searching and do little of it.

Researchers have identifi ed two groups of Internet searchers.107 Experienced 
searchers are the most enthusiastic and heaviest users of the Internet, whereas 
moderate and light users see it as a source of information only, not a source of 
entertainment or fun. To appeal to the latter group, some companies have cre-
ated interesting and engaging games to stimulate consumers to search.108

Discrepancy of information.  d Whenever consumers encounter something new 
in their environment, they will try to categorize it by using their stored knowl-
edge. If a stimulus does not fi t into an existing category, consumers will try to 
resolve this incongruity by engaging in information search, especially when in-
congruity is at a moderate level and the consumer has limited knowledge 
about the product category.109 Consumers are likely to reject highly incongru-
ous information.110 Marketers can capitalize on this tendency by introducing 
moderate discrepancies between their brand and other brands. For example, 
an ad for Miele vacuum cleaners displayed the phrase “Lung Damage Control.” 
This feature is not normally associated with vacuum cleaners (a moderate dis-
crepancy), so the message may motivate consumers to search and discover 
that the brand has fi lters to control pollution and allergens.111

The same general process applies to the search for information about new 
products. If a new product is moderately discrepant or incongruent with exist-
ing categories of products, the consumer will be motivated to resolve this dis-
crepancy.112 In particular, consumers explore the most salient attributes in 
greater depth rather than search for a lot of additional attributes. From a mar-
keting perspective, this behavior suggests that positioning new products as 
moderately different from existing brands may induce consumers to search for 
more information that might, in turn, affect their decision-making process. 
A good example is a DVD player that can also record as compared with those 
that only play prerecorded DVDs. This moderate discrepancy between the 
types of players might stimulate consumers to search for additional product 
information that could ultimately affect their decision to buy.

Ability to Process Information
External search is also strongly infl uenced by the consumer’s ability to process in-
formation. Researchers have studied the ways that three variables affect the extent 
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of external information search: (1) consumer knowledge, (2) cognitive abilities, and 
(3) demographic factors.

Consumer knowledge.  d Common sense suggests that expert consumers search 
less because they already have more complex knowledge stored in memory. 
However, research results on this subject have been mixed.113 Part of the prob-
lem stems from the way that knowledge is defi ned. Some studies have mea-
sured subjective knowledge, the consumer’s perception about what he or she 
knows relative to what others know. Objective knowledge refers to the actual 
information stored in memory that can be measured with a formal knowledge 
test. Researchers have linked objective knowledge to information search, al-
though both types of knowledge are somewhat related. One study found that 
subjective knowledge infl uences the locations where consumers search for in-
formation as well as the quality of their choices.114

Specifi cally, several studies have found an inverted-U relationship between 
knowledge and search.115 Consumers with moderate levels of knowledge search 
the most. They tend to have a higher level of motivation and at least some basic 
knowledge, which helps them to interpret new information. Experts, on the 
other hand, search less because they have more knowledge stored in memory, 
and they also know how to target their search to the most relevant or diagnostic 
information, ignoring that which is irrelevant—except when the search involves 
new products. Because experts have more developed memory structures, they 
have an advantage when learning novel information and can acquire more in-
formation about new products.

Cognitive abilities.  d Consumers with higher basic cognitive abilities, such as a 
high IQ and the ability to integrate complex information, not only are more 
likely to acquire more information than consumers with little or no knowledge 
but also are able to process this information in more complex ways.116

Demographics.  d As researchers continue to investigate whether certain types of 
consumers search more than others, they have discovered a few consistent pat-
terns. For instance, consumers with higher educations tend to search more 
than less educated consumers do. This situation results because consumers 
with more education have at least moderate levels of knowledge and better 
 access to information sources than the less educated do.117

Opportunity to Process Information
Consumers who have the motivation and ability to search for information must still 
have the opportunity to process that information before an extensive search can 
take place. Situational factors that might affect the search process include (1) the 
amount of information, (2) the information format, (3) the time available, and 
(4) the number of items being chosen.

Amount of information available.  d In any decision situation, the amount of infor-
mation available to consumers can vary greatly, depending on the number of 
brands on the market, the attribute information available about each brand, the 
number of retail outlets or dealers, and the number of other sources of informa-
tion, such as magazines or knowledgeable friends. In general, consumers do 
more searching as the amount of available information increases,  suggesting 
that the Internet can generate greater external search. If information is restricted 
or not available, however, consumers have a hard time engaging in extensive 
 external search.
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    Information format.  d The format in which infor-
mation is presented can also strongly infl uence 
the search process. Sometimes information is 
available from diverse sources or locations, 
but consumers must expend considerable 
 effort to collect it. When buying insurance, for 
example, consumers may have to contact 
 different agents or companies to collect infor-
mation about individual policies. In contrast, 
presenting information in a manner that 
 reduces consumer effort can enhance infor-
mation search and usage, particularly when 
the consumer is in the decision mode.118 For 
example, in an effort to increase the use of 
nutritional information, researchers provided 
a matrix that makes this information easier 
for consumers to search (see Exhibit 8.10), 
thereby improving  opportunity.119 A related 
study found that consumers increase their use 
of nutritional information when the  rewards 
of good nutrition are made more  explicit.120 In 
addition, consumers will engage in more lei-
surely  exploratory searches if the information 
surrounding an object is visually simple and 
 uncluttered.121

Time availability.  d Consumers who face no time restrictions have more oppor-
tunity to search. If consumers are under time pressure, however, they will se-
verely restrict their search activity.122 Further, consumers will spend less time 
getting information from different sources as time pressure increases.123 Time 
pressure is one of the main reasons that consumers search and shop on the 
 Internet. One study found that when consumers revisit a website for search 
reasons, they spend less total time on the site because they look at fewer pages, 
not because they spend less time looking at each page.124

Number of items being chosen.  d When consumers are making a decision about 
multiple items, research suggests that they will conduct a more extensive 
search with less variability in search patterns than if the decision involves the 
purchase or use of only one item.125

The extent to which consumers search for external information has important implica-
tions for marketing strategy. If many consumers tend to search extensively for a particu-
lar product or service, marketers can facilitate this process by making information readily 
available and easily accessible at the lowest cost and with the least consumer effort. To 
do this, marketers should consider redesigning their product packaging,  websites, ads, 
and other promotional materials to add information that will alter consumers’ attitudes 
and change their buying behavior. Look at how Bankrate improved its website’s visibility. 
The company, which tracks credit card and mortgage rates and posts personal fi nance 
articles, analyzed the keywords that consumers use to search for fi nancial information. 

Information Format
Public policy makers have tried 
to make nutrition labels easier 
for consumers to understand 
and use by improving the for-
mat of this information. How 
easy do you think it is to under-
stand the nutrition information 
in this exhibit?

Exhibit 8.10



214 P A R T  T H R E E   •  The Process of Making Decisions

By including keywords such as mortgage rates in page 
headlines and titles, Bankrate was able to improve its 
website’s ranking in search results.126 Exhibit 8.11 
shows how a company uses a kiosk to make birth 
 control information easily available.

Companies should also provide information about 
salient and diagnostic attributes, particularly if the 
brand has a differential advantage. Otherwise, if con-
sumers cannot get the information they need, they may 
eliminate the brand from their consideration set. Nov-
ices, in particular, tend to be infl uenced by visual cues 
such as pictures and colors that focus their attention 
on selected attributes, a factor that affects their exter-
nal search and, ultimately, their brand choices.127

Moreover, marketers can segment the market for a 
product or service according to search activity. For ex-
ample, one study identifi ed six clusters of searchers in 
the purchase of a car.128 Another found that consum-
ers who search online for cars are younger and better 
educated and conduct more searches than those who 
do not use the Internet—and that they would have 
searched more extensively if they could not have used 
the Internet.129 In high-tech markets, older consumers 
tend to search information channels that provide fairly 
uncomplicated information, whereas better educated 
consumers tend to search all information channels.130 

Determining which search activities are commonly 
used for a particular product helps marketers plan to meet the information needs of 
their targeted consumers. Low-search consumers, for example, will focus on getting a 
good deal, whereas high searchers will need a lot of attention and information to offset 
their low levels of confi dence and prior satisfaction. Marketers can be very selective in 
providing low searchers with information, emphasizing only those attributes that are 
most salient and diagnostic. 

Marketers can attempt to stimulate external search by providing information in 
a highly accessible manner. Barnes & Noble, for instance, has in-store kiosks where 
shoppers can search for specifi c books, see how many copies are in stock, fi nd their 
location in the store, and place orders for out-of-stock items.131 As another exam-
ple, consumers with web-enabled cell phones can locate and contact a local Offi ce 
Depot store by logging on to the retailer’s website, entering a zip code, and clicking 
on the store’s phone number to get connected.132 Such opportunities for additional 
search may lead low searchers to information that will change their attitudes and 
affect their buying decisions. Marketers can also provide consumers with incen-
tives to search. For example, after Gap.com posted an online coupon good only in 
Gap stores, the chain’s stores were fl ooded with consumers clutching coupons as 
they examined merchandise.133

What Kind of Information Is Acquired in External Search?
Researchers are interested in the types of information that consumers acquire dur-
ing an external search because this information can potentially play a crucial role 

Making Information 
Readily Available
This kiosk makes it easy for 
women to acquire birth control 
information.

Exhibit 8.10
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in infl uencing the consumers’ judgments and decision making. When searching 
 external sources, consumers usually acquire information about brand name, price, 
and other attributes.

Brand name d is the most frequently accessed type of information because it is a 
central node around which other information can be organized in memory.134

Thus, when we know the brand name, we can immediately activate other rele-
vant nodes. For example, we can draw on prior knowledge and associations if 
we know the brand name is Allstate.

Price  d is often the focus of consumer search because it tends to be diagnostic 
and can be used to make inferences about other attributes such as quality and 
value.135 One study found that when price and quality are not directly correlated 
for a product category, consumers who use quality-screening agents to search 
for purchase options online are actually more sensitive to price differences.136

Yet the search for price is less important than we might expect (due to the low 
overall extent of search), and it does not become more important when price 
variations increase and costs are higher.137 The importance of price can also de-
pend on the culture. For example, compared to other countries, consumers in 
Japan have not traditionally been fond of discounters. However, this has 
changed as many now seek out bargains in low-price stores such as Uniqlo.138

Other Attributes
After searching for brand name and price, consumers will search for additional 
 information, depending on which attributes are salient and diagnostic in the prod-
uct or service category. Consumers are more likely to access information that is rel-
evant to their goals. For example, if a major goal in choosing a vacation is to 
maximize excitement, a consumer would probably collect information about a lo-
cation’s available activities, nightlife, and visitors. When consumers switch goals 
from one purchase occasion to the next, as when looking for an economy car in-
stead of one that is fast, the search they perform for the second task is more effi -
cient because they can transfer the knowledge from the fi rst task.139

Is External Search Always Accurate?
Consumers can be just as biased in their search for external information as they are 
during internal search. In particular, consumers tend to search for external infor-
mation that confirms rather than contradicts their overall beliefs. In one study, 
consumers with a strong price-quality belief tended to search more for higher 
priced brands.140 Unfortunately, confi rmation bias can lead consumers to avoid im-
portant information, resulting in a less-than-optimal decision outcome. Thus, if a 
lower priced, high-quality brand were available, consumers might never acquire 
information about it and therefore never select it for purchase.

How Do We Engage in External Search?
External search follows a series of sequential steps that can provide further insight 
into the consumer’s decision. These steps include orientation, or getting an over-
view of the product display; evaluation, or comparing options on key attributes; 
and verifi cation, or confi rming the choice.141 Researchers have examined the order 
of information acquisition during evaluation, in particular, because they assume 
that information acquired earlier in the decision process plays a more signifi cant 
role than information acquired later.142 For example, once a brand emerges as the 
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leader early in the search process, subsequent information acquisition and evalua-
tion are distorted in favor of that brand.143

Search Stages
Consumers access different sources and use different decision criteria at different 
stages of the search process. In the early stages, mass media and marketer-related 
sources tend to be more infl uential, whereas interpersonal sources are more  critical 
when the actual decision is made.144 Early in a search, consumers are more likely to 
access information that is especially salient, diagnostic, and goal related. However, 
if they can recall salient, diagnostic information from memory, they will have little 
need to search for it externally. Therefore, consumers will search fi rst for informa-
tion on attributes that provoke greater uncertainty or are less favorable.145

Early in a search, consumers will use simpler criteria to screen out options and 
then apply more detailed decision rules later in the search process. How highly a 
brand ranks early in the search may have little infl uence on the likelihood that the 
consumer will select it later in the process.146 Because consumers tend to search 
fi rst for brands with a higher perceived attractiveness, it is important for marketers 
to encourage positive brand attitudes. Consumers who are new to a product or ser-
vice category will start by searching for information about low-risk, well-known 
brands; then search lesser known brands; and then consolidate the information 
leading to a preference for brands that provide the greatest utility.147

Searching by Brand or Attribute
Two major types of processes are (1)searching by brand, in which consumers 
 acquire all the needed information on one brand before moving on to the next, and 
(2) searching by attribute,  in which consumers compare brands in terms of one 
attribute at a time, such as by price.148 Consumers generally prefer to process by 
 attribute because doing so is easier.

Consumers are very sensitive to the manner in which information is stored in 
memory and the format in which it is presented in the store.149 If information is 
 organized by brand, as is the case in most stores where all the information is on 
packages, consumers will process information by brand. Experts, in particular, tend 
to process by brand because they have more brand-based knowledge. The fact that 
consumers are accustomed to processing by brand may bias processing, however, 
even when information is organized by attribute.150 In addition, different search 
strategies affect consumers’ decision processes differently.151 Consumers who pro-
cess by brand remain high in uncertainty until the very end of the search process, 
whereas those who search by attribute gradually reduce their uncertainty.

Nevertheless, consumers with less knowledge will take advantage of opportuni-
ties to process by attribute, such as by viewing information in a matrix in Consumer
Reports or in another format that simplifi es searching. One study found that present-
ing lists of nutritional information in the grocery store is popular with  consumers. 
The Consumer Reports Rating Charts, which provide information about the top 
brands and best buys in various product categories in a simple format, are popular 
sources of information. As noted earlier, search engines and shopping agents also 
make it easier for consumers to process by attribute, especially by price.

Marketers have to make the specifi c information that consumers seek easily and readily 
available by emphasizing it in advertising, on a package, in pamphlets, on websites, or 

Searching by brand Collect-
ing information on one brand 
before moving to  another.

Searching by attribute 
Comparing brands on 
 attributes, one at a time.
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through the sales force. It is important to remember that consumers are less likely to 
choose a brand that performs poorly on attributes that are accessed frequently. There-
fore, marketers should be sure that their offerings perform well on attributes that are 
heavily accessed, including price. When marketers promise to match the lowest price 
that  consumers can find, such policies spark more extensive searching when search 
costs are low (as consumers look for the lowest price) but less extensive searching when 
search costs are high (and consumers perceive that the policy signals low prices).152 

 Finally, companies can pay search sites such as Google to make brand information avail-
able in a prominently  positioned sponsored link when consumers perform certain key-
word searches. 

Summary

This chapter examined the three initial stages of the 
consumer judgment and decision-making process. 
Problem recognition, the fi rst stage, is the perceived 
difference between an ideal state and the actual state. 
When a discrepancy between these two states exists, 
the consumer may be motivated to resolve it by engag-
ing in decision making.

Internal search is the recall of information, experi-
ences, and feelings from memory. The extent of inter-
nal search generally increases as motivation, ability, 
and opportunity increase. Aspects of an offer that are 
more salient, diagnostic, vivid, and related to goals 
are generally the most likely to be recalled. Several bi-
ases exist in internal search: confirmation bias, in 
which information that reinforces our overall beliefs is 
 remem bered; inhibition, in which the recall of some 
information can inhibit the recall of other attributes; 
and mood, our  tendency to recall mood-congruent 
information.

When consumers need more information or are un-
certain about recalled information, they engage in exter-
nal search, acquiring information from outside sources 
through prepurchase search (in response to problem 
recognition) or ongoing search (which continues regard-
less of problem recognition). During external search, 
consumers can acquire information from retailers, the 
media, other people, and independent sources and by 
experiencing the product. Retailer and media searches 
account for the highest level of search activity, but inter-
personal sources increase in importance as consumer 
knowledge decreases and normative factors increase.

Consumers will conduct a more extensive search 
when they have a higher motivation and opportunity 
to process information. Situational factors affect the 
consumer’s opportunity to process the information. 

Brand name and price are the most accessed attributes 
in an external search. Consumers also tend to exhibit a 
confi rmation bias in their external search. More salient 
and diagnostic information tends to be accessed ear-
lier. Finally, consumers tend to process either by brand 
or by attribute. Attribute search is easier and preferred, 
but often the information is not organized to facilitate 
such processing.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How does a discrepancy between the ideal state 
and the actual state affect consumer behavior?

 2. What factors affect the inclusion of brands in the 
consideration set, and why would a company want 
its brand in the consideration set?

 3. How does confirmation bias operate in internal 
and external searches for information?

 4. What six broad groups of sources can consumers 
consult during external search? Where does the 
 Internet fi t in these groups?

 5. How do involvement, perceived risk, perceived costs 
and benefi ts, and the consideration set affect a con-
sumer’s motivation to conduct an external search?

 6. When would a consumer be more likely to conduct 
an external search by brand rather than by attri-
bute? Which search process would a marketer 
 prefer consumers to use—and why?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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Calling all shoppers: For quick and easy comparisons 
of products and prices, just grab that cell phone and 
search for information from anywhere at any time. Cell 
phones are also being used to search out which local 
stores stock particular items, to learn about the latest 
sales, and to receive notices about future retail promo-
tions and discounts. In short, searching for information 
by cell phone can help consumers better understand 
and evaluate their options, improve their product and 
market knowledge, formulate or narrow down their 
 consideration set, and feel better about having made 
an informed decision.

Users of Frucall, for example, can compare prices via 
cell phone in three ways. First, they can call a toll-free 
number, enter the UPC code or brand and model number 
of a specifi c item, and then listen as Frucall’s system 
reads back the best prices for that item available through 
online retailers. A second way to use Frucall is to send 
the numeric UPC code in a text message to Frucall, 
which then replies with a text message containing 
 online price comparisons for that item. A third way is 
to use a web-enabled phone to search the Frucall site 
for price comparisons.

In addition, Frucall users can check product ratings 
and merchant ratings, save their search results to check 
later, ask to be alerted when a product goes on sale, or 
press a button to buy right away. Extras such as gift 
suggestions by category and price, listings of recent 
products searched by other users, wish lists, and prod-
uct recommendations add to Frucall’s value as a prepur-
chase source of information.

Whether they are already at the mall or just thinking 
about going on a shopping trip, consumers can fi nd out 
whether a product is available in local stores by using a 
cell phone or the Web to check NearbyNow. Stores in 
200 malls have opened their inventory to searches by 
NearbyNow so that consumers can determine whether a 
product in a certain size or color is in stock at a nearby 
mall, check the prices for items in different mall stores, 
and even reserve products for purchase and pickup 
within a few days.

Rather than going to the mall and wandering from 
store to store to fi nd something, leaving empty-handed, 
or making a purchase only to fi nd the same product 
selling for a lower price in a different mall store, Near-
byNow users can use their cell phones to do a little more 
research and plan ahead. They will know exactly which 
store to visit, what is in stock, and what each store 
charges for an item before they shop; they can also sign 
up to receive special offers from mall merchants in their 
area. These services are especially helpful for consumers 
who enjoy shopping in person rather than online or who 
are in such a hurry that they cannot wait for an online 
retailer to ship the merchandise.

 Consumers who call for a bargain will fi nd many dis-
counts and choices at Cellfi re. Hundreds of U.S. stores 
and restaurants like Hollywood Video, Domino’s Pizza, 
Hardee‘s, Supercuts, and T.G.I. Friday‘s offer discounts 
to Cellfi re users, as do major marketers like Procter & 
Gamble, Kimberly-Clark, and General Mills. After regis-
tering, users simply browse the discount offers, go to a 
participating store or restaurant, click on the Cellfi re 
coupon they want to redeem, and show the phone 
screen to the salesperson or cashier. This way, price-
conscious consumers know they will get a good deal at 
the checkout counter just by having their cell phones 
handy—no scissors needed.153

Case Questions
 1. Why might information overload be a concern for 

consumers who use Frucall to research a particular 
purchase? What would you recommend that Frucall 
do to avoid creating this problem?

 2. Knowing that consumers may skip a shopping trip if 
the item they want is not available at the local mall, 
why would a mall retailer agree to open its inventory 
to NearbyNow users?

 3. Who is more likely to use a service like Cellfi re, and 
why? Your answer should consider the consumer’s 
motivation, ability, and opportunity (MAO) to pro-
cess information.
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Distinguish between 
judgment and decision 
making, and indicate why 
both processes are important 
to marketers.

2. Explain how cognitive 
decision-making models 
differ from affective decision-
making models and why 
marketers are interested in 
both types of models.

3. Identify the types of 
decisions faced by consumers 
in high-effort situations and 
discuss how marketers can try 
to infl uence these decisions.

Racing Toward Higher Vehicle Sales in Thailand

T hailand is a land of opportunity—and fi erce competition—for nearly every major automo-
tive manufacturer, even though car ownership is not nearly as widespread as it is in more 

developed countries. In Thailand, the ratio of vehicles to consumers is 1:12, far below the world 
average of 1:4 and the U.S. average of 1:2.5. However, Thais are passionate about their vehi-
cles, listing them as the fi fth necessity behind food, lodging, medicine, and clothing. In fact, 
Thailand is the world’s second-largest market for pickup trucks, trailing only the United States.

Ford, General Motors, Mercedes, Toyota, Honda, Suzuki, Nissan, and other automakers 
are racing toward higher sales in Thailand by learning more about how consumers decide to 
buy. For example, many consumers have a positive impression of U.S.-made sport-utility vehi-
cles, but only wealthy Thais can afford these imported models—and many of these people 
do not do their own driving. Also, the back seat of such vehicles is not designed for those 
who spend the day conducting business over the phone while their drivers navigate pot-
holes. Thus, comfort, status, and brand image may explain why Mercedes-Benz holds a large 
share of the luxury-car market in Thailand. Also, Thai consumers, driven by concern for the 
environment, are increasingly interested in new vehicles that are more fuel-effi cient and less 
polluting than older cars.1

Judgment and Decision 
Making Based on High Effort

Chapter 9

INTRODUCTION
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How Thai consumers buy cars and trucks points up the importance of knowing the types 
of judgments that consumers make (such as that imported vehicles are well made) and the 
criteria that most infl uence consumers’ decisions (comfort, price, what others think or say 
about the purchase, and so on). They must know the brands that consumers are thinking 
about buying too, because those are the brands that are the marketer’s competitors. In addi-
tion, marketers must understand the emotions and feelings that infl uence consumer deci-
sions (e.g., that a car makes you feel good). This chapter examines high-effort judgments 
and decisions (see Exhibit 9.1), the kind of judgments and decisions that consumers make 
when their motivation, ability, and opportunity to process information relevant to the deci-
sion are high. By carefully analyzing the factors that enter into judgment and decision mak-
ing, marketers can acquire valuable insights that help them develop and market offerings to 
consumers.

Think about the last time you went to a restaurant. While reviewing the menu, you 
probably considered some items and thought about how good they would be be-
fore making your fi nal choice. You were making judgments – evaluations or esti-
mates regarding the likelihood of events. Judgment is a critical input into the 
decision process, but it is not the same as decision making, which involves making 
a selection among options or activities.

In a consumer context, judgments are evaluations or estimates regarding the 
likelihood that products and services possess certain features or will perform in a 
certain manner.2 Judgments do not require a decision. Thus, if you see an ad for a 
new Italian restaurant, you can form a judgment as to whether you will like it, how 
different it will be from other Italian restaurants, or how expensive it will be. These 
judgments can serve as important inputs into your decision about whether to eat at 
the restaurant, but they do not require that you decide whether to go there or not.

Judgment and decision making can also involve different processes.3 For exam-
ple, one study found that consumers searched attributes in a different order when 
they were making judgments than when they were making decisions.4 Another 
found that whether consumers’ familiarity with a product helped or hurt the 
amount of information they could recall about it depended on whether they were 
making judgments or making decisions about the brands.5 Given the importance of 
judgment in consumers’ information processing, marketers need to understand 
judgments about (1) likelihood and (2) goodness or badness.

Judgments of Likelihood and Goodness/Badness
One kind of judgment is an estimation of likelihood, our determination of the 
probability that something will occur. Estimations of likelihood appear in many 
consumer contexts. For example, when we buy a good or service, we can attempt to 
estimate the likelihood that it will break down, the likelihood that others will like it, 
and the likelihood that it will satisfy our needs. When we view an ad, we can assess 
the likelihood that it is truthful.

Judgments Evaluations of an 
object or estimates of likeli-
hood of an outcome or event.

Decision making Making a 
selection among options or 
courses of action.

Estimations of likelihood 
Judging how likely it is that 
something will occur.

High-Effort Judgment Processes

4. Outline the ways that 
consumer characteristics, 
decision characteristics, and 
other people can infl uence 
high-effort decisions.



 C H A P T E R  9   •  Judgment and Decision Making Based on High Effort 221

HIGH-EFFORT JUDGMENT AND DECISION MAKING

DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

JUDGMENT PROCESSES
• Likelihood
• Goodness/badness

CONTEXTUAL EFFECTS
• Consumer characteristics
• Decision characteristics
• Other people

• Cognitively based • Affectively based
DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

After problem recognition and search, consumers can engage in some form of judgment or decision 
making, which can vary in terms of processing effort (from high to low). This chapter looks at high-effort 
judgment and decision processes. Judgments are estimates of how likely something is to occur or how 
good or bad something is. These serve as inputs into decision making, which can be cognitively or affec-
tively based. Contextual effects also infl uence this process.

Chapter Overview: 
Judgment and Decision 
Making Based on High 
Consumer Effort

Exhibit 9.1
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Judgments of goodness/badness refl ect our evaluation of the desirability of the 
offering’s features. If you are planning a trip, you might judge whether the fact that 
Europe is cold this time of year or the fact that travel there is expensive is good or 
bad. Chapter 6 discussed judgments of goodness and badness in the section on 
high-effort attitudes. The research presented there suggested that a consumer com-
bines judgments about product attributes or actions associated with a product to 
form an evaluation of or attitude toward the product or service. Judgments of good-
ness and badness not only are affected by the attributes of a product; they are also 
affected by how we feel. Specifi cally, consumers tend to form judgments of good-
ness or badness more quickly and consistently based, in part, on the intensity and 
direction of their affective responses.6

Anchoring and Adjustment
When making judgments about likelihood and goodness/badness, consumers often 
employ an anchoring and adjustment process.7 They first anchor the judgment 
based on some initial value (see Exhibit 9.2) and then adjust or “update” the evalua-
tion as they consider additional information. The initial value can be information or 
an affective  response readily available from memory; it can also be attribute informa-
tion from the external environment that is encountered fi rst.8 Consumer values and 
normative infl uences can also be strong determinants of the initial value.

To illustrate, Starbucks Coffee has a very positive image in Japan—one survey 
ranks it at the top of all Japanese restaurant brands.9 This factor led a local chain to 
name its coffee brand “Seattle Coffee,” hoping to form a positive initial anchor and 
encourage consumers to see the shops as similar to Starbucks. Additional informa-
tion from ads or experience may adjust this initial value upward or downward, but 
the judgment is more likely to be positive, based on the Starbucks image. If the 
prior evaluation of Starbucks had been negative, the anchor would probably have 
resulted in a negative judgment. Thus, the same anchor can lead to two different 
judgments, depending on how the anchor is perceived.

Imagery, or visualization, also plays a major role in judgments of likelihood and 
goodness and badness. Consumers can try to construct an image of an event, such 
as how they will look and feel behind the wheel of a new car, to estimate its likeli-
hood or judge its goodness or badness. Visualizing an event can actually make it 
seem more likely to occur because consumers may form a positive bias when they 
imagine themselves using the product.10 Imagery may also lead consumers to 
 overestimate how satisfi ed they will be with a product or service.11 Imagery may 
also cause consumers to focus on vivid attributes and weigh those attributes more 
heavily when forming judgments.12

Biases in Judgment Processes
Judgments are not always objective. Biases and other factors may compromise the 
quality of the consumer’s decision13 and affect consumer judgment in a variety 
of ways:

Confirmation bias.  d If consumers are susceptible to a confirmation bias (see 
 Chapter 8), they will focus more on judgments that confirm what they already 
 believe and will hold those judgments with more confi dence. They may  ignore in-
formation that runs counter to their judgments. Of course, overweighting con-
firming information and underweighting contrary information in forming 
judgments can reduce consumers’ tendencies to search for more information 

Judgments of goodness/
badness Evaluating the 
 desirability of something.

Anchoring and adjustment 
process Starting with an initial 
evaluation and adjusting it 
with additional information.

Imagery Imagining an event 
in order to make a judgment.
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because they  believe they know almost 
everything about the product.14 Therefore, 
the confi rmation bias can set consumers 
up for making less-than-optimal choices.

Self-positivity bias.  d Consumers can make 
judgments about the extent to which 
they or others are vulnerable to having 
bad things happen to them (e.g., con-
tracting AIDS, getting into an automobile 
accident). Interestingly, research finds 
that consumers have a self-positivity bias 
when making these judgments about the 
likelihood that bad outcomes will hap-
pen. That is, they tend to believe that bad 
things are more likely to happen to other 
people than to themselves. As such, they 
might not process messages that suggest 
that they themselves might be vulnerable 
to risks.15 This is bad news for some mar-
keters (e.g., health-care marketers, insur-
ance marketers) who want to remind 
consumers that bad things can indeed 
happen to them.

Negativity bias.  d With a negativity bias, con-
sumers give negative information more 
weight than positive information when 
they are forming judgments. Consumers 
seem to weigh negative information more 
heavily in their judgments when they are 
forming opinions about something that 

is very important to them and for which they wish to have as accurate a judgment 
as possible (e.g., which college to attend). But consumers do not engage in a nega-
tivity bias when they are already committed to a brand. For example, if you love 
the school you are now attending, you are unlikely to think much about (or may 
even discount) any negative information you hear about it.16

Mood and bias.  d Mood can bias consumer judgments in several ways.17 First, your 
mood can serve as the initial anchor for a judgment. If you are in a good mood 
when shopping for a CD, you will probably respond positively to any new music 
that you hear. Second, moods bias consumers’ judgments by reducing their 
search for and attention to negative information. The reason for this phenome-
non is that consumers want to preserve their good mood, and encountering neg-
ative information may not serve that goal. Third, mood can bias judgments by 
making consumers overconfi dent about the judgments they are reaching.18

Prior brand evaluations.  d When consumers judge a brand to be good based on 
their past exposure to it, they may subsequently fail to learn (and view as im-
portant) information about the brand’s attributes that affect its actual quality.19

In effect, the favorable brand name “blocks” learning about quality-revealing 
product attributes that should affect consumers’ judgments.

Anchoring a Judgment
The light humor created by the 
unhappy dog who does not get 
to lick the plate attempts to 
prime consumers with positive 
feelings. Marketers hope con-
sumers will then evaluate 
Gorham china positively as well.

Exhibit 9.2
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Marketers can do several things to make sure that their brand serves as a positive anchor 
in anchoring adjustment decisions. First, they can focus consumers’ attention on those 
attributes that place the brand as the best in its class. For example, by focusing attention 
on styling and easy use, Apple has made its iPod the anchor for digital music players. Mar-
keters can also try to affect the set of other products that consumers use in their adjust-
ment.20 To affl uent U.S. consumers concerned about personal safety, for instance, the 
spacious $300,000 Mercedes Maybach may seem overly showy when compared with the 
more discreet Bentley GT luxury coupe. By getting consumers to anchor on the Bentley 
and then focus on the Maybach (as opposed to other brands), marketers can guide 
choices to favor the Bentley. Perhaps this process explains why Mercedes sells only a few 
hundred Maybachs yearly, whereas Bentley sells several thousand coupes yearly.21

When consumers are exposed to a brand extension, the existing brand name and its 
positive associations often serve as the anchor for judgments of the new product. 
A product’s country of origin can also serve as an anchor and influence subsequent 
judgments.22 For example, domestic brands in China have had to mount vigorous 
 marketing campaigns because many consumers prefer Western versions of the same 
product, which serve as the anchor. Local soft-drink makers are therefore having to 
compete against such well-known U.S. brands as Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola.23

Marketers can also affect judgments of goodness and badness in several ways. First, 
making consumers feel good (e.g., by manipulating their moods or priming consumers 
with positive feelings before giving them information) will lead them to evaluate the of-
fering more positively.24 Second, marketers can affect judgments of goodness and bad-
ness by asking consumers to imagine the attributes or benefi ts of a product or service. 
A particular kind of pizza will be judged as better than other kinds when consumers 
imagine how delicious it tastes. It will be judged as worse when consumers imagine the 
grease it might have fl oating on the top of it.

Finally, marketers can affect consumers’ perceptions of how probable things are 
(i.e., likelihood estimates). Research shows that consumers primed to consider their 
family ties are more likely to take a fi nancial risk because they realize that their family 
can help cushion a monetary loss. However, consumers are less likely to take a social 
risk when thinking about family ties because of the way that a negative outcome might 
affect their family.25 Marketers can also try to reduce consumers’ self-positivity judg-
ments. A study on consumers’ self-positive bias regarding the likelihood that they could 
contract AIDS was reduced when consumers were shown that people very similar to 
them have also gotten AIDS and when they were made to think about actions that they 
engage in that could result in getting AIDS.26 Enumerating many (versus few) risk be-
haviors that can make a person vulnerable to a bad outcome (e.g., contracting AIDS) can 
also reduce his or her self-positivity bias.27 

Acquisition, usage, and disposition all involve some sort of consumer decision—even if 
the decision is not to select any of the alternatives, which may happen when a great 
deal of uncertainty exists.28 In some cases, the consumer fi rst makes a decision about 
whether or not to buy and then focuses on the selection  decision.29 The selection deci-
sion can, in turn, involve other decisions such as  decisions about (a) what offerings to 

High-Effort Decisions and High-Effort 
Decision-Making Processes
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consider, (b) what factors are important to the choice, (c) what choice to actually make, 
(d) whether to make a decision now or to delay a decision, and (e) how to make choices 
when alternatives cannot be compared. We consider each of these kinds of decisions in 
this chapter (see Exhibit 9.3). When consumers’ motivation, ability, and opportunity 
(MAO) to process information relevant to a decision are high, consumers put a lot of 
effort into making these decisions.

Deciding Which Brands to Consider
Consumers today face more options than ever before.30 With so many available op-
tions, they often fi nd themselves fi rst deciding whether brands fall into an inept set
(those that are unacceptable), an inert set (those they treat with indifference), and 
a consideration set (those they want to choose among; see Chapter 8).31

The consideration set is very important to marketers because it affects what 
brands consumers are choosing among and hence whom the marketer is compet-
ing against. Decisions tend to be easier when the consideration set contains brands 
that can be easily compared.32 Still, just because a brand is in a consideration set 
does not mean that it will get much of the consumers’ attention.33 But if it does get 
a lot of attention, consumers are more likely to select it and to be willing to pay 
more for it than for the other alternatives.34 If they focus on one brand at a time, 
they tend to judge that brand more positively than they would the average of the 
best brands within that category.35

A consumer’s evaluation of a brand in the consideration set depends on the 
other brands to which it is compared. If one brand is clearly more attractive or 
dominant than the others, making a choice does not require much effort. Changing 
the alternatives in the consideration set can, however, have a major impact on the 
consumer’s decision, even without a change in preferences.36 For example, a good 
brand can look even better when an inferior brand is added to the consideration 
set. This attraction effect occurs because the inferior brands increase the attrac-
tiveness of the dominant brand, making the decision easier.37

Inept set Options that are un-
acceptable when making a 
decision.

Inert set Options toward 
which consumers are 
 indifferent.

Consideration set The subset 
of top-of-mind brands evalu-
ated when making a choice.

Attraction effect When add-
ing of an inferior brand to a 
consideration set increases the 
attractiveness of the dominant 
brand.

Types of Decisions that 
Consumers Face in High-
Effort Situations
In high effort situations, con-
sumers are often confronted 
with a variety of different types 
of decisions to make. This ex-
hibit outlines the major ones.

Exhibit 9.3 ● Deciding which brands to consider

  Consideration set

● Deciding what is important to the choice

  Goals

  Time

  Framing

● Deciding what offerings to choose

  Thought-based decisions

  ■ Brands

  ■ Product attributes

  ■ Gains and losses

  Feeling-based decisions

  ■ Appraisals and feelings

  ■ Affective forecasts

● Deciding whether to make a decision now

  Decision delay

● Deciding when alternatives cannot be compared
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The most important implication is that it is critical for a company to get its brand into 
the consumer’s consideration set; otherwise, there is little chance that the brand will be 
chosen. Repetition of the brand name and messages in marketing communications are 
needed to ensure that the brand name is “top of mind.” Another way to try to gain an 
advantage is by promoting comparisons of the brand with inferior rather than with 
equal or superior competitors (see Exhibit 9.4). Doing this maximizes the attraction ef-
fect and results in a more positive evaluation of the brand. Also, marketers can increase 
sales of a high-margin item simply by offering a higher-priced option.38 Thus, Panasonic 
could increase the sales of a $179 microwave oven by offering a slightly larger model at 
$199. The  higher-priced model might not sell well, but it would make the lower-priced 
model look like a good deal. 

Deciding Which Criteria Are Important to the Choice
Before consumers can choose a specifi c offering from among a set of brands in a 
consideration set, they need to determine which criteria are relevant to the deci-
sion and how important each criterion is to their decision. The relevance and im-
portance of various decision criteria, in turn, depend on consumers’ goals, the 
timing of their decision, and how the decision is framed or represented.

Goals
Goals clearly affect the criteria that will drive a consumer’s choice. For example, if 
you are trying to choose between having chips or carrot sticks for a snack, you will 
focus on different attributes if your goal is to “eat something that is on my diet” in-
stead of “eat something that makes me feel good.” You are likely to use different 
decision criteria when buying beer for yourself than when buying beer for a party. 
You might buy lower-priced beer for a party because you need a large quantity, but 
you might be more concerned about image as well.

When the goal is to make a decision, consumers may judge products with 
unique, positive attributes and shared negative attributes as more favorable than 
products with unique, negative attributes that share positive attributes.39 If the 
goal is flexibility in choice, the consumer will seek out a large assortment of 

choices; if the goal is to simplify the choice, the con-
sumer will seek out a small assortment.40 Consumers 
whose goal is to influence others will use different 
 criteria when choosing among brands than those used 
by consumers who do not have this goal.41

In addition, consumers’ goals may change during 
the decision process. For example, before you go to a 
store, you may be less certain about what you want to 
buy—but once you are in the store, your goals may be-
come more certain and concrete.42 Whether the con-
sumers’ goals are prevention- or promotion- focused 
will also affect their decisions. Promotion- focused con-
sumers, whose goal is to maximize gains and positive 
outcomes, will put more emphasis on whether they 

Consideration Set
Sometimes a higher-priced op-
tion can make a lower-priced 
option look like a better deal, as 
is the case with these cameras.

Exhibit 9.4
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think they have the skills and capacity to use the product to achieve the goal they 
seek and put less emphasis on the effectiveness of the product itself. Prevention-
focused consumers, who are more risk-averse, emphasize the product’s effi cacy 
rather than their own skills and capacities to use it.43

Time
The timing of a decision also affects which criteria drive our choices. As you 
learned in Chapter 4, construal level theory relates to how we think about (or con-
strue) an  offering. Whether we use high-level (abstract) or low-level (concrete) 
construals depends on whether we are making a decision about what to buy/do 
right now or about something we might buy/do in the future.44 If the decision is 
about something we will buy or do immediately (e.g., what restaurant to go to 
right now), our choices tend to be based on low-level construals—specifi c, con-
crete elements such as how close it is to home, how much dinner will cost there, 
and who is coming along. The opposite is true for decisions we anticipate making 
later: our criteria tend to be more general and abstract (e.g., which restaurant will 
create the best dining experience). When the decision outcome will be realized far 
in the future, consumers may consider the hedonic aspects of a decision (how 
good it will make me feel) to be more important than the more rational aspects of 
the decision (can I really afford it?).45

Framing
The way in which the task is defi ned or represented, decision framing, can affect 
how important a criterion is to our choice. For example, a frame for a car purchase 
might be (1) buy an economical car I can afford or (2) buy a car that will impress 
my friends. Clearly different criteria will be employed in these two situations. Be-
cause the frame serves as the initial anchor in the decision process, all subsequent 
information is considered in light of that frame.

Early research on framing studied people’s willingness to take risks in a gamble. 
Results showed that people are more willing to take risks when a choice is framed 
as avoiding a loss rather than as acquiring a gain.46 Other research has found that 
messages framed in terms of loss are more persuasive when consumers are in a 
good mood, whereas messages framed in terms of gain are more persuasive when 
consumers are in a bad mood.47 Framing gains and losses also applies to buying 
and selling: When the outcomes are equally positive, buyers feel better about not 
losing money while sellers feel better about achieving gains. But when the out-
comes are equally negative, buyers feel worse about losses while sellers feel worse 
about not gaining anything.48

Decisions can also be framed in terms of how the problem is structured in the ex-
ternal environment, such as whether beef is presented as 75 percent lean or as 25 per-
cent fat.49 Framing the time period can affect decisions as well. Consumers perceive 
health hazards as being more immediate and concrete if they are framed as occurring 
every day but regard them as less immediate and more abstract if they are framed as 
occurring every year.50 In another study, industrial buyers who used low price as an 
initial reference point were less willing to take risks than buyers with a medium- or 
high-price point.51 Likewise, consumers react more positively when marketers frame 
the cost of a product as a series of small payments (pennies a day) instead of as a 
large one-time expense.52 Moreover, a product framed in the context of higher-priced 

Decision framing The initial 
reference point or anchor in 
the decision process.
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options will be judged as being less expensive than 
one framed in the context of lower-priced options.53

Whether a decision is framed positively (How 
good is this product?) or negatively (How bad is this 
product?) influences the evaluation  differently.54

Consumers are more likely to choose a brand with 
negatively framed claims about a competitor when 
elaboration is low, but higher elaboration may lead 
them to conclude that the tactics being used are 
unfair.55

Priming certain attributes, such as reliability and 
creativity, can significantly alter consumers’ judg-
ments of both comparable alternatives like different 
brands of cameras and noncomparable alternatives 
like computers and cameras.56 This priming causes 
consumers to focus their processing on specific 
 attributes rather than on abstract criteria. Priming 
hedonic or  symbolic  attr ibutes—such as 
 associations—with political concerns (e.g., reduce 
toxic waste) rather than with functional ones (e.g., no 
more hassles) can produce a higher willingness to 
pay for items or social programs.57 Consumers 
primed to respond to a question about liking a prod-
uct (i.e., one framed positively) answered more 
quickly than when they were primed to respond to a 
question about disliking a product (one framed 
negatively).58

Goals, decision timing, and framing have important implications for positioning and 
market segmentation. First, marketers can position an offering as being consistent 
with consumers’ goal-related or usage categories. That way, marketers can influence 
the way that consumers frame the decision, and consumers will be more likely to con-
sider the brand and important related information (see Exhibit 9.5). For example, the 
SMART car is marketed as the car for  intercity driving and parking on the small streets 
of European cities. Second, marketers can identify and market to large segments of 
consumers who have similar goal-related or  usage-context categories. Thus, the $150 
SK-II Air Touch electric makeup applicator is marketed to women who want their faces 
to look flawless.59

Another marketing strategy is to frame or reframe the decision. For example, target-
ing recent immigrants, Western Union reframed the use of its money-transfer services to 
emphasize the emotional aspect of sending money to family members still at home rather 
than focus on the speed or cost of the transaction.60 Sales promotions generally are 
more successful when framed as gains rather than as a reduced loss—consumers prefer 
getting something free rather than getting a discount. And consumer decisions can be 
framed by the location of products in the store, a strategy that infl uences comparisons. 
For example, placing wine next to gourmet foods may frame the consumer’s decision 
more broadly as planning to have a nice, romantic meal rather than simply as buying a 
bottle of wine. 

Goal-Related Marketing
Sometimes ads try to stimulate 
purchase by relating to consum-
ers’ personal goals, such as los-
ing weight. This ad for The 
Skinny Cow illustrates this tactic.

Exhibit 9.5
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Deciding What Brand to Choose: 
Thought-Based Decisions

Researchers have proposed various decision-making models, each of which may 
accurately describe how consumers make these high-effort decisions. Being oppor-
tunistic and adaptive, consumers do not follow a uniform process every time they 
make a decision.61 Instead, they choose a model or use bits and pieces of various 
models, depending on the situation, and they may employ one or more decision 
rules, sometimes just because they want a change.62 Furthermore, the choices con-
sumers make may be related to other choices. For example, making one decision 
(buying a computer) can lead to yet another decision (buying a printer).63

Cognitive decision-making models describe how consumers systematically use 
information about attributes to reach a decision. Researchers also recognize that 
consumers may make decisions on the basis of feelings or emotions, using affective 
decision-making models.64 Therefore, marketers need to know how consumers 
make choices when the decision is either cognitive or more emotional in nature.

Decision-making styles can vary across cultures.65 Some North Americans, for 
example, tend to be analytical, rely on factual information, and search for solu-
tions to problems. In contrast, in Asian cultures, and particularly in Japan, logic is 
sometimes less important than the kimochi—the feeling. Similarly, many Saudi 
Arabians are more intuitive in their decision making and avoid persuasion based 
on empirical reasoning. Russians may place more emphasis on values than on 
facts, and Germans tend to be theoretical and deductive. In North American and 
European cultures, decisions are usually made by individuals who control their 
own fate. In Asian cultures, the group is of primary importance, and actions are 
regarded as arising at random or from other events rather than as being controlled 
by individuals. 

Cognitive models describe the processes by which consumers combine infor-
mation about attributes to reach a decision in a rational, systematic manner. Two 
types of cognitive models are (1) compensatory versus noncompensatory and (2) 
brand versus attribute (see Exhibit 9.6).

With a compensatory model, consumers evaluate how good each of the attributes 
of the brands in their consideration set is (i.e., they make judgments about goodness 
and badness) and weight them in terms of how important the attributes are to their 
decisions. The brand that has the best overall score (attribute goodness times impor-
tance summed across all of the brand’s attributes) is the one consumers choose. This 
is a kind of mental cost-benefi t analysis in which a negative evaluation of one attri-
bute can be compensated for (hence the name compensatory) by the positive features 
on others. To illustrate, for some U.S. consumers, a negative feature of Chinese prod-
ucts is that they are not made in America. However, this evaluation can be overcome if 
the products rate highly on other criteria deemed important, such as price.

With a noncompensatory model, consumers use negative information to eval-
uate brands and immediately eliminate from the consideration set those that are 
inadequate on any one or more important attributes.66 These models are called 
noncompensatory because a negative rating on a key attribute eliminates the brand, 
as is the case when some U.S. consumers reject a product because it is foreign-
made. Noncompensatory models require less cognitive effort than compensatory 
models do because consumers set up cutoff levels for each attribute and reject 
any brand with attribute rankings below the cutoff. Thus, if brands in consumers’ 

Cognitive decision-making 
models The process by which 
consumers combine items of 
information about attributes 
to reach a decision.

Affective decision-making 
models The process by which 
consumers base their decision 
on feelings and emotions.

Compensatory model A men-
tal cost-benefi t analysis model 
in which negative features can 
be compensated for by posi-
tive ones.

Noncompensatory model 
Simple decision model in 
which negative information 
leads to rejection of the 
 option.
Cutoff levels For each attri-
bute, the point at which a 
brand is rejected with a non-
compensatory model.
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consideration set are similar in attractiveness, they must put more effort into mak-
ing a decision and will probably use a compensatory model.67

Given that different models can lead to different choices, marketers may sometimes 
want to change the process by which consumers make a decision. For example, if most 
consumers are using a compensatory strategy, switching them to a noncompensatory 
strategy may be advantageous, particularly if competitors’ products have a major weak-
ness. By convincing consumers not to accept a lower level of an important attribute—
that is, not to compensate for the attribute—marketers might prompt some consumers 
to reject competitors’ products from consideration. Consider Steve & Barry’s $14.98 
Starbury sneakers, named after basketball star Stephon Marbury. Seeing Marbury wear 
these sneakers during big games has prompted some consumers to reject higher-priced 
sneakers in favor of Starbury sneakers.68

      When consumers reject a brand using a noncompensatory strategy, marketers can try 
to switch them to using a compensatory strategy by arguing that other attributes com-
pensate for a negative. To illustrate, advertising for high-priced, premium brands often 
stresses the reasons why its offerings are worth the extra money so that consumers do 
not reject them on price alone. 

Decisions Based on Brands
In making a decision, consumers may evaluate one brand at a time. Thus, a con-
sumer making a laptop purchase might collect information about an Apple model 
and make a judgment about it before moving on to the next brand. This type of 
brand processing occurs frequently because the environment—advertising, deal-
erships, and so on—is often organized by brands.

Much research has focused on brand-based compensatory models, also called 
multiattribute expectancy-value models.69 One multiattribute model, the theory 
of reasoned action (TORA), was discussed in Chapter 5. Note that when consider-
ing multiple attributes, consumers tend to give more weight to those that are com-
patible with their goals.70 Multiattribute models can be emotionally taxing as well 
as cognitively taxing when consumers need to make tradeoffs among attributes.71

For instance, consumers facing emotionally diffi cult tradeoffs between price and 
quality may cope by choosing the offering with the best quality.72 Some consumers 
may simply avoid making trade offs between confl icting attributes.73

Using a conjunctive model, consumers set up minimum cutoffs for each attribute 
that represent the absolute lowest value they are willing to accept.74 For  example, a 

Brand processing Evaluating 
one brand at a time.

Multiattribute expectancy-
value model A type of brand-
based compensatory model.

Conjunctive model A non-
compensatory model that sets 
minimum cutoffs to  reject 
“bad” options.

Processing
by Brand

Compensatory Noncompensatory

Processing
by Attribute

Multiattribute
 models

Additive difference
 model

Conjunctive model
Disjunctive model

Lexicographic model
Elimination-by-aspects
 model

Types of Cognitive 
Choice Models
Cognitive decision-making mod-
els can be classifi ed along two 
major dimensions: (a) whether 
processing occurs one brand at 
a time or one attribute at a 
time, and (b) whether they are 
compensatory (bad attributes 
can be compensated for by 
good ones) or noncompensatory 
(a bad attribute eliminates the 
brand).

Exhibit 9.6
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consumer might want to pay less than $20 per month to fi nance a brief vacation and 
therefore reject an alternative with a higher monthly cost. Thus, the Carnival cruise 
line has arranged fi nancing to allow consumers to charge a $299 three-day cruise and 
pay $14 per month for two years. “Some people still perceive cruising as too expen-
sive,” says a Carnival executive. “This just helps us get over that hurdle.”75 Because the 
cutoffs represent the bare minimum belief strength levels, the psychology of a con-
junctive model is to rule out unsuitable alternatives (i.e., get rid of the “bad ones”) as 
soon as possible, something that consumers do by weighing negative information.

The disjunctive model is similar to the conjunctive model, with two important 
exceptions. First, the consumer sets up acceptable levels for the cutoffs— levels that 
are more desirable (i.e., fi nd the “good ones”). So even though $20 per month may 
be the highest monthly payment a consumer will accept for a vacation, $14 per 
month may be more acceptable. Second, the consumer bases evaluations on sev-
eral of the most important attributes rather than on all of them, putting the weight 
on positive information. Using the descriptions provided above, see if you can de-
cide which brand you would choose from among the set of brands in Exhibit 9.7, 
using fi rst the multiattribute decision-making model, then the conjunctive, and fi -
nally the disjunctive model. Note that consumers may use several of these decision-
making models. When the consideration set is large, they might use the conjunctive 
or disjunctive model to eliminate undesirable brands and then make their fi nal 
choice among the brands that remain, using the multiattribute model.76

Brand-based compensatory models help marketers understand which alternatives con-
sumers may choose or reject and the beliefs that consumers have about the outcomes 
or attributes associated with a product. If consumers do not strongly believe that 

Disjunctive model A noncom-
pensatory model that sets ac-
ceptable cutoffs to fi nd 
options that are “good.”

Which Apartment Would 
You Choose?
Imagine that you visited fi ve 
apartments (A, B, C, D, and E) 
and were trying to decide which 
to rent. You have determined 
what attributes you get (cost is 
the most important attribute 
followed by size and then loca-
tion). After visiting each apart-
ment, you rate how good each 
apartment is on each attribute. 
Which apartment would you 
rent if you used the following 
decision rules? Note that differ-
ent decision rules can lead to 
different choices.

Exhibit 9.7

Evaluative Criteria
Cost
Size
Location
View
Has a pool

Importance
35
25
20
15
  5

A
5
3
5
1
3

B
3
4
5
3
3

C
4
5
5
1
4

D
4
4
2
4
3

E
2
3
5
1
5

Apartment Chosen Based on the:
1. Compensatory Model (sum of Eval x Imp)
2. Conjunctive Model (set minimum cutoff of 2)
3. Disjunctive Model (set acceptable cutoff of 3)
4. Lexicographic Model (compare on EC in order of Imp)
5. Elimination by Aspects Model (set acceptable cutoff of 3)

Answers: 1 = C; 2 = B or D; 3 = B; 4 = A; 5 = B 

Evaluations of brands as good or bad based on information
retrieved from memory or generated through external
search (5 = very good on this attribute; 1 = not at all good
on this attribute).

Importance weight of this
attribute based on needs,
values, goals (higher score
means more important:
weights add up to 100).
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 positive outcomes or attributes are associated with 
a decision, marketers should stress these outcomes 
or attributes through marketing in order to 
strengthen consumers’ beliefs (see Exhibit 9.8). The 
tiny, no-frills Tata Nano car marketed in India is the 
world’s lowest-priced car. Tata promotes the Nano’s 
fuel effi ciency and four-person passenger capacity 
to compensate for the car’s small size and lack of air 
conditioning, power brakes, and other amenities.77

Marketers can address shortcomings by altering 
the product and communicating its improvements to 
consumers. However, when companies make changes 
to remove competitive disadvantages, they may 
draw consumers away from competitive offerings, 
but they may also be reducing differentiation. There-
fore, marketers should consider the long-term ef-
fects of improvements.78

Decision models can also help marketers better plan 
marketing communications, especially comparative ads. 
Research shows that consumers with little commitment 
to a brand will put more weight on negative information 
because they perceive it as more diagnostic.79 For in-
stance, Home Depot competes with Lowe’s and other 
rivals that advertise good  service and product selection. 
To counter negative perceptions of its customer service, 
Home Depot hired plumbing and electrical experts to 
work in its stores and switched to night restocking so 
that its employees could focus on customers.80 

Decisions Based on Product Attributes
The previous discussion described how consumers make choices when they first 
process information one brand at a time. Here, we discuss  attribute processing,
which occurs when consumers compare across brands one attribute at a time, such
as comparing each brand on price. Although most consumers prefer attribute pro-
cessing because it is easier than brand processing, they cannot always fi nd informa-
tion available in a manner that facilitates it. This situation accounts for the increasing 
popularity of shopping agents. One study found that the inclusion of an attribute in a 
shopping agent’s recommendations list gives that attribute more prominence.81

According to the additive difference model, brands are compared by attribute, 
two brands at a time.82 Consumers evaluate differences between the two brands on 
each attribute and then combine them into an overall preference. This process 
 allows tradeoffs between attributes—that is, a positive difference on one attribute 
can offset a negative difference on another.

With the lexicographic model, consumers order attributes in terms of impor-
tance and compare the options one attribute at a time, starting with the most im-
portant. If one option dominates, the consumer selects it. In the case of a tie, the 
consumer proceeds to the second most important attribute and continues in this 
way until only one option remains. A tie can occur if the difference between two 
options on any attribute is below the just noticeable difference: one brand priced 
at $2.77 and one priced at $2.79 would likely be regarded as being tied on price.

Promoting 
Compensatory 
Attributes
Sometimes marketers try to over-
come the negative features of a 
product by focusing on positive 
features (a compensatory pro-
cess). Here the positive feature of 
beef (protein) is stressed to over-
come its negative health image.

Exhibit 9.8

Attribute processing 
Comparing brands, one 
 attribute at a time.

Additive difference model 
Compensatory model in which 
brands are compared by attri-
bute, two brands at a time.

Lexicographic model A non-
compensatory model that 
compares brands by attri-
butes, one at a time in order 
of importance.
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The elimination-by-aspects model is similar to the lexicographic model but 
 incorporates the notion of an acceptable cutoff.83 This model is not as strict as the 
lexicographic model, and more attributes are likely to be considered. Consumers 
fi rst order attributes in terms of importance and then compare options on the most 
important attribute. Those options below the cutoff are eliminated, and the con-
sumer continues the process until only one option remains. Again using the infor-
mation shown in Exhibit 9.7, think about which brand you would select if you were 
to use the various decision models described in this exhibit.

The additive difference model helps marketers determine which attributes or out-
comes exhibit the greatest differences among brands and use this knowledge to im-
prove and properly position their brand. If a brand performs below a major competitor 
on a certain attribute, the company needs to enhance consumers’ beliefs about that 
product’s superiority. On the other hand, if a brand performs significantly better than 
competitors on a key attribute, marketers should enhance consumer beliefs by posi-
tioning the offering around this advantage. To illustrate, the South African fast-food 
restaurant Africa Hut has become popular because it differs from all other competi-
tors on one key attribute: It serves traditional local dishes such as pap (corn porridge) 
and malam-agodu (tripe).84

If many consumers are employing a lexicographic model, and a brand is weak on the 
most important attribute, the company needs to improve this feature in order to have 
its brand selected. Also, marketers can try to change the order of importance of attri-
butes so that a major brand advantage is the most critical attribute.

Identifying consumers’ cutoff levels can be very useful for marketers. If an offering 
is beyond any of the cutoffs that many consumers set, it will be rejected frequently. 
This result means marketers must change consumers’ beliefs about these attributes. 
For example, more consumers in China are considering SUVs because of the vehicles’ 
cargo capacity and the large-vehicle safety factor, but they are also very price- 
conscious. ZXAuto and other local manufacturers therefore make SUVs similar to 
 Japanese or American models but price them lower than the cost of foreign models.85 
Marketers can also infl uence brand choice by affecting how attributes are framed (i.e., 
whether they are framed negatively or positively). Consumers may not like or choose 
a brand that is framed as having 25 percent fat and may like a brand framed as being 
75 percent lean better. While both brands have the same amount of fat, one is framed 
in terms of a positive (lean); the other in terms of a negative (fat).86 

Decisions Based on Gains and Losses
The previous discussion describes the different types of models that consumers 
can use to make decisions. However, research shows that the decisions consumers 
make also depend on whether the consumer is motivated to seek gains or to avoid 
losses. According to prospect theory, losses loom larger than gains for consumers 
even when the two outcomes are of the same magnitude.87 For example, when 
asked to set a price for an item to be exchanged, sellers typically ask for a much 
higher price (because they are experiencing a loss of the item) than buyers are will-
ing to pay (gaining the item). This has been called the endowment effect because 
ownership increases the value (and loss) associated with an item.

Elimination-by-aspects 
model Similar to the lexico-
graphic model but adds the 
notion of acceptable cutoffs.

Endowment effect When 
ownership increases the value 
of an item.
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Similarly, consumers have a much stronger re-
action to price increases than to price decreases 
and may be more reluctant to upgrade to higher-
priced durable items. Thus, consumers may avoid 
making decisions to a greater degree when a deci-
sion involves losses relative to gains. This effect 
has been demonstrated across a variety of prod-
ucts/services including wine, lottery tickets, bas-
ketball tickets, and pizza toppings.

In addition, the consumer’s promotion- and 
 prevention-focused goals will impact this process. 
For instance, prevention-focused consumers tend 
to preserve the status quo instead of making a de-
cision that will result in a change because they 
want to avoid losses. In contrast, promotion- 
focused consumers are more willing to try new 
things if they think that changing from the status 
quo will help them achieve their goals of growth 
and development.88

Prospect theory has a number of important marketing 
implications. First, consumers will be more risk averse 
and unwilling to buy the product when the decision in-
volves losses. Thus, marketers must make a effort to 
reduce risks and potential losses. This situation is one 
of the key reasons that manufacturers and retailers 

make offers such as the “full money-back guarantee” or “no money down for 12 months with 
no interest” as well as provide warranty programs (see Exhibit 9.9). Second, consumers will 
react more negatively to price increases or higher-priced items than they will react positively 
to price decreases. Thus, marketers need to carefully consider the amount of the price in-
crease (i.e., the greater the increase, the stronger the negative reaction). Further, this sug-
gests that if possible, marketers should try to frame these increases as gains rather than 
losses (i.e., the increased benefi t the consumer might get from the higher-priced item). 

Reducing Risk
Sometimes marketers try to re-
duce consumer risk in buying 
the product by providing guar-
antees, as in this ad for Aussie.

Exhibit 9.9

Deciding What Brand to Choose: High-Effort 
Feeling-Based Decisions

Just as consumers can make high-effort thought-based decisions, so too can they 
make high-effort feeling-based decisions. With affective decision making, con-
sumers make a decision because the choice feels right rather than because they 
have made a detailed, systematic evaluation of offerings. Or they may decide that 
the chosen option feels like a perfect fi t, regardless of their prior cognitive process-
ing.89 Consumers who make decisions based on feelings tend to be more satisfi ed 
afterward than those who make decisions based on product attributes.90 Moreover, 
emotions can also help thought-based decision making since emotions can help 
consumers gather their thoughts and make judgments more quickly.91

As you saw in Chapter 6, brands can be associated with positive emotions such 
as love, joy, pride, and elation as well as with negative emotions such as guilt, hate, 

Affective decision making 
Decisions based on feelings 
and emotions.
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fear, anxiety, anger, sadness, shame, and greed. These emotions can be recalled to 
play a central role in the decision process, particularly when consumers perceive 
them as relevant to the offering.92 This affective processing is frequently experience-
based.93 In other words, consumers select an option based on their recall of past 
experiences and the associated feelings. When consumers choose among brands in 
memory, they must work harder to process information, so their feelings carry con-
siderable weight. In contrast, when they choose among brands based on informa-
tion in ads or other external stimuli, they can focus more on the offering’s attributes 
and less on their feelings.94

Consumer feelings are particularly critical for offerings with hedonic, symbolic, 
or aesthetic aspects.95 Feelings also infl uence decisions about what we will con-
sume and for how long.96 We tend to buy offerings that make us feel good more 
often and for longer periods than we buy offerings that do not have these effects. 
Note that consumers sometimes buy a product, such as jewelry, simply to make 
themselves feel better. In other situations, they may make a choice because of a 
negative feeling, buying a product out of guilt or shame.

Appraisals and Feelings
As you saw in Chapter 2, appraisal theory examines how our emotions are deter-
mined by the way that we think about or “appraise” the situation, a fi eld being ex-
plored by many researchers.97 This theory also explains how and why certain 
emotions (including those carried over from previous decisions) can affect future 
judgments and choices. People who are fearful tend to see more risk in new situa-
tions than do people who are angry, for example. In situations involving disposition 
of objects, people who are disgusted tend to view this activity as an opportunity to 
get rid of their current possessions while people who are sad tend to view it as an 
opportunity to change their circumstances.98 Even the emotional reaction to a de-
sired product’s being out of stock can affect a consumer’s feelings about and ap-
praisals of subsequent purchases in the same environment.99

Affective Forecasts and Choices
Consumers’ predictions of what they will feel in the future—affective forecasting—
can influence the choices they make today. For instance, someone may buy a 
dishwasher after forecasting the relief she will feel at having an appliance to han-
dle this time-consuming chore. You may decide to go to Mexico instead of 
 Colorado over spring break because you think the Mexico trip will make you feel 
more relaxed. As shown in Exhibit 9.10, we can forecast (1) how we think we will 

Affective forecasting A 
 prediction of how you will feel 
in the future

What Will
I Feel?

How Much Will
I Feel It?

How Long Will I Feel
This Way?

• Valence (good or bad)

• Nature of feeling
 (specific emotion such
 as happiness, regret,
 guilt, shame)

• Intensity • Duration

Affective Forecasting
Affective forecasting occurs when 
consumers try to predict how 
they will feel in a future con-
sumption situation. Specifi cally, 
they try to predict what feelings 
they will have, how strongly 
these feelings will be, and how 
long the feelings will last.

Exhibit 9.10
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feel as a result of a decision, (2) how intensely we will have this feeling, and 
(3) how long this feeling will last. Any one of these forecasts can affect our deci-
sion about whether to go to Mexico. It is important to remember that affective 
forecasting is not always accurate, however, and that we can be wrong about any 
or all of the above-noted forecasts.100 Consequently, after our vacation, instead of 
feeling relaxed, we may feel stressed; instead of feeling extremely relaxed, we may 
feel only mildly relaxed; or instead of feeling relaxed for a week, our postvacation 
feelings of relaxation may only last until we reach home (and see the pile of work 
we now have to do).

While anticipating post-decision levels of happiness (or relaxation, as illus-
trated in the example above) can impact the choices consumers make, so too 
can anticipated regret about making a wrong decision impact the choices con-
sumers make. For instance, if they are participating in an auction and anticipate 
feeling deep regret should another bidder win, consumers will place a higher bid 
on an item than they would otherwise have placed.101 Similarly, consumers who 
anticipate regret at later fi nding out that today’s sale price was better than a fu-
ture sale price are more likely to buy the item on sale now.102

Imagery
Imagery plays a key role in emotional decision making103 Consumers can attempt to 
imagine themselves consuming the product or service and can use any emotions 

they experience as input for the  decision (see 
Exhibit 9.11). In choosing a vacation, you can 
imagine the excitement you might experience 
by being in each destination. If these images 
are pleasant (or negative), they will exert a 
positive (or negative) infl uence on your deci-
sion process. Imagery can also ignite con-
sumer desire for and fantasizing about certain 
products.104 Inviting consumers to interact 
with a product through an online demonstra-
tion can evoke vivid mental images of product 
use and increase purchase intentions.105

Adding information actually makes imag-
ery processing easier because more informa-
tion makes it easier for consumers to form an 
accurate image (whereas it may lead to infor-
mation overload under cognitive processing). 
For instance, consumers who see an ad ask-
ing them to imagine how good they would 
feel using the advertised product are likely to 
react positively and like the product more.106

Moreover, imagery encourages brand-based 
processing because images are organized by 
brand rather than by attribute. Also, compa-
nies that design new products by encouraging 
customers to imagine or create a new image 
rather than recall one from memory can pro-
duce more original product designs.107

Stimulating Imagery 
Through Advertising
Ads sometimes try to induce 
consumers to imagine them-
selves in certain situations. 
When they do, consumers may 
experience the feelings and 
emotions that are associated 
with this situation. This ad for 
Yankee Candle may stimulate 
the positive feelings of being in 
a beautiful forest in autumn.

Exhibit 9.11
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Marketers can employ a variety of advertising, sales, and promotional techniques to add 
to the emotional experience and imagery surrounding an offering. Good service or pleas-
ant ambiance in a hotel, restaurant, or store, for example, can produce consumers’ posi-
tive feelings and experiences that may infl uence their future choices. This is why the 
Ritz-Carlton hotel chain spends so much time and money training its 35,000 employees 
to deliver exemplary service and make every guest feel pampered.108

Nike has long used imagery to help consumers feel the excitement and satisfaction 
of excelling in the sports activities they love. Its “Just Do It” campaign famously offered 
encouragement to athletes of all ages and abilities. Similarly, its “Become Legendary” 
campaign linked the youthful aspirations of now-established superstars like Derek Jeter 
with the introduction of a new Air Jordan top-performance sneaker.109 

In addition to deciding which brands to include in a consideration set, deciding 
what is important to the choice, and deciding what offerings to choose, consumers 
in high-effort situations face two more key decisions. First, should they delay the 
decision or make it right now? And second, how can they make a decision when the 
alternatives cannot be compared?

Decision Delay
If consumers perceive the decision to be too risky or if it entails an unpleasant task, 
they may delay making a decision.110 Another reason for delaying a decision is if 
consumers feel uncertain about how to get product information.111 Delaying a de-
cision can affect a consumer’s evaluation of brands that have features in common, 
regardless of whether those features are positive or negative. Specifi cally, the delay 
seems to make the shared features easier to recall and therefore has a greater 
 impact on consumers’ evaluations of the brands being considered.112

Should marketers encourage consumers to decide on a purchase right away? Many sales 
promotion techniques, including coupons and discounts, are available only to consum-
ers who act quickly. On the other hand, if consumers delay making their decisions, mar-
keters may have more time to offer additional information to bolster the chances that 
their brand will be chosen. Apple used this strategy to good advantage when it hyped 
the introduction of its iPhone months in advance of product availability. By the time the 
product was actually available, many consumers were willing to wait for hours just for 
the chance to be among the fi rst to buy the iPhone.113 

Decision Making When Alternatives Cannot Be Compared
Consumers sometimes need to choose from a set of options that cannot be directly 
compared on the same attributes. For instance, you might be trying to select enter-
tainment for next weekend and may have the choice of going to the movies, eating 
at a nice restaurant, renting a video, or attending a party. Each alternative has 
 different attributes, making comparisons among them diffi cult.

Additional High-Effort Decisions
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In making these noncomparable decisions, con-
sumers adopt either an alternative-based strategy or an 
attribute-based strategy.114 Using the alternative-based 
strategy (also called top-down processing), they develop 
an overall evaluation of each option—perhaps using a 
compensatory or affective strategy—and base their de-
cision on it. For example, if you were deciding on week-
end entertainment, you could evaluate each option’s 
pros and cons independently and then choose the one 
you liked the best.

Using the attribute-based strategy, consumers 
make comparisons easier for themselves by forming ab-
stract representations that will allow them to compare 
the options (Exhibit 9.12). In this type of bottom-up pro-
cessing, the choice is constructed or built up. To make a 
more direct comparison of options for an entertainment 
decision, for example, you could construct abstract at-
tributes for them such as “fun” or “likelihood of impress-
ing a date.” Because using abstractions simplifies the 
decision-making process, consumers tend to use them 
even when the options are easy to compare.115

Note that both strategies can be employed in differ-
ent circumstances. When the alternatives are less com-
parable, consumers tend to use an alternative-based 
strategy because it is harder for them to create attribute 
abstractions.116 Alternative-based strategies also suit 
consumers who have well-defi ned goals because they 
can easily recall the various options and their results. 
For example, if your goal is to fi nd enjoyable things to 

do with a date, you could immediately recall a set of options like going to a movie 
or eating out, along with your overall evaluation of each option. You would then 
pick the option with the strongest evaluation. On the other hand, when consumers 
lack well-defi ned goals, they tend to use attribute-based processing.

Remember that price is often the one attribute on which alternatives can be 
compared directly. Consumers typically use price to screen alternatives for the con-
sideration set rather than as the main basis of comparison among noncomparable 
alternatives. Thus, when selecting from among entertainment alternatives, you 
might use cost to generate a set of options that are reasonably affordable, then use 
an alternative- or attribute-based strategy to make the fi nal decision.

Because of the way that consumers approach noncomparable decisions, marketers 
should look at each product’s or brand’s competition in broad terms as well as under-
stand how the product or brand stacks up to specifi c competitors. For example, when 
consumers are deciding where to go on vacation, their alternatives may refl ect competi-
tion between different types of destinations (such as cities or beaches), activities (such 
as going to museums or going surfi ng), and so on. Therefore, marketers might identify 
the abstract attributes that consumers use to make these noncomparable  evaluations. 

Using Attribute-Based 
Strategies for 
Noncomparable Options
Sometimes consumers have 
trouble making noncomparable 
choices, such as choosing from 
different vacation destinations, 
so they use abstract attributes 
like “fun” or “beauty.”

Exhibit 9.12

Noncomparable decisions 
The process of making deci-
sions about products or ser-
vices from different categories.

Alternative-based strategy 
Making a noncomparable 
choice based on an overall 
evaluation. 

Attribute-based strategy 
Making noncomparable 
choices by making abstract 
representations of comparable 
attributes.
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For instance, stressing an attribute like “fun” could make it easier for consumers to 
 compare products. Also, communications about destinations like Scotland could feature 
multiple attributes (golf courses, fishing areas, historic landmarks) and suggest how 
 visiting the destination will fit the “fun” attribute.117 Pricing is also an important 
 marketing tactic for getting a brand into the consideration set when consumers cannot 
directly compare the attributes of various alternatives. Thus, tourism marketers often 
use pricing promotions to attract consumers’ attention and encourage them to make 
further comparisons based on their goals or on individual attributes. 

As you have seen, consumers can use many different strategies when making deci-
sions. However, the best strategy to use for making a specifi c decision depends on 
the consumer and the nature of the decision.118 This final section looks at how 
characteristics of (a) consumers, (b) the situation they are in, and (c) the group that 
they are a part of can affect their decisions.

Consumer Characteristics
Characteristics associated with consumers—such as their expertise, mood, ex-
tremeness aversion, time pressure, and metacognitive experiences—can affect the 
decisions they make.

Expertise
Consumers are more likely to understand their preferences and decisions when they 
have detailed consumption vocabularies—meaning that they can articulate exactly 
why they like or dislike the brands that they do. For example, a consumer who is 
an expert in wine may know that he or she likes wines that are buttery, dry, and 
smooth, whereas a novice might not know how to articulate these preferences.119

Consumers who have this “consumption vocabulary” can use more attributes and 
information when making a decision. Expert consumers have more brand-based 
prior experience and knowledge and, as a result, tend to use brand-based decision 
strategies.120 These consumers know how to identify relevant information and ignore 
irrelevant attributes in their decision making. When consumers consider complex in-
formation, they may simplify the processing task by focusing more on brand effects 
and less on attributes, especially if they face more than one complex choice task.121

Mood
Consumers who are in a reasonably good mood are more willing to process infor-
mation and take more time in making a decision than those who are not in a good 
mood.122 When in a good mood, consumers pay closer attention to the set of brands 
being considered and think about a higher number of attributes connected with 
each brand, a process that can result in more extreme (positive or negative) evalu-
ations.123 Another study showed that consumers in a high-arousal mood—feeling 
excited or very sad, for instance—tend to process information less thoroughly. 
 Recall is also affected: Consumers in a bad mood are more likely to accurately recall 
what a marketing message said, a factor that may affect what attributes they 
 consider when making their choices.124

Mood can also infl uence how positively consumers judge products and their 
 attributes.125 One study found that when consumers’ moods were subconsciously 

What Affects High-Effort Decisions?
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infl uenced by music, consumers in a good mood rated a set of audio speakers more 
positively than did consumers in a bad mood.126 Interestingly, consumers may de-
liberately manipulate their moods to help themselves improve their decision per-
formance.127 Finally, consumers in a good mood are more willing to try new 
products because they perceive lower probabilities of incurring losses.128

Time Pressure
As time pressure increases, consumers initially try to process information relevant 
to their choices faster.129 If doing this does not work, they base their decision on 
fewer attributes and place heavier weight on negative information, eliminating bad 
alternatives by using a noncompensatory decision strategy. Time pressure, one of 
the major reasons that consumers fail to make intended purchases, can reduce 
shopping time and the number of impulsive purchases.130 Time pressure also af-
fects consumers’ decisions to delay their choices.131 Moreover, whether a consumer 
is present- or future-oriented can lead to different motivations and choices for 
 different products.132 Present-oriented consumers want to improve their current 
well-being and prefer products that help them to do so, such as relaxing vacations 
and entertaining books. Future-oriented consumers want to develop themselves 
and  select life-enriching vacations and books.

Extremeness Aversion
Consumers tend to exhibit extremeness aversion, meaning that options for a par-
ticular attribute that are perceived as extreme will seem less attractive than those 
perceived as intermediate. This tendency is the reason that people often fi nd mod-
erately priced options more attractive than options that are either very expensive 
or very inexpensive. For example, retailer Williams-Sonoma offered one bread-
making unit at $275 and then added a second unit priced 50 percent higher. Intro-
ducing the more expensive unit doubled the sales of the fi rst unit.133

When consumers see the attributes of one alternative as being equally dispersed 
(rather than very close together or very far apart), they will view this alternative as the 
compromise option even when it is not at the overall midpoint among options.134

 According to the compromise effect, a brand will gain share when it is seen as the 
intermediate or compromise choice rather than as an extreme choice.135 Also, con-
sumers prefer a brand with attributes that score equally well on certain criteria more 
than a brand that has unequal scores across attributes, a phenomenon known as 
attribute balancing.136

Metacognitive Experiences
One fi nal set of consumer characteristics that affects the decision-making process 
is that of metacognitive experiences. These are factors based on our decision- 
processing experience, such as how easy it is to recall information in memory and to 
form thoughts as well as how easy it is to process new information.137 Metacognitive 
experiences affect decisions beyond formal knowledge by infl uencing retrieval ease, 
inferences, and biases. Thus, it is not just the content of the information that infl u-
ences the decision; rather, how this information is processed is also critical.

According to one study, the pleasant experience of being able to process a brand 
name easily can lead to a consumer’s favorable attitudes toward that brand. Yet in 
some cases in which consumers can process information about the brand more 
easily—such as seeing the mention of product benefits in an ad message—they 
may develop less favorable attitudes toward the brand because they may attribute 

Extremeness aversion 
Options that are extreme on 
some attributes are less at-
tractive than those with a 
moderate level of those 
 attributes.

Compromise effect When a 
brand gains share because it 
is an intermediate rather than 
an extreme option.

Attribute balancing Picking a 
brand because it scores 
equally well on certain attri-
butes rather than faring un-
equally on these attributes.

Metacognitive experiences 
How the information is pro-
cessed beyond the content of 
the decision.



 C H A P T E R  9   •  Judgment and Decision Making Based on High Effort 241

that ease of processing to the persuasiveness of the information rather than to the 
attractiveness of the brand itself. Other studies have found that individuals are 
more likely to regard a statement as true when it is printed in an easy-to-read color 
or if the words rhyme.138 In short, metacognitive experiences affect choices in con-
cert with stimuli and consumer characteristics such as mood.139

Characteristics of the Decision
In addition to consumer characteristics, decision characteristics can affect how 
consumers make their choices. Two decision characteristics of particular note are 
the availability of information on which to base a decision and the presence of triv-
ial attributes.

Information Availability
The amount, quality, and format of the information can affect the decision-making 
strategy that consumers use. When a consumer has more information, the decision 
becomes more complex, and the consumer must use a more detailed decision-
making strategy, such as the multiattribute choice strategy. Having more informa-
tion will lead to making a better choice only up to a point, however; after that, the 
consumer will experience information overload.140 For example, pharmaceutical 
fi rms are legally required to provide detailed prescription information and to dis-
close side effects of medications in their ads, yet the amount of such information 
can be overwhelming.

If the information provided is useful and relevant to our decision criteria, deci-
sion making is less taxing, and we can make better decisions.141 Essentially, we can 
narrow the consideration set relatively quickly because we can focus on those at-
tributes that are most important to our decision. Hence, it is better for marketers to 
focus on providing relevant information, not just more information. If the informa-
tion provided is not useful or if some information is missing, we will need to infer 
how the product might rate on that attribute, perhaps by using other attributes of 
the brand in question to make that inference.142

If the available information is ambiguous, consumers are more likely to stay 
with their current brand than to risk purchasing a new competitive brand—even a 
superior one.143 Consumers also can compare numerical attribute information 
faster and more easily than they can compare verbal information.144 For example, 
to help parents select video games, a group of manufacturers developed a numeri-
cal rating system to indicate the amount of sex and violence in their games. Finally, 
decisions are sometimes affected by information about attributes to which con-
sumers have been exposed in a previous choice.145

Information Format
The format of the information—the way that it is organized or presented in the ex-
ternal environment—can also infl uence the decision strategy that consumers use. 
If information is organized by brand, consumers will likely employ a brand-based 
decision-making strategy such as a compensatory, conjunctive, or disjunctive 
model. If information is organized by attribute or in a matrix, consumers can use 
an attribute-processing strategy. For example, one study found that organizing 
 yogurt by fl avor instead of by brand encouraged more comparison shopping on the 
basis of attribute processing.146 Sometimes consumers will even restructure infor-
mation into a more useful format, especially in a matrix. One study found that 
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 consumers were less likely to choose the cheapest brand of consumer electronics 
product when the offerings were organized by model (similar offerings by different 
companies grouped together) rather than by brand.147 Thus, companies with high-
priced brands would want the display to be organized by model, and companies 
offering low-priced brands would prefer a brand-based display.

The presence of a narrative format for presenting information about brands can 
also impact consumers’ choices. When researchers presented consumers with a 
narrative message about vacations, the consumers used holistic processing to se-
quence and evaluate the information. The narrative structure is similar to the way 
in which consumers acquire information in daily life, so processing was easier. In 
processing the narrative, consumers did not consider individual features, a situa-
tion that meant negative information had less impact.148

Trivial Attributes
Consumers sometimes fi nalize decisions by looking at trivial attributes. For exam-
ple, if three brands in the consideration set are perceived as equivalent with the ex-
ception that one contains a trivial attribute, the consumer is likely to choose the 
brand with the trivial attribute (arguing that its presence may be useful). If, how-
ever, two of the three brands in the consideration set have a particular trivial 
 attribute, the consumer is likely to choose the one without that attribute (arguing 
that the attribute is unnecessary). In both cases, the trivial attribute was used to 
complete and justify the decision.149

Group Context
Finally, consumers’ decisions can be affected by the presence of a group, such as 
when a group of people is dining out and each member is deciding what to order.
As each group member makes a decision in turn, he or she attempts to balance two 
sets of goals: (1) goals that are attained by the individual’s action alone (individual
alone) and (2) goals that are achieved depending on the actions of both the indi-
vidual and the group (individual group).150 Because consumers may have to choose 
a different alternative to achieve each set of goals, they cannot always achieve both 
sets of goals simultaneously in group settings.

In a group, consumers face three types of individual-group goals, as shown in 
Exhibit 9.13:

Self-presentation.  d Consumers seek to convey a certain image through the deci-
sions they make in a group context. When consumers want to use unique 
choices as positive self-presentation cues or to express their individuality, 
the result will be variety seeking at the group level. Yet consumers are often 
more concerned about social norms and therefore make similar choices to 
blend in, resulting in uniformity at the group level.

Minimizing regret.  d Consumers who are risk averse and want to minimize regret 
will tend to make choices that are similar to those made by the rest of the 
group, leading to uniformity at the group level. Making this choice allows 
group members to avoid any disappointment they might feel if someone else’s 
choice seemed better than their own.

Information gathering.  d Consumers can learn more about the different choices 
each has made through interaction with other group members. Whether mem-
bers actually share choices or simply share their reactions, the result is variety 
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in the totality of choices within the group when consumers see information 
gathering as a priority. However, when group members are more concerned 
with self-presentation or loss aversion than with information gathering, they 
will make similar choices, resulting in group uniformity.

When making a decision in a group context, we try to balance these three 
 individual-group goals with our individual-alone goals. In most group situations, 
the result is group uniformity, even though individual members may ultimately feel 
less satisfi ed by the outcome.

Marketers can develop some interesting strategies by understanding how consumer 
characteristics affect high-effort decisions. One technique is to sell a new, improved 
model alongside the old model at the same price, a tactic that makes the new one look 
better. In addition, marketers need to think about the information in their ads and on 
their packaging because irrelevant information can sometimes infl uence consumers’ 
decisions—even in the presence of more relevant information.151

Providing the right amount of information at the right time is a challenge marketers 
face all over the world. One study found that consumers in Romania and Turkey have expe-
rienced great confusion in judging quality and making choices because “there are so many 
alternatives now.”152 Marketers should therefore present a few key points, not a fl ood of 
information. However, providing too little information can also hamper decision making, 
resulting in poorer quality decisions and a lower level of satisfaction. A lack of both prod-
ucts and information has been a major problem in some former communist countries.153

Finally, marketers can use communications to make individual-group goals a higher 
priority in group situations, leading to more uniformity of choice in favor of the adver-
tised brand. Beer marketers, for instance, often show group members enjoying only the 
advertised brand, an image that reinforces strong social norms and encourages 
 consumers to order that brand when they drink in a social setting. 

Individual-alone Individual-group

Satisfying one's taste

No group effect*

Group-variety
or

Group-uniformity

Group-uniformity

Group-variety

Goals

Self-presentation

Minimizing regret

Information-gathering

Note. — In cases where informational social influence is present during the
decision process, an outcome of group uniformity or variety seeking can result.

Goal Classes that Affect 
Consumer Decision 
Making
Consumers are not always able 
to achieve both individual-alone 
and individual-group goals 
when making decisions in the 
context of a group. Trying to 
achieve individual-group goals 
can result in either group variety 
or group uniformity, while trying 
to achieve individual-alone 
goals allows the consumer to 
satisfy his or her own taste 
through the decision.

Exhibit 9.13
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Summary

Judgments involve forming evaluations or estimates—
not always objective—of the likelihood of the occur-
rence of events, whereas decisions entail choosing 
from among options or courses of action. Two types of 
judgments are judgments of likelihood and judgments 
of goodness or badness, both of which can be made by 
recalling past judgments using imagery or an anchor-
ing and adjustment process.

Once they recognize a problem, consumers may 
address it by using cognitive decision-making models 
(deciding in a rational, systematic manner) or affec-
tive decision-making models (deciding on the basis 
of their feelings or emotions). Consumers face a 
number of other decisions in high-effort situations: 
which brands to consider (developing the consider-
ation set), what is important to the choice (how it is 
affected by goals, decision timing, and decision fram-
ing), what offerings to choose, whether to make a de-
cision now, and what to do when alternatives cannot 
be compared.

In thought-based decisions about offerings, con-
sumers may use compensatory or noncompensatory 
models, process by brand or by attribute, and con-
sider gains versus losses. Feeling-based decisions 
about offerings may rely on appraisals and feelings, 
affective forecasts and choices, and imagery. Finally, 
three types of contextual factors that can influence 
the decision process are (1) consumer characteristics, 

(2) decision characteristics, and (3) the presence of a 
group.

 Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How does consumer judgment differ from consumer 
decision making ?

 2. What is the anchoring and adjustment process, 
and how does it affect consumer judgment?

 3. How do consumers use compensatory and non-
compensatory decision-making models?

 4. Explain how consumers use their goals, decision 
timing, and framing to decide which criteria are 
important for a particular choice.

 5. Why do marketers need to know that attribute 
 processing is easier for consumers than brand 
 processing?

 6. How do appraisals and feelings as well as affective 
forecasting infl uence consumer decision making ?

 7. What three contextual elements affect consumer 
decision making?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

Will high gasoline prices and uncertain economic condi-
tions keep consumers from buying recreational vehicles 
and motor homes to enjoy the romance of the open 
road with all the comforts of home? The profi ts of 
 Winnebago Industries of Forest City, Iowa, are riding on 
the answer to this question. Winnebago has been 
 making and selling RVs and motor homes since 1958 
under the Winnebago and Itasca brands. Its annual sales 
are approaching $900 million, and its brands account 
for a sizable share of the 350,000 RVs and motor homes 
bought by U.S. consumers every year.

Winnebago’s marketing experts recognize that 
choosing a motor home with a price tag as high as 

$300,000 (or as low as $60,000) is not an easy decision. 
Many potential customers consider traveling in motor 
homes an affordable way to see the country by driving 
through scenic spots and parking at campgrounds along 
the way rather than paying to stay in motels and eat in 
restaurants. When gasoline prices were low, consumers 
were less concerned about fuel effi ciency because of the 
money they were saving by camping. As gasoline prices 
have increased, however, so has demand for RVs that 
get better mileage and help customers achieve their 
dreams of traveling without breaking their budgets.

In response, Winnebago has developed more fuel- 
effi cient models and offered a number of fi nancial 

 Winnebago Wants RV Owners to Get on the Road

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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 incentives to sweeten the deal, including a choice of 
 either a rebate or cash toward fi lling the gas tank on 
certain models. It also maintains a list of dealers who 
will rent Winnebago models. Although some consumers 
will choose to rent to avoid the expense of ownership, 
this option also gives would-be customers a chance to 
try the vehicle and to experience Winnebago traveling 
before they make their fi nal choice of which brand and 
model to buy.

Today’s buyers often want a Winnebago or Itasca for 
more than camping. The CEO says the company’s typical 
customer “is someone 55 to 70 years of age who has 
been in retirement mode or who is looking for an RV 
for leisure travel or wants one to help with pursuing 
 another hobby—like following the NASCAR circuit or 
tailgating at a favorite football team’s [games] on 
weekends.” Knowing how buyers plan to use their RVs 
enables Winnebago to include appropriate features on 
various models. Some models are basic while others are 
fully outfi tted with kitchen and laundry appliances, com-
puter networks, sound systems, and other amenities 
suitable for what may become a second home on wheels. 
“We make sure that nobody’s roughing it too much,” 
notes Winnebago’s CEO.

Consumers researching Winnebago’s offerings can 
go to the company’s website to learn how to choose an 
RV or motor home, click for 360-degree virtual tours of 
various Winnebago and Itasca vehicles, and compare 
detailed specifi cations of each model. They can also 
watch a slide show to see the craftsmanship involved in 
manufacturing a Winnebago product or request a video 
version of the factory tour. And they can buy all kinds of 

caps, shirts, jackets, accessories, and other items em-
blazoned with the Winnebago brand logo to make a 
statement about their lifestyle.

Finally, the company encourages a sense of com-
munity by inviting buyers to become members of the 
 Winnebago-Itasca Travelers Club. More than 19,000 
 customers have joined to enjoy benefi ts such as 
 receiving a monthly newsletter; gathering with other 
 Winnebago customers at local club meetings; attend-
ing national and statewide events such as the annual 
Grand National Rally in Forest City; and taking advan-
tage of member discounts on vehicle insurance, road-
side  assistance, campgrounds, and more. Through 
special-interest groups within the travelers’ club, 
 members can fi nd like-minded individuals who share 
their interests in  golfi ng, singing, bowling, or  extended 
RV trips.154

Case Questions
 1. In what ways does Winnebago help consumers imag-

ine themselves inside one of its motor homes or RVs 
and enjoying the lifestyle that comes with such a 
product?

 2. Why would Winnebago offer a slide show and video 
of its factory tour?

 3. Explain, in terms of thought-based decisions, why 
Winnebago should promote the improved gas 
 mileage of its fuel-effi cient models.

 4. Are there any emotional aspects related to the 
 Winnebago decision process? If so, how does 
 Winnebago infl uence these emotions?



246

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Identify the types of 
heuristics that consumers 
can use to make simple 
judgments.

2. Explain why marketers 
need to understand both 
unconscious and conscious 
decision-making processes in 
low-effort situations.

3. Show how the hierarchy 
of effects and operant 
conditioning explain 
consumers’ low-effort 
decision making.

4. Discuss how consumers 
make thought-based low-
effort decisions using 
performance-related 
tactics, habit, brand loyalty, 
price-related tactics, and 
normative infl uences.

Jones Soda Bottles Brand Loyalty

A re loyal Jones Soda customers drawn to its quirky soft drinks or to its irreverent image? 
Both have helped build Jones into a $56 million company. Unique soda fl avors like 

Crushed Melon and Christmas Tree and cheeky brands like Whoop Ass energy drink set 
Jones apart from the big cola companies. The labels on Jones Soda bottles, which feature 
photos taken by consumers, are another point of differentiation. Even photos not chosen for 
labels are posted on the brand’s multimedia website, where visitors can click to vote for their 
favorites and play games, buy branded merchandise such as skateboards, and get the latest 
news about snowboarders, surfers, and other extreme athletes sponsored by Jones.

The brand’s irreverent image has also been shaped by its distribution strategy. At fi rst, 
Jones Sodas were available only in skateboard shops, tattoo parlors, music stores, and other 
retail locations where soft drinks are not usually found. Then the company was able to get its 
sodas into larger outlets such as Barnes & Noble bookstores and Panera Bread restaurants 
and ultimately was able to expand to more than 15,000 U.S. stores, including some main-
stream supermarkets. And because Jones regularly introduces offbeat fl avors like Turkey and 
Gravy, when Jones’s loyal customers hanker for something new, they now have many choices 
of fl avors, bottles with new labels, and places to buy.1

Chapter 10

INTRODUCTION

Judgment and Decision 
Making Based on Low Effort
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Chapter 9 showed that when effort is high, consumers’ judgments—such as esti-
mations of likelihood and goodness/badness—can be cognitively complex. In con-
trast, when MAO is low, individuals are motivated to simplify the cognitive process 
by using heuristics, or rules of thumb, to reduce the effort involved in making judg-
ments.2 Two major types of heuristics are representativeness and availability.

The Representativeness Heuristic
One way that consumers can make simple estimations or judgments is to make 
comparisons with the category prototype or exemplar. This categorization process 
is called the representativeness heuristic.3 For example, if you want to estimate the 
likelihood that a new mouthwash is of high quality, you might compare it with your 
prototype for mouthwashes, such as Listerine. If you see that the new brand is simi-
lar to the prototype, you will assume that it is also of high quality. This is the reason-
ing behind packaging many store brands so that they look similar to leading brands 
in various product categories. The retailers hope that the outward similarity will sug-
gest to the consumer that the store products possess the same good qualities.

Like any shortcut, the representativeness heuristic can also lead to biased judg-
ments. For instance, consumers who see McDonald’s as the prototype of a ham-
burger restaurant may assume that it offers no healthy foods or cannot make a good 
salad. To overcome these biased judgments, McDonald’s has added quality salads, 
wraps, and desserts made with high-quality vegetable and fruit ingredients.4

The Availability Heuristic
Judgments can also be infl uenced by the ease with which instances of an event can 
be brought to mind, a shortcut called the availability heuristic.5 Consumers are 
more likely to recall more accessible or more vivid events, a tendency that infl uences 
their judgments—even though they may be unaware of this effect.6 To  illustrate, 
 suppose that years ago you purchased a DVD player that needed  constant repair. 

Representativeness heuristic 
Making a judgment by simply 
comparing a stimulus with the 
category prototype or 
 exemplar.

Availability heuristic Basing 
judgments on events that are 
easier to recall.

The various ways that consumers act toward Jones Soda illustrate several factors dis-
cussed in this chapter. When consumers have low motivation, ability, and opportunity (MAO) 
to process information (as when purchasing everyday products like soft drinks), their judg-
ment and decision processes are different and involve less effort than when MAO is high (as 
when buying luxury goods). Consumers may simplify their decisions by repeatedly buying a 
brand they like. Or they may be guided by their feelings toward a familiar brand or bottle (in 
this case, with labels featuring consumer-contributed photos). Some consumers may simply 
be in the mood for variety, such as a new fl avor. Also, the brand can try to increase the 
 excitement (or situational involvement) by offering games, merchandise, and news on its 
website or through other sources. This chapter examines the nature of low-effort judgment 
and decision making, as shown in Exhibit 10.1. The focus here is on the cognitive and affec-
tive shortcuts or heuristics that consumers use to make judgments and decisions, as well as 
on how consumers make unconscious and conscious decisions in low-effort situations.

Low-Effort Judgment Processes

5. Describe how consumers 
make affect-based low-effort 
decisions using feelings as a 
simplifying strategy, brand 
familiarity, variety seeking, 
and impulse purchasing.
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THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

LOW-EFFORT JUDGMENT AND DECISION MAKING

DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

JUDGMENT PROCESSES
• Representativeness heuristic
• Availability heuristic

• Cognitively based • Affectively based
DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

In low-effort processing situations, consumers tend to use heuristics or ways of simplifying the judgment 
or decision. Both cognitively based heuristics (performance-based tactics, habit, price-related tactics, 
brand loyalty, and normative infl uences) and affectively based heuristics (affect-related tactics, variety 
seeking, and impulse) are used to make decisions.

Chapter Overview: 
Judgment and Decision 
Making: Low Consumer 
Effort

Exhibit 10.1
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Today you may still recall your anger and disappointment when you see this brand. 
Your experiences greatly color your estimations of the quality of this brand, even 
though the brand might actually have few breakdowns today. Word-of-mouth com-
munication is another example of accessible information that leads to use of the 
availability heuristic. If a friend says she had problems with a certain brand of DVD 
player, this information is likely to affect your estimates of the brand’s quality, even 
though her experience might have been an isolated event.

These judgments are biased because we tend to ignore base-rate information—
how often the event really occurs—in favor of information that is more vivid or ac-
cessible. One study demonstrated this effect in the context of estimating the 
probability that refrigerators would break down.7 One group was given a set of 
case histories told by consumers, and another was given actual statistics about the 
 incidence of appliance breakdown. People who read the case histories provided 
breakdown estimates that were 30 percent higher than those of the statistics group. 
Another study found that consumers can use both base-rate and case information, 
but their judgment depends on how the information is structured.8 As case history 
information becomes more specific, consumers rely less on base rates. Another 
 reason that we do not use more base-rate information is that it is often not available.

A related bias is the law of small numbers, whereby people expect information 
obtained from a small sample to be typical of the larger population.9 If friends say 
that a new CD by a particular group is really good or that the food at a particular 
restaurant is terrible, we believe that information, even if most people do not feel 
that way. In fact, reliance on small numbers is another reason that word-of-mouth 
communication can be so powerful. We tend to have confi dence that the opinions 
of friends or relatives are more refl ective of the majority than they may actually be.

Both the representativeness and availability heuristics are important to marketers.

The representativeness heuristic

This heuristic suggests that companies position offerings close to a prototype that has 
positive associations in consumers’ minds. However, when the shortcut leads to a judg-
ment that is negatively biased, marketers must take steps to overcome it. In the 1960s, 
electronics made in Japan were considered the prototype for poor-quality merchandise. 
Japanese fi rms spent many years producing and heavily marketing high-quality prod-
ucts to overcome this bias. Korean companies have faced the same bias until quite 
 recently.10 This situation explains why Samsung Electronics markets its brand as one 
of high quality and high style.11

The availability heuristic

Marketers can attempt either to capitalize on or to overcome the availability bias. To 
capitalize, they can provide consumers with positive and vivid product-related experi-
ences through the use of marketing communications, or they can ask consumers to 
imagine such situations. Both strategies will increase consumers’ estimates that these 
events will occur. Or marketers can attempt to stimulate positive word-of-mouth com-
munication. For instance, some TV networks are offering “widgets,” picture-in-picture 
viewers that consumers can post on their blogs or social networking pages to showcase 
clips or characters from favorite TV shows, a practice that gets their friends talking 
about the shows.12

Base-rate information How 
often an event really occurs 
on average. 

Law of small numbers The 
 expectation that information 
obtained from a small number 
of people represents the larger 
population.
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Marketers can attempt to overcome the availability bias by providing consumers 
with base-rate information about the general population. If this information is vivid and 
specifi c (such as “chosen 2 to 1 over its competitors”), it can help consumers make a 
less biased judgment. The Internet is an excellent vehicle for providing base-rate infor-
mation. To illustrate, consumers interested in buying books or music at Amazon.com can 
see a summary rating and read reviews submitted by other consumers. The availability 
bias is also a common problem in the context of sweepstakes and lotteries. Although 
the likelihood of their winning is exceedingly small, consumers often overestimate the 
odds because they are exposed to highly vivid and available images of winners in 
the media. Regulators have attempted to overcome this bias by requiring marketers to 
clearly post the odds of winning. 

Most low-effort judgment and decision situations are not very important in con-
sumers’ lives relative to other decisions in their lives (career, marriage, and so on). 
Clearly, career and family decisions are far more important than deciding which 
toothpaste or peanut butter to buy. Thus, the consumer usually does not want to 
devote a lot of time and effort to these relatively mundane decisions.13 So how do 
consumers make decisions in these low-elaboration situations? Researchers sug-
gest that such decisions are sometimes made unconsciously and sometimes con-
sciously, but with little effort.

Unconscious Low-Effort Decision Making
In some low-effort situations, consumers may make a decision without being con-
sciously aware of how or why they are doing so. Such unconscious choices may be 
strongly affected by environmental stimuli such as the fragrance of a perfume in a 
department store.14 With “all of the other senses, you think before you respond, but 
with scent, your brain responds before you think,” observes one expert.15 Other en-
vironmental stimuli that might trigger choices and behavior without the consum-
er’s being consciously aware of the effect are brand logos, certain places or social 
situations, and the presence of other people.16

Some researchers argue that certain choices represent goal-related behavior 
(e.g., buying fast food), even though consumers are pursuing the goal almost auto-
matically, without conscious thought.17 Others point out that although many con-
sumer behaviors operate on a conscious level, unconscious choices and  behaviors 
are also important, even if poorly understood and unpredictable.18 More research is 
needed to explain how and why consumers use unconscious decision making.

Conscious Low-Effort Decision Making
In the discussion of high-effort decision making in Chapter 9, you saw that con-
sumers have certain beliefs about each alternative that are combined to form an 
attitude that leads to a conscious behavior or a choice. The consumer engages in 
thinking, which leads to feelings, which result in behaving, a progression known as 
the hierarchy of effects. However, studies show that this traditional hierarchy of 
 effects does not apply to all decision-making situations.19

Instead, researchers have proposed a hierarchy of effects for low-effort 
situations that follows a thinking-behaving-feeling sequence.20 The consumer en-
ters the decision process with a set of low-level beliefs based on brand familiarity 

Low-Effort Decision-Making Processes

Traditional hierarchy of 
effects Sequential steps used 
in decision making involving 
thinking, then feeling, then 
behavior.

Low-effort hierarchy of 
 effects Sequence of thinking-
behaving-feeling.
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and knowledge obtained from  repeated exposures to advertising, in-store expo-
sure, or prior usage. In the absence of any attitude, these  beliefs serve as the foun-
dation for the decision or behavior.. After making the decision and while using the 
product, the consumer evaluates the brand and may or may not form an attitude, 
depending on how strongly the brand is liked or satisfi es needs.

Some researchers have challenged the belief- behavior link in the low-involve-
ment hierarchy, saying that consumers sometimes base a decision solely on how 
they feel rather than on what they think.21 For  example, you might select a fl avor of 
gum or a new DVD based on positive feelings rather than on beliefs or knowledge. 
Here, the sequence would be feeling, behaving, and thinking. This type of decision 
making, which clearly does occur, suggests that consumers can process in both a 
cognitive and an affective manner—a factor in many low-elaboration situations.

Using Simplifying Strategies When Consumer Effort Is Low
Low-effort purchases represent the most frequent type of decisions that consum-
ers make in everyday life (Exhibit 10.2). One in-store study of laundry detergent 
purchases found that the median amount of time taken to make a choice was only 
8.5 seconds.22 A study of coffee and tissues found very low levels of decision ac-
tivity, particularly among consumers who purchased the product frequently and 
had a strong brand preference.23 Some research has examined consumer deci-
sion processes across a number of product categories and has even questioned 
whether there is any decision process at all.24 Other research suggests that if you 
have low motivation and ability, you may simply delegate a buying decision by 
asking a friend or someone else to make the decision. Of course, the outcome 
will depend on how well the other person knows you.25

Under low motivation and low processing opportunity, how a marketing 
 message is framed will influence how consumers react. A negatively framed 
 marketing message is more effective than a positively framed message under 
MAO, for instance.26 Research also shows that consumers with a low need for cog-
nition are more susceptible to the influence of a negatively framed message.27 

Low-Effort Purchases
Grocery shopping is an activity 
that involves low effort or moti-
vation to process and, as a 
result, most consumers do not 
like to spend a lot of time in 
the stores.

Exhibit 10.2
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And when a  decision is framed in terms of subtracting unwanted options from a 
fully loaded product, consumers will choose more options with a higher total op-
tion price than they will if the decision is framed in terms of adding wanted items 
to a base model.28

A decision process probably does occur in low- effort situations, but it is sim-
pler, involves less effort, and is qualitatively different from processes that occur 
when MAO is high. Two other factors influence the low-MAO decision process. 
First, the goal is not necessarily to fi nd the best possible brand, called optimizing, 
as is the case with high-elaboration decisions. To optimize here would require more 
effort than consumers are typically willing to expend. Instead, consumers are more 
willing to satisfi ce, to fi nd a brand that is good enough to simply satisfy their needs. 
The effort required to fi nd the best brand may simply not be worth it.29

Second, most low-elaboration decisions are made frequently and repeatedly. In 
these decisions, consumers may rely on previous information and judgments of sat-
isfaction or dissatisfaction from past consumption. Think of all the times that you 
have purchased toothpaste, breakfast cereal, and shampoo. You have acquired in-
formation by using these products and by seeing ads, talking to friends, and so forth. 
Instead of searching for information every time you are in the store, you can simply 
remember previous decisions and use that information to make your next choice.

In these common, repeat-purchase situations, consumers can develop decision 
heuristics called choice tactics for quick, effortless decision making.30 Rather than 
comparing various brands in detail, consumers apply these rules to simplify the 
decision process. The study of laundry detergents mentioned earlier supports this 
view.31 When consumers were asked how they made their choices, several major 
categories of tactics emerged, including price tactics (it’s the cheapest or it’s on 
sale), affect tactics (I like it), performance tactics (it cleans clothes better), and 
normative tactics (my mother bought it). Other studies have identifi ed habit tactics 
(I buy the same brand I bought last time), brand-loyalty tactics (I buy the same 
brand for which I have a strong preference), and variety-seeking tactics (I need 
to try something different). Research has found similar patterns in Singapore, 
 Germany, Thailand, and the United States.32

Consumers can develop a choice tactic for each repeat-purchase, low-elaboration 
decision in the product or service category. If the consumer’s decision is observed 
only once, it will appear very limited. Because all prior purchases serve as input to 
the current decision, it is important to look at a whole series of choices and con-
sumption situations to fully understand consumer decision making. Thus, low-effort 
decision making is very dynamic in nature.

For effective marketing, companies need to understand unconscious and conscious 
 decision making in low-effort situations.

Unconscious decision making

Because environmental stimuli strongly infl uence unconscious choices, many stores and 
restaurants scent the air with aromas that serve as unconscious reminders of certain 
products or situations. Sony Style stores make female shoppers feel at home by scent-
ing the air with a combination of orange, vanilla, and cedar.33 Marketers can also use 
music, displays, and other sensory cues.

Satisfi ce Finding a brand that 
satisfi es a need even though 
the brand may not be the best 
brand.

Choice tactics Simple rules of 
thumb used to make low-
effort decisions.
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To understand low-elaboration decision making, marketers need to know how con-
sumers learn to apply choice tactics. Certain concepts from the behaviorist tradition 
in psychology are relevant to understanding the way that consumers learn. Operant 
conditioning views behavior as a function of previous actions and of the reinforce-
ments or punishments obtained from these actions.34 For example, while you were 
growing up, your parents may have given you a reward for making good grades or an 
allowance for mowing the lawn. You learned that these were good behaviors, and you 
were more likely to do these things again because you had been rewarded for them.

Reinforcement
Reinforcement usually comes from a feeling of satisfaction that occurs when we as 
consumers perceive that our needs have been adequately met. This reinforcement 
increases the probability that we will purchase the same brand again. For example, 
if you buy Liquid Tide and are impressed by its ability to clean clothes, your pur-
chase will be reinforced, and you will be more likely to buy this brand again. In one 
study, past experience with a brand was by far the most critical factor in brand 
choice—more important than quality, price, and familiarity.35 Other research has 
shown that the information that consumers receive from product trials tends to be 
more powerful and infl uential than that received from advertising.36 The thoughts 
and emotions experienced during a trial can have a particularly powerful infl uence 
on evaluations.37 Reinforcement in the form of frequent-buyer rewards can also be 
effective. One study found that consumers actually accelerated their purchasing as 
they got closer to earning an reward.38

Note that consumers often perceive few differences among brands of many 
products and services.39 Thus, they are unlikely to develop a strong positive brand 
attitude when no brand is seen as clearly better than another. As long as the con-
sumer is not dissatisfi ed, the choice tactic he or she used will be reinforced. Sup-
pose you buy the cheapest brand of paper towels. If this brand at least minimally 
satisfi es your needs, you are likely to buy the cheapest brand again—and it may be 
a different brand next time. Thus, reinforcement can occur for either the brand or 
the choice tactic.

Punishment
Alternatively, consumers can have a bad experience with a product or service, form 
a negative evaluation of it, and never purchase it again. In operant conditioning 
terms, this experience is called punishment. If you did something bad when you 
were growing up, your parents may have punished you to make sure that you would 

Operant conditioning The 
view that behavior is a func-
tion of reinforcements and 
punishments received in 
the past.

Learning Choice Tactics

Conscious decision making

By advertising frequently, a company can help consumers develop a basic awareness of 
its brand and brand claims. Based on this familiarity, consumers may pick up the brand 
with little effort the next time that they shop for a product in that category. In addition, 
marketers can cater to consumers who use price tactics by highlighting special sales or 
special values, as do many stores that offer “buy one, get one free” as an inducement 
to stock up. As you saw in the opening example, consumers who use variety seeking may 
respond well to new fl avors offered by a trusted brand. 



254 P A R T  T H R E E   •  The Process of Making Decisions

not behave that way again. In a consumer context, punishment occurs when a 
brand does not meet our needs and we are dissatisfi ed, so we learn not to buy that 
brand again. Punishment may also lead consumers to reevaluate the choice tactic 
and use a different tactic for the next purchase. If you buy the cheapest brand of 
trash bags, and the bags burst when you take out the trash, you could either em-
ploy a new tactic (buy the most expensive or the most familiar brand) or upgrade 
your tactic (buy the cheapest national brand).

Repeat Purchase
Consumers learn when the same act is repeatedly reinforced or punished over 
time, a process summarized in Exhibit 10.3. This process occurs whenever we buy 
a common, repeat-purchase product. Thus, we learn and gradually acquire a set of 
choice tactics that will result in making a satisfactory choice in each decision situ-
ation. Decision-making models have traditionally ignored the key role of con-
sumption in the decision process, focusing more attention on the processing that 
occurs immediately prior to the decision. But clearly what takes place while the 
product is being consumed has important implications for future acquisition, 
usage, and disposition decisions. In other words, whether the consumer forms a 
positive or negative evaluation of the brand or tactic can be an important input 
into future decisions.

Choice Tactics Depend on the Product
The choice tactics we use often depend on the product category that we are con-
sidering.40 For example, we might be brand loyal to Heinz ketchup but always buy 
the cheapest trash bags. The tactic we learn for a product category depends on 
which brands are available and our experiences with them. The amount of adver-
tising, price variations, and the number and similarity of brands also infl uence the 
type of tactic that we employ.41 Interestingly, the study from Singapore mentioned 

Choice Tactic

• Performance-related
 tactic

• Habit

• Brand loyalty

• Price tactic

• Normative tactic

• Affect tactic

• Variety seeking

Outcome

• Reinforcement

• No reinforcement

• Punishment

Learning

UsageChoice

This diagram shows how the outcome of a decision can help consumers learn which choice tactic to apply 
in a given situation. After consumers apply one of the seven basic types of tactics to make a choice, they 
take the brand home and use it. During consumption, they can evaluate the brand, an  action that results 
in one of three basic outcomes: reinforcement (satisfaction leading to positive attitude and repurchase), 
no reinforcement (leading to tactic reinforcement, but no attitude toward the brand), or punishment 
(leading to a negative attitude, no repurchase, and tactic re-evaluation).

The Learning Process

Exhibit 10.3
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Each tactic consumers learn for making low-elaboration decisions can have impor-
tant implications for marketers. As in high-elaboration decisions, these strategies 
can be divided into two broad categories: thought-based and feeling-based deci-
sion making. This section examines cognitive-based decision making, which in-
cludes performance-related tactics, habit, brand loyalty, price-related tactics, and 
normative infl uences.

Performance as a Simplifying Strategy
When the outcome of the consumption process is positive reinforcement, consum-
ers are likely to use performance-related tactics to make their choices. These 
 tactics can represent an overall evaluation (works the best) or focus on a specifi c 
attribute or benefit (gets clothes cleaner, tastes better, or has quicker service). 
 Satisfaction is the key: Satisfi ed consumers are likely to develop a positive evalua-
tion of the brand or service and repurchase it based on its features.

A principal objective of marketing strategy should be to increase the likelihood of satis-
faction through offering quality (Exhibit 10.4). Only then can a brand consistently 
achieve repeat purchases and loyal users. For instance, Starbucks recently closed all 
7,000 of its U.S. stores for three hours of training to be sure baristas make the chain’s 
coffee drinks the same way every time. Employees also brushed up on their product pre-
sentation and customer-contact skills.43

Advertising can play a central role in infl uencing performance evaluations by in-
creasing the consumer’s expectation of positive reinforcement and satisfaction and 
lessening the negative effects of an unfavorable consumption experience.44 Because we 
see what we want to see and form our expectations accordingly, marketers should se-
lect product features or benefi ts that are important to consumers, help to differentiate 
the brand from competitors, and convince consumers that they will be satisfi ed if they 
buy the product. To illustrate, Gillette’s Venus Embrace razor has fi ve blades and a wrap-
around moisture strip for a smooth, close shave. This combination of features sets the 
Gillette razor apart from the competing Schick Quattro for Women razors, which has 
four blades.45

Sales promotions such as free samples, price deals, coupons, or premiums (gifts or 
free merchandise) are often used as an incentive to get the consumer to try an offering. 
Marketers hope that if consumers fi nd the product satisfactory, they will continue to 
buy it after the promotions end. However, these strategies only work if product 
 performance satisfi es and reinforces the consumer. They will not overcome dissatisfac-
tion due to poor product quality or other factors. Snapple failed in Japan despite heavy 
promotion because Japanese consumers did not like the drink’s cloudy appearance and 
the stuff fl oating in the bottle.46 Another caution is that consumers may  perceive a price 

Performance-related tactics 
Tactics based on benefi ts, fea-
tures, or evaluations of the 
brand.

Low-Effort Thought-Based Decision Making

earlier found a greater similarity in the tactics that consumers use for the same 
product in different cultures (the United States and Singapore) than in tactics that 
they use for different products in the same culture.42 In general, our experiences 
help us learn what works for each product, and we use these tactics to minimize 
our decision-making effort for future purchases.
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promotion as a signal of lower quality when they are not 
category experts, when the promotion is not typical of 
the industry, and when the brand’s past behavior is in-
consistent.47 

Habit as a Simplifying Strategy
Humans are creatures of habit. Once we fi nd a con-
venient way of doing things, we tend to repeat it with-
out really thinking: following the same routine every 
morning, driving the same route to work or school, 
shopping at the same stores. We do these things be-
cause they make life simpler and more manageable.

Sometimes consumers’ acquisition, usage, and 
disposition decisions are based on habit, too. Habit 
is one of the simplest, most effortless types of con-
sumer  decision making, characterized by (1) little or 
no information seeking and (2) little or no evaluation 
of alternatives. However, habit does not require a 
strong preference for an offering; rather, it simply in-
volves repetitive behavior and regular purchase.48 

Decision making based on habit also reduces risk.49 

Consumers know the brand will satisfy their needs 
because they have bought it a number of times in the 
past. Research supports the effect of habit on low-
priced, frequently purchased products. Yet the longer 
consumers wait to make their next purchase in a 
product category, the less likely they are to buy the 
brand that they habitually purchase.50

Habit-based decision making has several important implications for marketers who 
want to develop repeat-purchase behavior and to sell their offerings to habitual pur-
chasers of both that brand and competing products.

Developing repeat-purchase behavior

Getting consumers to acquire or use an offering repeatedly is important because repeat 
purchases lead to profi tability. Marketers can use an operant conditioning technique 
called shaping that leads consumers through a series of steps to a desired response: 
purchase.51 Companies often use sales promotions to shape repeat purchasing. First, 
they might offer a free sample to generate brand trial, along with a high-value coupon 
to induce trial (see Exhibit 10.5 for product samples from Thailand). The next step might 
be to provide a series of lower-value coupons to promote subsequent repurchase, hop-
ing that when the incentives end, consumers will continue to buy the product by habit.

Marketing to habitual purchasers of other brands

Another major marketing goal is to break consumers’ habits and induce them to switch 
to the company’s brand. Because the habitual consumer does not have a strong brand 
preference, this goal is easier to achieve than it is for brand-loyal consumers. For 
 example, the European company Eat Natural makes cereal bars intended for all-day 

Emphasizing Product 
Quality
Sometimes marketers infl uence 
consumers’ performance expec-
tations for a brand by providing 
them a simple point of differen-
tiation regarding what the prod-
uct can do. Here Band-Aid sets 
the expectation that it is tough 
and waterproof.

Exhibit 10.4

Habit Doing the same thing 
time after time.

Shaping Leading consumers 
through a series of steps to 
create a desired response.
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snacking. “We know people who have them as breakfast, an 11 A.M. snack, or at lunch 
with a sandwich,” says a company executive. Therefore, Eat Natural has its products 
displayed near healthy snacks (rather than breakfast cereals) to attract consumers who 
might otherwise buy rice cakes or similar foods.52

Sales promotion techniques to induce brand switching include pricing deals, coupons, 
free samples, and premiums intended to capture consumers’ attention and get them to try 
the new brand. Procter & Gamble has used coupons generated at the  supermarket checkout 
to target users of a competing dishwashing product. Shoppers who bought Electrasol Tabs 
received a coupon for a free box of P&G’s Cascade Power Tabs.53 Once the old habit is bro-
ken, consumers may continue to purchase the new brand—in this case, Cascade—either 
because they like it or because they have developed a new habit.

Marketers can also break habits by introducing a new and unique benefi t that satisfi es 
consumers’ needs better than existing brands. This differential advantage then needs to 
be heavily advertised to get the word out to consumers. For instance, fi nding that its cus-
tomers crave more bacon on their burgers, Wendy’s has introduced the Baconator, with 
six strips of bacon on top of two hamburger patties and two slices of cheese. The product 
name and its advertising both highlight the extra bacon in each sandwich.54

Finally, distribution policies are very important for habitual purchasing. In general, 
the greater the amount of shelf space a brand has in the store, the more likely the brand 
is to get consumers’ attention. A product’s location may be enough to capture the ha-
bitual consumer’s attention and plant the idea in his or her mind to buy something else. 
An end-of-aisle display may increase a brand’s sales by 100 to 400 percent.55 In one 
study, eye-catching displays increased sales of frozen dinners by 245 percent, laundry 
detergent by 207 percent, and salty snacks by 172 percent.56 In another study, sales of 
cough and cold syrups rose by 35 percent with in-store promotions linked to a point-of-
purchase brand display.57 Thus, marketers often try to develop interesting displays, such 
as the award-winning units shown in Exhibit 10.6.

Marketing to habitual purchasers of one’s own brand

Marketers do not want repeat-purchase customers to break their buying habits. Because 
habitual consumers are susceptible to competitors’ deals, marketers need to offer com-
parable deals to build resistance to switching. This situation explains why a fare cut by 
any one airline is usually matched immediately by all of its major competitors.

Free Samples
Here are three samples of skin 
products from Thailand, where 
sampling is a frequently used 
marketing tool. Many samples 
are given out in shopping 
 centers. What type of product 
samples do you receive?

Exhibit 10.5
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Distribution and inventory control are also important tactics used to prevent habit-
ual consumers from switching to another brand. Without a strong preference, consum-
ers are more likely to break the habit and buy another brand if their usual brand is out 
of stock rather than to go to another store. In one study, 63 percent of consumers said 
they would be willing to buy another brand of groceries and canned foods if their pre-
ferred brand were not available.58 Widespread distribution can ensure that the consumer 
is not forced to buy something else, one reason why Jones Soda sought supermarket 
distribution. Finally, advertising can induce resistance to switching. By occasionally 
 reminding the consumer of a reason for buying the brand and keeping the brand name 
“top of mind,” marketers may be able to keep consumers from switching. 

Brand Loyalty as a Simplifying Strategy
Brand loyalty occurs when consumers make a conscious evaluation that a brand 
or service satisfi es their needs to a greater extent than others do and decide to buy 
the same brand repeatedly for that reason.59 Essentially, brand loyalty results from 
very positive reinforcement of a performance-related choice tactic. Brand loyalty 
can also develop when a consumer becomes skillful in using a particular offering, 
such as a specifi c brand of money-management software. Faced with the learning 
curve needed to switch to a different brand of software, the consumer tends to re-
main brand loyal because of cognitive lock-in.60

Note that the level of commitment to the brand distinguishes brand loyalty from 
habit. The stronger this evaluation becomes over time, the higher the degree of 
brand loyalty. If you buy Heinz ketchup and decide that it is thicker and tastes better 
than other brands, you will purchase it again. If this evaluation is reinforced repeat-
edly, you will develop strong brand loyalty. Consumers can also be  multibrand 
loyal, committed to two or more brands that they purchase repeatedly.61 For exam-
ple, if you prefer and purchase only Coke and Sprite, you exhibit multibrand loyalty 
for soft drinks. 

Brand loyalty results in low-effort decision making because the consumer does 
not need to process information when making a decision and simply buys the same 

Brand loyalty Buying the 
same brand repeatedly 
 because of a strong prefer-
ence for it.

Multibrand loyalty Buying 
two or more brands repeatedly 
because of a strong prefer-
ence for them.

Award-Winning Displays
By designing eye-popping dis-
plays, marketers hope to cap-
ture consumers’ attention at 
retail and change their buying 
habits. This reaction can occur 
because habitual consumers 
typically do not have a strong 
preference for their usual brand. 
Can you think of any displays 
that have caught your attention 
recently?

Exhibit 10.6
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brand each time. However, because of their strong commitment to the brand or 
service, brand-loyal consumers have a relatively high level of involvement with the 
brand whether their involvement with the product or service category is high or 
low. Thus, even though ketchup might typically be thought of as a low-involvement 
product, the brand-loyal consumer can exhibit a high level of involvement toward 
the brand Heinz.

Brand-loyal consumers form a solid base on which companies can build brand profi tability. 
By identifying the characteristics of these consumers, marketers might discover ways 
to strengthen brand loyalty. Unfortunately, doing this is diffi cult because marketers 
cannot obtain a general profi le of the brand-loyal consumer that applies to all product 
categories.62 In fact, brand loyalty depends on the product category; the consumer who 
is loyal for ketchup may not be loyal for peanut butter. This situation means that 
 marketers must assess brand loyalty for each specifi c category.

Identifying brand-loyal customers

One way that marketers can identify brand-loyal consumers is to focus on consumer 
purchase patterns. Consumers who exhibit a particular sequence of purchases (three to 
four consecutive purchases of the same brand) or proportion of purchases (seven or 
eight out of ten purchases for the same brand) are considered brand loyal.63 The prob-
lem is that because brand loyalty involves both repeat purchases and a commitment to 
the brand, purchase-only measures do not accurately distinguish between habitual and 
brand-loyal consumers. To truly identify the brand-loyal consumer, marketers must 
 assess both repeat-purchase behavior and brand preference. In one study, a measure 
that looked only at repeat-purchase behavior identifi ed more than 70 percent of the 
consumer sample as brand loyal. Adding brand preference as a qualifier reduced 
the  percentage to less than 50 percent.64

With the availability of scanner data and online buying information, marketers now 
have a wealth of information about consumer purchase patterns that they can ana-
lyze to understand how coupons or pricing changes affect buying. Nevertheless, firms 
that want to study brand loyalty should be measuring both purchase patterns and 
preference.

Developing brand loyalty

Companies seek to develop brand loyalty because they know these customers have a 
strong brand commitment and are more resistant to competitive efforts and switching 
than other consumers are. However, the widespread use of pricing deals in the United 
States has gradually eroded consumer loyalty toward many brands, leading more con-
sumers to buy on the basis of price. Therefore, marketers are now striving to develop 
consumer loyalty through nonprice promotions. (Note that in Europe, fi rms use fewer 
price promotions, and brand loyalty has remained relatively stable.65)

Developing brand loyalty through product quality

One obvious and critical way to develop brand loyalty is to satisfy the consumer with a 
high-quality product (see Exhibit 10.7). Consumers may also become brand loyal to high-
quality brands that are perceived to be priced fairly, a result that explains why some 
companies have lowered prices on major brands.66
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Developing brand loyalty through sales 
 promotions

Many companies cultivate brand loyalty through sales 
promotions such as discount coupons and giveaways. 
 Frequent-buyer programs build loyalty by encouraging 
consumers to buy a product or service repeatedly so 
that they can earn points toward free trips or other 
rewards. Marketers must take care in planning loyalty 
rewards and program requirements. The reward should 
have some brand connection if it is to increase acces-
sibility of favorable brand associations. However, if the 
reward is too valuable, it will draw more attention than 
the brand itself.67 Also, consumers perceive more value 
in a loyalty program when they think that they have 
an advantage in earning points.68 Moreover, consum-
ers who must do more to earn loyalty points will tend 
to choose luxury rewards (especially when they feel 
guilty about luxury consumption).69

Marketing to brand-loyal consumers 
of other brands

Marketers want to induce brand-loyal users of com-
petitive brands to switch to their brands. However, be-
cause these consumers are strongly committed to 
other brands, getting them to switch is extremely dif-
ficult. As a result, it is usually better to avoid these 
consumers and to try to market toward nonloyal or ha-
bitual consumers, except when a brand has a strong 
point of superiority or differentiation when compared 

with the competition. In this case the  superior attribute might be enough to persuade 
brand-loyal consumers to switch. For instance, Subway promotes its sandwich variety and 
healthy ingredients: “We have 14 million combinations when you do the math with all of the 
different veggie and sauce combinations,” says an executive.70 

Price as a Simplifying Strategy
Consumers are most likely to use price-related tactics such as buying the cheapest 
brand, buying the brand on sale, or using a coupon when they perceive few differences 
among brands and when they have low involvement with the brands in the consider-
ation set. One study found that nine out of ten shoppers entered the store with some 
strategy for saving money (see Exhibit 10.8).71 Although price is a critical factor in many 
decisions, consumers generally do not remember price information, even for a brand 
they have just selected.72 This reaction occurs because price information is always 
available in the store, so consumers have little motivation to remember it. Note that 
consumers who worry about losing money are more concerned about price, whereas 
those who are sensitive to gains look at brand features as well as price.73

 Sometimes marketers mistakenly assume that consumers always look for the lowest 
possible price. Although this assumption is true in some instances, a more accurate 

Using Quality to 
Encourage Brand Loyalty
Having high-quality products is 
a key way to develop brand loy-
alty. This is what Duracell is 
stressing in this ad for their 
batteries.

Exhibit 10.7

Price-related tactics Simplify-
ing decision heuristics that are 
based on price.
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statement is that consumers have a zone of acceptance regarding what constitutes 
an appropriate range of prices for a particular category.74 As long as the brand falls 
within this price range, consumers will consider it but reject brands falling either above 
or below the range. For instance, consumers initially shunned wipe products because 
they cost more than paper towels and cleaning fl uids. After marketers began promoting 
the benefi ts of germ-killing and convenience, consumers began to buy the products—
although some still use price as a primary criterion for choice.75

Consumers may reject low-priced products because they infer that something is 
wrong with the products. Buyers would be suspicious of a pair of expensive designer 
jeans on sale for $9.99. As noted earlier, consumers sometimes use price as a heuristic 
to judge quality (higher price means higher quality). Framing is another factor: Under 
low motivation and low processing opportunity, consumers will respond more to a nega-
tively framed message than to a positively framed one.76 Retailers must also consider 
that consumers view store design (layout and ambiance) as a pricing cue and expect 
higher prices at stores that look upscale.77 Finally, when stores that have high selling 
costs advertise low prices, the revenue generated may not justify the increased cost of 
servicing the customers who respond.78 

Price Perceptions
Consumer perceptions play an important role in the use of price-related tactics. 
Remember that for consumers to perceive two prices as different, the variation 
must be at or above the just noticeable difference. Thus, consumers might not care 
if one brand of toothpaste is priced at $1.95 and another at $1.99. Consumers also 
compare a product’s price with an internal reference price for such products that is 
based on past prices paid, competing product prices, and other factors, including 
incidental products in some cases.79 Typically, consumers use a range of prices 
rather than a single price point when they think of products.80

In addition, perceptual processes play a role in the consumer’s reaction to 
 different price points. Research has consistently indicated that consumers perceive 
odd prices (those ending with an odd number) as significantly lower than even 
prices (those ending with an even number); a DVD priced at $15.99 will be  perceived 

Zone of acceptance The 
 acceptable range of prices for 
any purchase decision.

29%

26%

24%

13%

8%

Look for ways to save on the few brands and
products she or he will buy anyway

Practical Loyalists

Buy the lowest-priced item, with little or no regard for brand

Bottom-Line Price Shoppers

Use coupons or sales to decide among brands and
products that fall within a considered set

Opportunistic Switchers

Look for the best bargain and are not brand loyal

Deal Hunters

Do not spend the time or effort to strategize

Nonstrategists

HOW CONSUMERS SHOP

Money-Saving 
Strategies
Consumers can use different 
types of money-saving strate-
gies in their shopping. Which 
type of shopper are you?

Exhibit 10.8
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as less expensive than one priced at $16.00.81 Consumers who see a much higher-
priced item in a catalog that also has moderately priced products will form a higher 
reference point for the moderately priced items.82

Consumers tend to be more responsive to price decreases than they are to price 
increases.83 Lowering the price of an offering will increase sales to a greater degree 
than increasing price by the same amount will decrease sales. Moreover, when a 
company heavily discounts a product on an infrequent basis, consumers will per-
ceive the average price as lower than if the product goes on sale often but with less 
of a price reduction.84 One study found that when companies establish a purchase 
or time limit, consumers perceive the deal as more valuable, but only when motiva-
tion to process is low.85

How companies describe the deal can also make a difference. One study found 
that comparing the sale price to the “regular price” worked better in the store, 
whereas comparison to competitors’ prices was more effective at home.86 Also, 
paying for products in a foreign currency (as when traveling) affects price percep-
tions and spending behavior: When the foreign currency is valued as a multiple of 
the home-country currency (such as 40 Indian rupees = $1), consumers tend 
to spend more than when the foreign currency is valued as a fraction (such as 
.4  Bahraini dinar = $1).87 Finally, consumers tend to perceive a price increase as less 
fair if they learn about it from a personal source (such as a sales rep) rather than 
from nonpersonal sources such as a store sign.88

The Deal-Prone Consumer
Marketers are interested in identifying deal-prone consumers because this seg-
ment is suitable for more directly targeted price-related strategies, but research fi nd-
ings on this issue have been mixed. One study found that deal-prone consumers are 
more likely to be lower-income, older, and less educated than non-deal-prone 
 consumers; other studies have found that higher-income consumers have better 
access to price information and are therefore more able to act on it.89 Part of the 
problem is that consumers react differently to different types of deals: Some will be 
more responsive to coupons, whereas others will be more responsive to price cuts 
and to rebates.90

Marketers can use a variety of pricing techniques, including coupons, price-offs, 
 rebates, and two-for-ones, as long as the savings are at or above the just noticeable 
difference and within the zone of acceptance.

Deals

The importance of deals is evidenced by the deep price cuts supermarkets have made, 
spurred by stiff competition from Wal-Mart, Costco, and other discounters. Many 
brands have lowered their prices in response to competition from store brands, which 
are promoted as being equal in quality to national brands but priced lower. Although 
many shoppers like shopping online because they can search for price deals, some com-
panies prefer not to attract consumers who use price-comparison sites. The head of 
marketing for John Lewis Direct, a U.K. catalog company, says, “Customers recruited 
from these sites have generally been the least profi table, as they don’t come back. They 
are often seeking the cheapest deals . . . and show little loyalty.”91

Deal-prone consumers 
Consumers who are more 
likely to be infl uenced by 
price.
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The importance of value

Many consumers are looking for good value—that is, 
a high-quality brand at a good price (see Exhibit 10.9). 
Fast-food chains such as Burger King, McDonald’s, 
and Taco Bell therefore seek to satisfy consumers 
by offering special “value meals.” Value does not 
always mean lower price: Consumers will pay more 
if they believe the offering provides an important 
benefi t.92 European consumers, for instance, will 
pay more for the convenience of premeasured 
laundry detergent tablets marketed under such 
well-known brands as Wisk and Tide.93 One way for 
marketers to deliver value without lowering prices 
is to provide a differential benefit and convince 
consumers that the brand is worth the extra cost. 
For example, Colgate bet—correctly—that con-
sumers would pay more for Total toothpaste, 
which has a special germ-fi ghting ingredient.94

Special pricing

If marketers use pricing deals too often, consum-
ers will perceive the special price as the regular 
price and will not buy unless the brand is on sale—
resulting in lost profi ts. This result has happened 
in the past to food chains such as Arby’s. Too 
many deals can also damage brand loyalty as con-
sumers become too deal oriented and switch 

brands more often. Thus, deals tend to work best when used intermittently and selec-
tively. Lower brand loyalty has become a major concern in numerous product categories 
in the United States and is the reason that many fi rms want to move toward brand-
building strategies such as advertising and sampling.95

The use of pricing deals also varies with the country. Coupons are common in the 
United States: Nearly 50 percent of all retailers use them, and consumers save $3 billion 
annually by redeeming coupons.96 Online coupon sites such as RedPlum.com draw 
20 million visitors every year.97 The trend in the United Kingdom and Italy has been 
 toward fewer coupons of higher value.98 Coupons are not used in every country; retailers 
will not accept them in Holland and Switzerland, and the retail infrastructure in Russia 
and Greece cannot accommodate them.

Price consciousness is not static

Consumers tend to be more price conscious in diffi cult economic times than in times of 
prosperity. In the sluggish Japanese economy, discount stores and coupons are growing 
more popular in a country that once scorned both.99 In China, consumers have become 
even more price conscious now that Wal-Mart and other discount retailers are expand-
ing there.100 

Normative Infl uences as a Simplifying Strategy
Sometimes other individuals can infl uence consumers’ low-elaboration decision 
making. A college freshman may buy the brand of laundry detergent that his mother 

Price as a Simplifying 
Strategy
Sometimes companies stress 
low price and good value in 
their ads, like this one from 
Burger King which highlights 
their $1 offer for a BK Spicy 
CHICK’N CRISP sandwich.

Exhibit 10.9
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uses at home; a sophomore might buy clothing that her friends like. Our use of such
normative choice tactics can result from (1) direct infl uence, in which others try to 
manipulate us; (2) vicarious observation, in which we observe others to guide our 
behavior; and (3) indirect infl uence, in which we are concerned about the opinions 
of others. Normative tactics are particularly common among inexperienced con-
sumers who have little knowledge. Online communication can increase the impor-
tance of normative infl uence in decision making because consumers can contact 
each other so easily.

If normative tactics are particularly evident in a product or service category, companies 
can emphasize these motivations in advertising. A good example of this strategy is an ad 
for Ritz crackers that shows how pleased party guests will be when you “serve it on a Ritz.” 
Consumers often buy expensive imported products to impress others.  Marketers can also 
attempt to stimulate word-of-mouth communication, as described in Chapter 15. 

Normative choice tactics 
Low-elaboration decision 
 making that is based on 
 others‘ opinions.

The fi nal category of low-effort strategies covers decisions that are based more on 
feelings than on cognitive processing. These types of strategies include affective 
tactics, variety seeking, and impulse purchasing.

Feelings as a Simplifying Strategy
At times, consumers will select a brand or service because they like it, even though 
they may not know why. This behavior relies on very basic, low-level feelings, or
affect. Affect differs from cognitive strategies such as performance-related attitudes 
in that it does not necessarily result from a conscious recognition of need satisfac-
tion and is usually weaker than an attitude. Simply being in the presence of some-
one you like who is smiling happily can make you smile and feel happy—and, in 
turn, can have a positive infl uence on your evaluation of a product.101

Affect is most likely to be part of the decision process when the offering is hedo-
nic (rather than functional) and when other factors, such as performance evalua-
tions, price, habit, and normative infl uences, are not in operation. If you buy Heinz 
ketchup because it best satisfi es your needs or if you usually buy only the cheapest 
brand of paper towels, affect is less likely to infl uence your decision. However, when 
these factors do not operate in low-effort situations, affect can play a central role.

Affect-related tactics use a form of category-based processing.102 In other 
words, we associate brands with global affective evaluations we recall from mem-
ory when making a choice, a process called affect referral or the “How do I feel 
about it?” heuristic.103 For instance, when we hear the name Starbucks, we might 
associate it with general feelings of happiness, and we might decide to get coffee 
there based on these feelings rather than on a detailed evaluation of Starbucks. In 
one study, consumers choosing between a healthy dessert and a less healthy choc-
olate cake chose the dessert associated with the most positive affect (the cake) 
when they had little opportunity to think about the choice. When they had more 
time to think, they chose the healthier dessert, a reaction that suggests that affect 
referral is more of a factor under low processing effort.104 Another study found that 
positive feelings toward promotions can also transfer not only to the promoted 
product but to unrelated products as well.105

Affect Low-level feelings.

Affect-related tactics Tactics 
based on feelings.

Affect referral A simple type 
of affective tactic whereby we 
simply remember our feelings 
for the product or service.

Low-Effort Feeling-Based Decision Making
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Whenever a consumer encounters a new brand, he or she can also compare it 
with other brands in the same category. To the extent that the new brand is similar 
to previously encountered brands, the affect associated with that category can be 
transferred to the new instance and infl uence choice.106 On the other hand, if the 
new brand is perceived as being dissimilar, the consumer is more likely to switch to 
piecemeal processing, evaluating attributes in the manner described in Chapter 
9.107 For example, Listerine Whitening Quick Dissolving Strips, which help whiten 
teeth but disappear within a few minutes, lack the tingling Listerine fl avor that some 
people dislike. Because the product’s name, benefi t, and fl avor are unlike those of 
traditional Listerine mouthwash, consumers may be able to evaluate the attributes 
of the new product on their own merits.108

Brand Familiarity
Affect can also be generated from brand familiarity (through the mere exposure 
effect). In one study, beer drinkers with well-established brand preferences could 
not distinguish their preferred brand from others in a blind taste test.109 However, 
when the beers were identifi ed, consumers rated the taste of their preferred brand 
signifi cantly higher than that of the others. Another study found that “buying the 
most familiar brand” was a dominant choice tactic for inexperienced purchasers of 
peanut butter. Even when the quality of the most familiar brand was manipulated 
to be lower than that of unfamiliar brands, consumers still greatly preferred the fa-
miliar brand.110 Another study found that brand name was a more important heu-
ristic cue in low-elaboration situations than in high-elaboration ones.111

These fi ndings were replicated in a study in Singapore, suggesting that the 
impact of brand familiarity may be a cross-cultural phenomenon.112 Coca-Cola 
is a household name due, in part, to its consistent, highly visible marketing.113 

Yet aggressively promoted local brands such as Crazy Cola that work hard to gain 
brand familiarity are outselling Coke and other global brands in Siberia and 
other areas.

Many companies now engage in co-branding, an arrangement by which two 
brands form a partnership to benefi t from the combined power and familiarity of 
the two (see Exhibit 10.10).114 Kellogg sometimes puts two of its own brands on a 
single product, such as Eggo Froot Loops, which are waffl es with cereal bits.115 Li-
quor companies are using co-branding to get around advertising restrictions by 
placing their name on food (one example: Jack Daniel’s Grill with TGI Friday’s).116

Brand familiarity Easy 
 recognition of a well-known 
brand.

Co-branding An arrangement 
by which the two brands form 
a partnership to benefi t from 
the power of both.

Co-Branding
Sometimes companies engage 
in co-branding by advertising 
two different brands together. 
Here we see a joint ad from 
Sony and Harlequin books.

Exhibit 10.10
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Given that feelings can play an important role in the decision process, marketers can 
 attempt to create and maintain brand familiarity, build category-based associations, 
and generate affect through advertising that creates positive attitudes toward the ad. 
By creating positive affect toward their brand, marketers can increase the probability 
that, all other things being equal, their brand will be selected.

Affect plays a key role in determining aesthetic responses to marketing stimuli, es-
pecially when visual properties are the only basis for judgment. In Yellow Pages advertis-
ing, for example, consumers are more likely to consider fi rms with color ads and more 
likely to call those with product-enhancing color.117 One study showed that two key as-
pects of a product’s design generate more positive affective responses to the prod-
uct.118 These are unity, which means that the visual parts of the design connect in a 
meaningful way, and prototypicality, which means that the object is representative of 
its category.

Brands that have positive cross-cultural affect can be marketed internationally. The 
U.S. image has benefi ted many fi rms that market in China; for instance, KFC dominates the 
fast-food category.119 Similarly, positive affect for Italian cooking has helped Barilla cap-
ture 25 percent of the pasta market in the United States.120 In particular, hedonic offer-
ings—those that involve style or taste—rely heavily on affective associations. 

Decision Making Based on 
Variety-Seeking Needs
Another common consumer-choice tactic in low-
effort situations is to try something different, a phe-
nomenon called variety seeking (see Exhibit 10.11). 
A consumer might regularly buy Johnson’s baby 
shampoo but one day have an urge to try Pantene 
shampoo—then return to the baby shampoo for 
later purchases. Consumers seek variety for two 
major reasons: satiation and boredom.121 If you had 
the same food for dinner every night or listened to 
only one CD over and over, satiation would occur, 
driving you to do something different. Consumer 
decisions that occur repeatedly can become mo-
notonous; this result explains why some consumers 
switch for the sake of change, even though they 
would have derived more immediate enjoyment 
from repeating their usual choice.122 Another reason 
consumers seek variety in public situations is be-
cause they anticipate that others will evaluate their 
decision more positively.123 Consumers may engage 
in variety seeking because they perceive the costs of 
switching to a new product to be lower than do con-
sumers who are not variety seekers.124

However, variety seeking is not expressed in 
every product category. It is most likely to occur 
when involvement is low, there are few differences 
among brands, and the product is more hedonic 

Unity When all the visual 
parts of a design fi t together.

Prototypicality When an 
 object is representative of its 
category.

Variety seeking Trying some-
thing different.

Courting Variety Seekers
Sometimes consumers need 
 variety in their choices. That is 
why companies like OPI provide 
them with a number of choices.

Exhibit 10.11
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than functional.125 It also tends to occur when consumers become satiated with a 
particular sensory attribute of a product, such as its smell, taste, touch, and visual 
appearance.126 Marketers can therefore reduce consumers’ boredom simply by pro-
viding more variety in a product category.127

Consumers are motivated to relieve their boredom because their level of arousal 
falls below the optimal stimulation level (OSL) —an internal ideal level of stimula-
tion.128 Repetitive purchasing causes the internal level of stimulation to fall below 
the OSL, and buying something different is a way of restoring it. In addition, certain 
consumers need more stimulation and are less tolerant of boredom than others 
are. These sensation seekers are more likely to engage in variety seeking and to be 
among the fi rst to try new and trendy products; therefore, these consumers are a 
good market for new offerings.129

Note that purchasing something different is only one way to seek stimulation. 
Consumers can also express their variety drive by engaging in vicarious explora-
tion.130 Vicarious exploration occurs when consumers collect information about a 
product, either by reading or talking with others or by putting themselves in stimu-
lating shopping environments. For example, many people like to go to stores sim-
ply to look around or browse—not to buy, just to increase their stimulation.

 Marketers should recognize consumers’ need for variety and accommodate these needs 
appropriately, as Jones Soda does by introducing new fl avors and new bottle labels on a 
regular basis. Marketers can attempt to induce brand switching among variety seekers 
by encouraging consumers to “put a little spice into life” and try something different. 
Stevens Point Brewery now offers a variety 12-pack with two bottles each of its six 
types of beer.131 However, consumers may not like too much variety. Note that simply 
altering the way that the product assortment is presented (how items are arranged on 
the store shelves, for example) can increase consumers’ perceptions of variety and trig-
ger higher consumption, a fi nding that is particularly relevant for food retailers.132 

Buying on Impulse
Another common decision process that has a strong affective component is the
impulse purchase, which occurs when consumers suddenly decide to purchase 
something they had not planned on buying. Impulse purchases are characterized 
by (1) an intense or overwhelming feeling of having to buy the product immedi-
ately, (2) a disregard for potentially negative purchase consequences, (3) feelings of 
euphoria and excitement, and (4) a confl ict between control and indulgence.133

Consumers in Asian countries, where interdependence and emotional control are 
emphasized, tend to engage in less impulse purchasing than do consumers in 
Western countries, where personal independence and hedonistic pleasures are 
 emphasized.134 Impulse purchasing and consumption, especially when related to 
unfulfi lled pleasure-seeking needs, are often triggered by the consumer’s exposure 
to an external stimulus, such as an in-store display, a Web ad, or a TV ad with a 
phone number.135

Some research suggests that impulse purchases are prompted by a failure of 
consumers’ self-control.136 Applying self-control is taxing, a factor that explains why 
consumers who exert self-control in one area—such as not eating sweets while 
 dieting—may be less able to maintain self-control in another area and will therefore 

Optimal stimulation level 
(OSL) The level of arousal 
that is most comfortable for 
an individual.

Sensation seekers Those who 
actively look for variety.

Vicarious exploration Seek-
ing information simply for 
stimulation.

Impulse purchase An unex-
pected purchase based on a 
strong feeling.
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buy something on impulse.137 Making a series of decisions can deplete consumers’ 
self-control even further.138 Yet consumers may be unable to control impulse 
 purchasing even when they engage in a great deal of conscious processing.139

Researchers estimate that anywhere from 27 to 62 percent of consumer pur-
chases can be considered impulse buys.140 However, it is important to distinguish 
between impulse buying and partially planned purchases, or those for which the 
consumer has an intention to buy the product category but uses the store display 
to decide which brand to select. When this distinction is made, the proportion of 
impulse purchases is usually lower.141 The tendency to engage in impulse purchas-
ing varies; some consumers can be considered highly impulsive buyers, whereas 
others are not.142 The tendency to buy on impulse is probably related to other traits 
such as general acquisitiveness and materialism, sensation seeking, and a liking for 
recreational shopping.143 If the costs of impulsiveness are made salient or if norma-
tive pressure such as the presence of others with negative opinions is high, con-
sumers will engage in less impulse purchasing.144 Finally, the presence of peers 
increases the urge to make impulse purchases, while the presence of family mem-
bers has the opposite effect.145

 Many stores organize their merchandise to maximize impulse purchases. Card shops posi-
tion commonly sought items such as greeting cards near the back so that consumers will 
have to pass a number of displays containing higher-margin impulse items to get to them. 
As discussed earlier, eye-level and eye-catching displays, including end-of-aisle displays 
and blinking lights, can increase sales dramatically—mostly of impulse items.146 Package 
design can also increase impulse purchases—the reason that packages of NXT shaving gel 
and after-shave glow on the shelf with the power of battery-operated lights.147

Impulse purchasing tends to decline in diffi cult economic times. In Japan, for exam-
ple, where a lengthy economic recession has led many consumers to buy only what they 
need, marketers have repositioned certain products as necessities rather than as im-
pulse items.148 On the other hand, some U.S. consumers still splurge on selected luxuries 
when money is tight, trading up to premium brands such as Starbucks coffee.149 

Summary

This chapter examined the nature of consumer judg-
ment and decision making when motivation, ability, 
and opportunity—and consequently elaboration—are 
low. In these situations, consumers often make judg-
ments using simplified heuristics or decision rules. 
When using the representativeness heuristic, consum-
ers base their judgments on comparisons to a category 
prototype. When using the availability heuristic, they 
base their judgments on accessibility of information.

Sometimes low-effort decisions are made uncon-
sciously, sometimes consciously. Unconscious decisions 
may be strongly affected by environmental cues. 

 Conscious low-effort decision making can follow a hier-
archy of effects in which thinking leads to behaving and 
results in feeling; in contrast, the hierarchy of  effects for 
high-effort decision making is typically thinking-feeling-
behaving. For simplicity, consumers making low-effort 
decisions may satisfi ce rather than optimize. They may 
also devise choice tactics over  repeat  purchase occa-
sions through a process similar to operant conditioning. 
Cognitively based choice tactics include performance, 
habit, brand loyalty, price, and normative infl uences; af-
fective-based choice tactics include affect referral, brand 
familiarity, variety seeking, and impulse buying.
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Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How do base-rate information and the law of small 
numbers bias judgments made on the basis of the 
availability heuristic?

 2. How is the high-effort hierarchy of effects similar 
to and different from the low-effort hierarchy?

 3. What operant conditioning concepts apply to 
 consumer learning?

 4. Why is quality an important ingredient in cognitive-
based decision making?

 5. What is brand loyalty, and what role does it play in 
low-effort decision making?

Sampling has emerged as a critical marketing technique 
for a long list of companies, from Starbucks and Stew 
Leonard’s to Viva and Vitamin Water. In a bid to broaden 
its appeal beyond lovers of espresso and similar bever-
ages, Starbucks recently introduced its everyday Pike 
Place Roast coffee with free 8-ounce sample cups in all 
of its 7,100 U.S. stores. During the same week, some 
McDonald’s units in Starbucks’ hometown of Seattle 
began offering free samples of the new McDonald’s 
espresso and latté drinks—an attempt to attract con-
sumers who want something more than an everyday cup 
of coffee. This is only one example of McDonald’s using 
sampling to encourage trial of a new menu item. For 
 instance, when it offered samples of its new premium-
roast coffee, the company experienced a 15 percent in-
crease in chainwide coffee sales.

Many fast-food restaurants have found sampling 
to be effective in inducing trial and purchase. For in-
stance, Wendy’s once held a nationwide hamburger 
sampling tour to attract noncustomers by giving away 
thousands of free hamburgers at special events along 
with gift cards good for free hamburgers in local Wen-
dy’s restaurants. “It’s one thing to talk about a ham-
burger,” says a Wendy’s executive. “It’s another thing 
to actually try it.” Pizza Hut held “Free Slice of Pizza 
Day” not long ago so that customers could try its im-
proved hand-tossed pizzas. On the fi rst day of spring, 
Dunkin’ Donuts gave away 3 million cups of iced coffee 
throughout the country to signal the start of the iced-
coffee-drinking season.

Stew Leonard’s, a grocery chain based in Norwalk, 
Connecticut, always has some sampling going on in its 
four stores: free cups of chicken chili or clam chowder 
handed out at the front entrance, fresh-squeezed 
 orange juice offered in the produce section, and free 
cookies piled high in the bakery section. “It’s an expen-
sive form of advertising because of the extra labor and 
staff involved,” says the CEO. “But it’s also good busi-
ness. We usually double or triple sales of featured prod-
ucts.” And, he adds, customers who try something and 
enjoy it may very well buy it the next time they shop at 
Stew Leonard’s.

Kimberly-Clark has used sampling to get consumers 
to feel the softness and strength of its Viva paper towels. 
In thinking about how to give away a single paper towel 
as a sample, the company’s advertising agency sug-
gesting stitching it into magazines like Every Day with 
Rachel Ray and Reader’s Digest so that readers could rip 
the towel out and try it for themselves. At the same 
time, Kimberly-Clark arranged to distribute Viva cou-
pons at supermarket checkouts. These kinds of market-
ing tactics have helped Viva boost market share and 
become the number-two brand in the paper-towel mar-
ket behind Bounty, the market leader.

Stores and magazines are not the only places where 
consumers can experience sampling. College students 
on Florida beaches for spring break are a prime target 
audience for samples distributed by companies seeking 
to start or reinforce a brand relationship. Some samples 
are handed out at hotel registration desks along with 

Try It, You’ll Like It: Sampling

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

 6. How do price and value perceptions affect low- 
effort decision making?

 7. When is affect likely to be more of a factor in low-
effort decision making?

 8. If habit is a simplifying strategy, why do consumers 
sometimes seek variety?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ 
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e


room keys. Others are the focus of contests and 
 experiential activities. Students who participate in the 
“Sand Castle Demolition” contest stomp through sand 
structures and dig deep for hidden bottles of Vitamin 
Water, for instance. In Neutrogena’s Acne Stress 
 Control tent, students can try out Acne Stress Control 
Power-Foam Wash, register to win a big gift basket of 
samples, and stay for a free massage. Marketers also 
use these contacts as an opportunity to research 
 students’ likes and dislikes, shopping habits, and brand 
preferences, looking for insights that will make their 
sampling programs even more effective during next 
year’s spring break.150

Case Questions
 1. Why is sampling a good marketing tool to infl uence 

low-effort decisions?
 2. In terms of choice tactics, explain the risk that 

 Starbucks takes if consumers who sample Pike Place 
coffee do not like it.

 3. Why would Kimberly-Clark arrange to distribute 
 coupons in supermarkets at the same time that it 
had Viva towel samples stitched into magazines?

 4. What role might normative infl uences play in the 
product decisions made by students who receive 
samples during spring break?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Distinguish between the 
dissonance and the regret 
that consumers may 
experience after acquisition, 
consumption, or disposition.

2. Explain how consumers 
can learn from experience 
and why marketers need to 
understand this post-
decision process.

3. Discuss how consumers 
judge satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with their 
decisions about acquisition, 
consumption, or disposition.

4. Describe how consumers 
may dispose of something, 
why this process is more 
complex for meaningful 
objects, and what infl uences 
consumer recycling behavior. 271

The Treasure Hunt Is On at Costco

W ho would pay for the privilege of shopping in a no-frills warehouse store? Costco’s 
52 million customers gladly pay an annual membership fee—and they are so satisfi ed 

and loyal that nearly 90 percent of them renew year after year. In fact, membership is on 
the rise as more consumers search out bargain-priced brand-name foods, books, electronics, 
gasoline, and other goods and services at Costco’s 540 stores or on its website. While low 
prices are a major attraction, customers also enjoy the fun of hunting down one-time deals 
on anything from diamond rings to designer jeans.

Another reason for Costco’s success is its generous return policy. Anything can be 
 returned for a refund at any time; even the membership fee will be refunded if a customer 
is dissatisfi ed. The only exceptions are electronic items like TVs, cameras, computers, and 
iPods, which cannot be returned after 90 days. Costco’s research shows that most electronic 
products are returned because customers cannot fi gure out how to operate them, so the 
 retailer now offers free technical assistance and a two-year warranty to demonstrate its 
 commitment to providing complete satisfaction.1

Post-Decision Processes
Chapter 11

INTRODUCTION
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The Costco example illustrates several key topics in this chapter. First, it highlights the 
importance of customer satisfaction as the foundation of a successful business.  Second, it 
shows how customer satisfaction depends on good performance, creating  positive feel-
ings, and perceptions of equity (a fair exchange). Third, it illustrates how consumers learn 
about offerings by experiencing them directly, as customers do when shopping in Costco 
or using its website. Finally, it demonstrates how a business can counter customer dissat-
isfaction by offering warranties, technical support, and a generous return policy. All of 
these phenomena occur after the consumer has made a decision. This chapter examines 
the four post-decision processes shown in Exhibit 11.1: dissonance and regret, consumer 
learning, satisfaction/dissatisfaction, and disposition—all of which have important 
 implications for marketers.

Post-Decision Dissonance and Regret

Consumers are not always confi dent about their acquisition, consumption, or dis-
position decisions. They may feel uncertain about whether they made the correct 
choice or may even regret the decision that they made, as the following sections 
show.

Dissonance
After you make an acquisition, consumption, or disposition decision, you may 
sometimes feel uncertain about whether you made the correct choice. You might 
wonder whether you should have bought a shirt or dress other than the one you 
did, or whether you should have worn something else to a party, or whether you 
should have kept an old teddy bear instead of throwing it away. Post-decision 
 dissonance is most likely to occur when more than one alternative is attractive and 
the decision is important.2

Post-decision dissonance can influence consumer behavior because it 
 creates anxiety that the consumer would like to reduce, especially when motiva-
tion, ability, and opportunity (MAO) are high. One way of reducing dissonance is 
to search for additional information from sources such as experts and maga-
zines. This search is very selective and is designed to make the chosen  alternative 
more attractive and the rejected ones less attractive, thereby reducing 
dissonance.

Regret
Post-decision regret occurs when consumers perceive an unfavorable compari-
son between the performance of the chosen option and the performance of the 
options not chosen . If you consider three cars before making your purchase 
decision and then find out that the resale value of the car that you bought is 
much lower than that of either of the two options, you may regret your 

Post-decision dissonance 
A feeling of anxiety over 
whether the correct decision 
was made.

Post-decision regret A  feeling 
that one should have pur-
chased another option.
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POST-DECISION PROCESSES

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Dissonance and regret
• Consumer learning
• Satisfaction/dissatisfaction
• Disposition

 purchase and wish that you had chosen one of the other cars. In fact, research 
indicates that you may feel regret even if you have no information about the 
unchosen  alternatives—especially if you cannot reverse your decision, have a 
negative outcome from your chosen  alternative, or have made a change from 

The decision does not end after consumers have made a choice or purchase. Consumers can experience 
dissonance (anxiety over whether they made the correct decision) or regret after a purchase, learn about 
the offering by using it, experience satisfaction or dissatisfaction with it, and eventually dispose of it.

Chapter Overview: 
Post-Decision 
Processes

Exhibit 11.1
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the status quo. Regret is used as a theme in the ad 
for Liberty Mutual in Exhibit 11.2.

Moreover, although consumers feel short-term 
regret if they do not buy during a limited-time pur-
chase opportunity, this  regret goes away over time.4

Consumers who avoid guilt by  exercising self-con-
trol and not splurging on a hedonic choice like an 
expensive but exciting vacation may later regret this 
 decision and feel that they missed out by not living 
in the moment.5

Furthermore, suppose consumers are dissatisfied 
with a purchase outcome and decide to switch to a 
different alternative. Will they regret switching? Even 
if this new alternative turns out to have a negative 
outcome, consumers will feel less regret because 
they believe that their decision to switch was justi-
fied.6 Consumers can also regulate postpurchase re-
gret by focusing on what they can learn from this 
decision to improve future decisions.7 Finally, break-
ing a major decision into a series of smaller deci-
sions can reduce the difficulty of making those 
choices and reduce the tendency to feel regret about 
the overall decision.8

By helping consumers reduce post-decision dissonance and regret, marketers can di-
minish negative feelings related to the offering. For example, BMW buyers receive 
BMW Magazine and can sign up for a BMW e-mail newsletter, both filled with facts 
and “feel good” information about the car. This supporting information reduces 
 dissonance or regret and encourages positive attitudes toward the brand. Consumers 
may also reduce dissonance and regret by reading supporting information in adver-
tisements after a purchase. 

Learning from Consumer Experience*

Earlier chapters explained how consumers acquire knowledge through processes 
such as information search, exposure to marketing communications, and observa-
tion of others. From a practical perspective, we most often think about this type of 
consumer learning because much of it is under the direct control of the company, 
which provides information through marketing communications. However, these 
efforts are often limited because of their low credibility.9 Consumers assume that 
these messages are intended to persuade them to buy the offering and are there-
fore generally skeptical about the marketing claims.

Experiences that occur during acquisition, consumption, or disposition, how-
ever, can be equally—if not more—important sources of consumer knowledge for 

* Some of this section draws heavily from an article by Stephen J. Hoch and John Deighton, “Man-
aging What Consumers Learn from Experience,” Journal of Marketing, April 1989, pp. 1–20.

Advertising Based on 
Feelings of Regret
Sometimes ads try to stimulate 
feelings of regret. A good exam-
ple is this ad which suggests 
that consumers may regret not 
having an excellent insurance 
company like Liberty Mutual in 
troubled times.

Exhibit 11.2
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several reasons. First, the consumer tends to be more motivated to learn under 
these circumstances. Actually experiencing an event is more involving and 
 interesting than being told about it, and the consumer has more control over what 
happens. Simply investigating the various alternatives is a learning experience. 
However, if consumers become too attached to the alternatives during the decision 
process, they may feel uneasy after making a choice because they had to forgo the 
other alternatives.10

Second, information acquired from experience is more vivid and therefore eas-
ier to remember than other types of information.11 However, the information 
gained from experiential learning is not always accurate and may, in fact, be biased 
and erroneous.12 Information about attributes that must be experienced through 
taste, touch, or smell exerts a stronger infl uence on consumers’ future behavior 
when it comes from experience or product trial than when it is acquired from ads 
or word of mouth.13 An ad can state that a product will taste good, but actually eat-
ing it is more likely to generate a strong attitude. On the other hand, repeated expo-
sure to ads can approximate the effect of direct experience when it comes to search 
or informational attributes such as price or ingredients, resulting in consumers 
holding strong beliefs about those characteristics.14

A Model of Learning from Consumer Experience
Consumers can learn from experience by engaging in a process of hypothesis 
 testing. On the basis of past experience or another source such as word of mouth 
or advertising, consumers can form a hypothesis or expectation about a product 
or service, a consumption experience, or a disposition option and then set out to 
test it. Such hypotheses are important because without them consumers are less 
likely to gather the evidence that they need to learn. Researchers have proposed 
that consumers go through four basic stages in testing hypotheses for learning: 
(1) hypothesis generation, (2) exposure to evidence, (3) encoding of evidence, 
and (4) integration of evidence and prior beliefs (see Exhibit 11.3). The following 
example illustrates these four stages.

Suppose a consumer sees an ad for a new Steve Carrell movie. She also remem-
bers some of his previous movies, such as Get Smart. Based on all this information, 
she generates a hypothesis about the quality of the new movie (“It must be great”). 
Next, she seeks out exposure to evidence  to either confi rm or disprove this hy-
pothesis by going to see the new movie. While watching it, she can assess whether 
or not it is in fact great, a step called encoding the evidence. After watching the 
movie, the consumer can integrate the evidence with her existing knowledge or 
beliefs. If she really likes it, confi rming her hypothesis, she may have learned that 
“you can always count on a Steve Carrell movie to be great.” However, if she does 
not like it, she may form the new belief that “not all Carrell films are great, and 
I must be careful in the future.”

Consumers can form hypotheses in relation to any aspect of consumer behav-
ior: acquisition (“buying from eBay will be fun”), consumption (“listening to the 
concert will be fun”), or disposition (“getting rid of used textbooks will be easy”). 
Learning from experience is also important when consumers use a shopping agent 
or react to recommendations from retail sites such as Amazon.com. Using feedback 
from repeated hypothesis tests, the agent or site learns what the consumer likes 
and can present more appropriate options.15

The consumer’s hypothesis and experience of brand personality also infl uence 
learning. If a fi rm with a “sincere” brand personality suffers a crisis, it may have dif-
fi culty reconnecting with customers because its fundamental perceptions of the 

Hypothesis testing Testing 
out expectations through 
 experience.

Hypothesis generation Form-
ing expectations about the 
product or service.

Exposure to evidence 
Actually experiencing the 
product or service.

Encoding of evidence Pro-
cessing the information one 
 experiences.

Integration of  evidence Com-
bining new information with 
stored knowledge.
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brand have deteriorated. However, fi rms with an “exciting” brand personality may 
reinvigorate customer relationships more easily after a crisis because consumers 
are less surprised by nonroutine experiences with such brands.16

What Affects Learning from Experience?
Four factors affect learning from experience: (1) motivation, (2) prior familiarity or 
ability, (3) ambiguity of the information environment or lack of opportunity, and 
(4) processing biases.

Motivation
When consumers are motivated to process information, they will generate a num-
ber of hypotheses and seek out information to confi rm or disprove them, actively 
engaging in the process of learning from experience. Consider what happened 
when shoppers told QVC.com that they could not judge a certain handbag’s size 
from the product photo. The company quickly posted photos showing women of 
different heights holding the purse. This information helped consumers learn more 
about the purse; in fact, those who viewed the photos were more likely to buy the 
purse than those who did not view the photos.17 Note that when motivation is low, 
consumers will generate few or no hypotheses and will be less likely to learn unless 
the learning process involves the simpler processes of classical or operant condi-
tioning (see Chapters 6 and 10). Still, marketers can facilitate learning when moti-
vation is low, as shown later in this chapter.

Consumer
familiarity with
the domain

Ambiguity of
the information
environment

Consumer
motivation
to learn

Prior
beliefs

Revised
beliefs

Hypothesis
generation

Exposure
to evidence

Encoding
of evidence

Integration of
evidence and
prior beliefs

A Model of Learning 
from Experience

Exhibit 11.3
Consumers can acquire a lot of information about products and services by actually experiencing them. 
This learning process starts with prior beliefs (such as “Steve Carrell movies are great”). Upon seeing an 
ad for a new Steve Carrell movie, the consumer can generate hypotheses (“I’ll bet this new movie is 
good”), get exposure to the evidence (see the movie), encode the evidence (evaluate whether or not it 
is good), and integrate the evidence with prior beliefs (relate the current evaluation to past percep-
tions). If the movie is not good, the consumer will revise his or her beliefs (not all Steve Carrell movies 
are good). This entire process is infl uenced by consumer familiarity, motivation to process, and the 
 ambiguity of the information.
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Prior Knowledge or Ability
Consumers’ prior knowledge or ability affects the extent to which they learn from 
experience. When knowledge is high, consumers are likely to have well-defi ned be-
liefs and expectations and are therefore unlikely to generate new hypotheses. Also, 
experts are less likely than those with moderate knowledge to search for infor-
mation.18 Both of these factors inhibit learning. In contrast, low-knowledge con-
sumers lack skills to develop hypotheses to guide the learning process.19 Without 
guiding hypotheses, consumers have diffi culty collecting evidence and learning. 
Thus, moderately knowledgeable consumers are the most likely to generate hy-
potheses and learn from experience. Interestingly, experts do have an advantage in 
learning information about new products and services due to their more extensive 
knowledge base.20

Ambiguity of the Information Environment or Lack of Opportunity
Some situations do not provide the opportunity for consumers to learn from ex-
perience, which means that consumers may lack suffi cient information to confi rm 
or disprove hypotheses.21 Such ambiguity of information  occurs because many 
offerings are similar in quality and consumers can glean little information from 
the experience. Moreover, making the initial choice in a context of ambiguity af-
fects consumers’ certainty about the decision and, if the actual experience is un-
informative, can lead to persistent preferences for the chosen option’s 
attributes.22

Ambiguous information can strongly affect consumers’ ability to learn from 
 experience. When consumers have diffi culty determining product quality (for such 
products as beer and motor oil), they tend to support their hypotheses with infor-
mation from advertising or word of mouth. Because consumers cannot disprove 
the information by experiencing the product, they see the product as being consis-
tent with their prior expectations.23 Thus, for many years consumers believed that 
Listerine prevented colds because the claim could not be disproved by usage. Obvi-
ously, the marketer in such a situation has an unfair advantage, a situation that 
 explains why deception in advertising is an important topic.

On the other hand, when evidence is unambiguous and the product is clearly 
good or bad, consumers base their perceptions on actual experience and learn a 
great deal. Unambiguous information tends to be better remembered and to have 
more impact on future decisions.24 When evidence is ambiguous, evaluations by 
both experts and novices are strongly infl uenced by country-of-origin expectations 
(e.g., knowing that a product was made in Japan), but when evidence is unambigu-
ous, experts ignore this information and make evaluations based on actual 
quality.25

Processing Biases
The confi rmation bias and overconfi dence can pose major hurdles to the learning 
process, particularly when evidence is ambiguous.26 Specifi cally, these biases in-
hibit learning by making consumers avoid both negative and highly diagnostic in-
formation. For example, a consumer who believes that all Japanese products are of 
high quality may ignore contrary evidence and learn nothing new about these 
products. Also, negative information is important to the learning process because it 
provides a more balanced picture of the situation and allows consumers to more 
accurately test hypotheses. Research has also shown that the acquisition of dis-
proving evidence has a strong and rapid impact on consumer learning.27

Ambiguity of information 
When there is not enough 
 information to confi rm or 
 disprove hypotheses.
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Ambiguous information and processing biases often inhibit 
consumer learning about products and services. These bi-
ases have important strategic implications, depending on 
the offering’s market position.28

Top-dog strategies

A product, service, or business that is the market leader or 
has a large market share is called a top dog. Limitations on 
learning are advantageous to top dogs because consumers 
will simply confirm existing beliefs and expectations and be 
overconfident, particularly when the motivation to learn is 
low. When motivation to learn is high, the consumer will try 
to acquire information that could be disproving and lead to 
a switch. To avoid this, the top dog can state specific 
claims that justify consumers’ evaluation of the brand. Or 
the top dog can encourage consumers not to acquire new 
information, which is called blocking exposure to evidence. 
If top-dog evidence is unambiguous, the consumer simply 
needs reinforcement of messages telling why the brand is 
satisfying—called explaining the experience—and encour-
agement to try it. The McDonald’s advertising slogan “I’m 
Lovin’ It” is a good example.

Encouraging Learning 
to Facilitate Switching
Sometimes marketers can 
 encourage learning about their 
brand in order to get consumers 
to switch. Here Huggies offers 
a diaper test, which helps 
 consumers to learn about the 
quality of the brand.

Exhibit 11.4 Underdog strategies

Underdogs (lower-share brands) want to encourage consumer learning because new in-
formation may lead consumers to switch brands. When consumers are not motivated, 
underdogs can instigate learning through comparisons of their brand with the market 
leader, side-by-side displays, or information provided online. The underdog needs a 
strong and distinct advantage if it is to overcome overconfidence and confirmation 
 biases (see Exhibit 11.4).

Second, marketers can create expectations and use promotions to provide the ac-
tual experience for consumers. If the evidence is ambiguous, consumers’ expectations 
are not likely to be disconfi rmed. For example, Walnut Crest advertised to create expec-
tations for its Chilean Merlot wine by encouraging U.S. consumers to take the 
“$1,000,000 Taste Challenge” and arranged for restaurants to offer taste comparisons 
of its product with higher-priced wines.29 Finally, facilitating product trial is critical 
when consumers’ motivation to learn is low and the evidence is unambiguous because 
the evidence will lead to a positive learning experience (see  Exhibit 11.5). 

How Do Consumers Make Satisfaction or 
Dissatisfaction Judgments?

After consumers have made acquisition, consumption, or disposition deci sions, 
they can evaluate the outcomes of their decisions. If their evaluations are 
 positive—if they believe their needs or goals have been met—they feel 

Top dog A market leader or 
brand that has a large  market 
share.

Underdogs Lower-share 
brands.
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satisfaction. Thus, you could feel satisfied with 
the purchase of a new DVD player, a haircut, a 
buying experience, a salesperson, or a retail out-
let.30 When consumers have a negative evaluation 
of an outcome, they feel dissatisfaction. Dissatis-
faction occurs if you did not enjoy a movie, were 
unhappy with a salesperson, or wished you had 
not thrown something away. Dissatisfaction can 
be related to feelings of tolerance, distress, sad-
ness, regret, agitation, and outrage.31

Most of the research on satisfaction and dis-
satisfaction has focused on offerings that con-
sumers can evaluate on utilitarian dimensions,
or how well the product or service functions 
(good or bad), as well as on hedonic dimensions,
or how the product makes someone feel (happy, 
excited, delighted, sad, regretful, or angry).32 In 
judging satisfaction, consumers make a con-
scious comparison between what they thought 
would happen and the actual performance.33

Satisfaction also varies with consumer involve-
ment, consumer characteristics, and time.34

High-involvement consumers tend to express 
higher satisfaction immediately after a purchase, 
probably due to their more extensive evaluation, 
but their satisfaction declines over time. Lower-
involvement consumers exhibit lower satisfac-
tion at fi rst, but their satisfaction increases with 
greater usage over time.

Facilitating Trial
Sometimes ads try to stimulate 
a trial of the product or service 
(e.g. through coupons or deals) 
because this will lead to a posi-
tive learning experience, such as 
booking travel through 
CheapTickets. 

Exhibit 11.5

Customer satisfaction is critical to business success because satisfi ed customers are 
willing to pay higher prices, particularly if they buy the product repeatedly.35 They are 
also more likely to remain customers, be brand loyal, and be committed to the product.36 
Also, they will tell others about their experiences, increasing the likelihood that those 
consumers will then buy the product.37 Attracting new customers is more expensive 
than marketing to existing customers, a situation that means retaining satisfi ed cus-
tomers is cost-effi cient.38 When the product category is important to the consumer, 
satisfaction can also lead to more frequent purchasing, especially when it is convenient 
for the consumer to buy.39 And consumers tend to spend more on the brand with which 
they are satisfi ed when they make purchases in that product category.40 For instance, 
Disney has calculated that the long-term value of a loyal customer of its theme parks is 
$50,000.41 Thus, some studies have been able to link customer satisfaction with com-
pany profi tability.

Not surprisingly, many companies actively monitor customer satisfaction. For  example, 
Holiday Chevrolet in St. Cloud, Florida, uses telephone surveys to gauge customer satisfac-
tion one day after a car has been serviced or purchased.42 The American Customer 
 Satisfaction Index (ACSI) monitors satisfaction with a variety of industries and firms 

Satisfaction The feeling that 
results when consumers make 
a positive evaluation 
or feel happy with their 
 decision.

Dissatisfaction The feeling 
that results when consumers 
make a negative evaluation or 
are unhappy with a  decision.
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(see Exhibit 11.6). Marketers should also aim 
for satisfaction when responding to custom-
ers’ questions and concerns because 
(1) these tend to be highly loyal  customers 
and (2) these consumers will infl uence others 
through word of mouth after the  contact.43

Finally, marketers must understand the 
roots of dissatisfaction because of the po-
tential for negative outcomes such as neg-
ative word-of-mouth communication, 
complaints, and lower sales and profi ts. If 
a department store loses 167 customers a 
month, it will lose $2.4 million in sales (and 
$280,000 in profi t) in just one year.44 One 
study found that it takes 12 positive expe-
riences to overcome a single negative one 
and that the cost of attracting a new cus-
tomer is fi ve times the cost of keeping an 
existing one.45 

Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction 
Based on Thoughts
Just as consumers make decisions based 
on thoughts and feelings, they also judge 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction based on 
thoughts and feelings. Thought-based 
judgments of satisfaction/dissatisfaction 
can relate to (1) whether consumers’ 
thoughts and expectations about the offer-
ing are confirmed or disconfirmed by its 
 actual performance, (2) thoughts about cau-
sality and blame, and (3) thoughts about 
fairness and equity.

Expectations and Performance: The Disconfi rmation Paradigm 
As diagrammed in Exhibit 11.7, disconfi rmation occurs when there is a discrep-
ancy, positive or negative, between our prior expectations and the product’s actual 
performance (see the red arrows in the exhibit).46 In this case, expectations are 
 desired product/service outcomes and include “pre-consumption beliefs about 
overall performance, or . . . the levels or attributes possessed by a product 
(service).”47 For example, you might expect a Japanese car to be reliable and fuel 
effi cient, expectations based on advertising, inspection of the product, prior expe-
rience with similar offerings, and the experiences of other referent consumers.48

Performance  measures whether these expected outcomes have been achieved. 
Performance can either be objective—based on the actual performance, which is 
fairly constant across consumers—or subjective—based on individual feelings, 
which can vary across consumers. The objective performance of a car describes 
how well it runs and how economical its gas mileage is, whereas subjective perfor-
mance might include an assessment of how stylish it is or “how good it makes me 
feel.” Better-than-expected performance leads to a positive disconfi rmation and to 

Disconfi rmation The existence 
of a discrepancy  between ex-
pectations and performance.

Expectations Beliefs about 
how a product/service will 
perform.

Performance The measurement 
of whether the product/service 
actually fulfi lls consumers‘ 
needs.
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satisfaction performance across 
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Exhibit 11.6 Source: Data from ACSI, 2007.
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satisfaction. If performance is as good as expected, a simple confi rmation has oc-
curred, and this condition will also lead to satisfaction. In contrast, if performance 
is lower than expected, the result is negative disconfi rmation and dissatisfaction.

Customers’ evaluation of services is also susceptible to disconfi rmation.49 Here, 
customers have expectations related to price and service performance and to in-
tangible characteristics of the facilities and the personnel.50 One way online retail-
ers such as Amazon can avoid dissatisfaction is by providing plenty of information, 
such as stating the cutoff date for ordering merchandise to be delivered by 
 Christmas.51 Research also fi nds that if consumers participate in a service  expecting 
to achieve a goal such as weight loss, they are more satisfi ed when they successfully 
follow the instructions and achieve the goal.52

Although the disconfi rmation paradigm is similar to the learning process, satis-
faction and dissatisfaction are based on a formal evaluation, whereas the learning 
process may not be. Also, satisfaction need not be transaction-specifi c and is sub-
ject to change—in fact, it can be affected by social infl uences such as family mem-
bers and may be closely related to consumers’ satisfaction with their own lives.53

Consumers who have many choices will feel more satisfi ed when they decide on an 
option that turns out well, and they can give themselves credit for making a good 
decision (but they will be dissatisfi ed if they choose an option that turns out to be 
bad because they will blame themselves for making a bad decision).54

Interestingly, consumers who have many choices may be optimistic about their 
chosen product’s performance at first, but this optimism will fade over time.55

When consumers expect to evaluate an offering, they will pay closer attention to 
negative aspects during consumption and therefore will provide less favorable 
quality and satisfaction evaluations—unless they have low expectations at the out-
set.56 Also, customers who buy at a discount may perceive that they benefi t less 

Expectations

Performance

Disconfirmation

Feelings

Satisfaction

Dissatisfaction

Positive

Negative

Here the disconfi rmation paradigm shows how satisfaction or dissatisfaction can occur. Using an 
 example of a new Steve Carrell movie, the consumer enters the situation with expectations (“Steve 
 Carrell movies are entertaining”). Once she sees the movie, she can evaluate it (performance). If she 
fi nds it more entertaining than she expected, positive disconfi rmation has occurred, and she will be sat-
isfi ed. If the movie is less entertaining than she expected, a negative disconfi rmation and dissatisfaction 
will result. Expectations (the likelihood of seeing the movie as entertaining), performance (whether the 
movie actually is good), and feelings (positive or negative emotions experienced during viewing) will 
also affect satisfaction/dissatisfaction (independent of disconfi rmation).

The Disconfi rmation 
Paradigm

Exhibit 11.7
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from the product’s consumption than if they had paid full price.57 Even when price 
has no bearing on a product’s quality, consumers’ beliefs about the price-quality 
relationship will affect their experience of the product’s performance.58

Exhibit 11.7 shows that performance, expectations, and feelings can affect 
 satisfaction, independent of disconfi rmation (as refl ected by the blue arrows).59 To 
fully understand why satisfaction or dissatisfaction occurs, we must account for 
all these dimensions together and separately. The simple fact that a product 
 performs well will have a positive influence on satisfaction, independent of 
 expectations.60 Likewise, the poor performance of a product or service alone can 
lead to dissatisfaction.61 If you buy a new digital music player, and it does not work 
well, you could be dissatisfi ed—even without having had any prior expectations 
about it. How feelings affect satisfaction and dissatisfaction will be explored later 
in this chapter.

Based on the disconfi rmation paradigm, better performance leads to fulfi lled expecta-
tions and satisfaction. Expectations created by marketers about product performance 
can also infl uence satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Raising consumers’ expectations of 
how well the product or service will perform can increase ratings of product perfor-
mance.62 When Pizza Hut fi rst opened in China, pizza was unfamiliar to most Chinese 
consumers. The fi rm therefore created tabletop cards to inform diners that pizza is a 
healthy food with natural ingredients, creating positive expectations.63 On the other 
hand, marketers are setting themselves up for a potential negative disconfi rmation and 
dissatisfaction if customer expectations are too high, and companies make promises 
they cannot keep.

Providing consumers with a good warranty or guarantee can create positive expec-
tations that will lead to satisfaction.64 For instance, Pinemoor West Golf Course in 
 Englewood, Florida, differentiates itself by guaranteeing that golfers can complete a 
round in less than four and a half hours. Staff members deliver golf carts and load golf 
bags to save customers time and effort. 65 

Causality and Blame: Attribution Theory
Attribution theory explains how individuals think about explanations for or causes 
of effects or behavior.66 In a marketing context, when a product or service does not 
fulfi ll consumers’ needs, they will attempt to fi nd an explanation based on three 
factors:

Stability.  d Is the cause of the event temporary or permanent?

Focus.  d Is the problem consumer or marketer related?

Controllability.  d Is the event under the customer’s or marketer’s control?

Customers are more likely to be dissatisfi ed if the cause is perceived to be per-
manent, marketer related, and not under the customer’s control. Suppose you fi nd 
a crack in the windshield of your new car. If you perceive that this is only a chance 
or temporary occurrence, beyond the control of the marketer (maybe a rock hit the 
window while you were driving) or perhaps your own fault, you will probably not 
be dissatisfi ed. On the other hand, if you discover that many other consumers have 
had a similar problem—that is, the cause is more permanent, company related, 
and under the company’s control—you will probably be dissatisfi ed.

Attribution theory A theory 
of how individuals fi nd 
 explanations for events.
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Attribution theory also applies to services. For instance, consumers were dis-
satisfi ed with a travel agent if the problem they had experienced was permanent 
and under the fi rm’s control.67 In a study of passengers delayed at an airport, attri-
butions were found to explain the desire either to complain or to fl y the same air-
line again. If consumers saw the delay as permanent and under the airline’s control, 
they were more likely to complain and less likely to fl y the airline again.68 Consum-
ers who can choose whether to participate in a service are likely to attribute at least 
part of any negative outcome to their own involvement, whereas they will attribute 
a good part of any positive outcome to their own participation.69 Satisfaction with 
services also depends on whether the consumer holds the company responsible for 
the outcome and believes the outcome stems from a stable or unstable cause.70

 Finally, consumers are more satisfi ed when companies exert extra effort to serve 
them, even when the offerings are not that great.71

Attribution theory can provide marketers with guidance in how to deal with potential or 
existing perceptions of consumer dissatisfaction. If the cause of the dissatisfaction ac-
tually is permanent, marketer related, and under the marketer’s control, something 
must be done to correct the problem or provide the consumer with restitution. In the 
banking industry, many banks are marketing value-added services such as financial 
 advice, stock quotes, and bill payment in an attempt to satisfy customers.72 

Fairness and Equity: Equity Theory
Equity theory focuses on the nature of exchanges between individuals and their 
perceptions of these exchanges. In marketing, it has been applied to examining the 
exchange between a buyer and a seller or a more general institution.73 According 
to equity theory, consumers form perceptions of their own inputs and outputs into 
a particular exchange and compare these perceptions with their perceptions of the 
inputs and outputs of the salesperson, dealer, or company. For example, when 
buying a car, a consumer’s  inputs might include information search, decision-
making effort, psychological  anxiety, and money. The output would be a satisfac-
tory car. Seller inputs might  include a quality product, selling effort, and a 
fi nancing plan; seller output might be a fair profi t.

For equity to occur, the buyer must perceive fairness in the exchange.  Thus, 
the car buyer might perceive a fair exchange if he or she purchased a desirable car 
at a fair price. Satisfaction is even higher if consumers perceive that they have 
 gotten a bargain.74 Consumers will be dissatisfi ed if they perceive inequity in an 
exchange—for example, if the salesperson did not pay enough attention to the 
buyer. For equity to occur, the consumer must perceive that the seller is also being 
dealt with fairly. Nevertheless, fairness perceptions tend to be self-centered, biased 
more toward buyer outcomes and seller inputs, than to buyer inputs and seller 
outcomes.75

Moreover, research shows that consumers judge the equity of the payment ex-
changed for service usage by asking themselves, “Am I using this service enough, 
given what I pay for it?” They will perceive the exchange as more equitable when 
they have high expectations of service usage levels at fi rst or when the service per-
formance exceeds their normative expectations. When they perceive the price/
usage exchange to be more equitable, they will be more satisfi ed.76 Also, percep-
tions of equity can shift over time. For instance, as the end of a car’s warranty 

Equity theory A theory that 
focuses on the fairness of 
 exchanges between individuals, 
which helps in understanding 
consumer satisfaction and 
 dissatisfaction.

Fairness in the exchange The 
perception that people‘s  inputs 
are equal to their  outputs in 
an exchange.
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 period approaches, owners become increasingly dissatisfi ed with attributes they 
believe can be remedied; in turn, these attributes become more highly related to 
product quality satisfaction.77

Equity theory complements the disconfi rmation paradigm in that equity theory 
specifi es another way dissatisfaction can occur. In other words, both types of pro-
cesses can operate at the same time. However, whereas the disconfi rmation para-
digm focuses on expectations and performance, equity theory is concerned with 
more general interpersonal norms governing what is wrong or right and with a con-
sideration of the outcomes for both the seller and the buyer.

As long as consumers perceive that their inputs and outputs are equitable in relation 
to those of the seller, they will be satisfied. This reaction is true in terms of the offer-
ing itself as well as in terms of interactions with employees when resolving a com-
plaint. In other words, consumers who perceive that they have been treated fairly in 
the complaint process will be more satisfied, more likely to buy again, and more likely 
to spread positive word of mouth.78 However, if an inequity exists, consumers will be 
 dissatisfied.

Marketers must work toward providing fair exchanges, even though consumers’ 
 perceptions of fairness tend to be biased toward themselves. One area in which market-
ers can directly affect equity perceptions is the salesperson-customer interaction. 
Salespeople must make every effort to ensure that their inputs match customer inputs 
by listening to consumer needs, answering questions, and trying to provide a good deal.

Promotions can also increase perceptions of fairness in an exchange. Offering a 
lower price or a free gift with purchase can make consumers feel that they are getting 
more out of the exchange. In addition, companies must ensure that outputs are satis-
factory by providing a quality product at a fair price, as Target’s loyal customers are 
satisfi ed by the store’s value-priced designer housewares. 

Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction Based on Feelings
Consumers can also judge satisfaction and dissatisfaction on the basis of feelings, 
specifically (1) experienced emotions (and coping with these emotions) and 
(2) mispredictions about emotions.

Experienced Emotions and Coping
The positive and negative post-decision feelings we experience help to explain 
sati sfaction or dissatisfaction judgments (independent of disconfi rmation, as you 
saw in Exhibit 11.7).79 If we feel good (or bad) while using a product or service, we 
are more likely to be satisfi ed (or dissatisfi ed), independent of our expectations and 
evaluations of its performance. Consumers who are happy or content are most 
likely to be satisfi ed, followed by those who experience pleasant surprise. In fact, 
most consumers around the world fi nd enjoyment and satisfaction in their buying 
experiences. One study found that more than 90 percent of durable-goods pur-
chases were associated with positive feelings.80 Dissatisfaction is most likely to 
strike consumers who feel angry or upset, followed by those who experience un-
pleasant surprise.81 Feelings expressed by service employees also affect customer 

Post-decision feelings 
Positive or negative emotions 
 experienced while using the 
products or services.



 C H A P T E R  11   •  Post-Decision Processes 285

satisfaction. When employees appear to be expressing genuinely positive emotions, 
consumers are more satisfi ed with the service encounter.82

Consumers who are dissatisfi ed with a purchase, consumption, or disposition 
decision may need to cope with the feelings of stress that dissatisfaction involves.83

How they cope depends on whether they feel threatened or challenged by the stress 
and whether they think that they have the motivation, ability, and opportunity to 
deal with it. For example, a consumer might cope with a technological product fail-
ure by reading the instruction manual (active coping), by calling a friend who 
knows that technology (instrumental support seeking), or by denying that the fail-
ure has occurred (see Exhibit 11.8).

Consumers’ satisfaction evaluations also tend to be tied to specifi c consump-
tion situations—we may be satisfi ed (or not) with the offering as we are using it at 
the current time. Even if we are satisfi ed now, however, we may not be satisfi ed the 
next time we use it. Thus, satisfaction differs from an attitude, which is relatively 
enduring and less dependent on the specific situation.84 In addition, research 
shows that feelings tend to have more infl uence on satisfaction judgments early on, 
but this infl uence decreases over time. Conversely, thoughts have more infl uence 
on satisfaction judgments as time goes on.85 Note that a post-decision evaluation 
can differ from a pre-decision evaluation in that after using the product, a con-
sumer may judge different attributes and cutoff levels than he or she did before.86

For example, after trying frozen microwave pizza, you might decide that you like 
the taste less than you thought you would.

Mispredictions About Emotions
While post-decision feelings can affect satisfaction judgments, so too can the dif-
ference between how we thought the product would make us feel and how it actu-
ally makes us feel, a phenomenon known as affective forecasting. In other words, 
we tend to be more dissatisfied not only when a product fails to perform as we 
thought it would but also when a product makes us feel worse than we forecast that 

Affective forecasting When 
we try to predict how a 
 product will make us feel.

Source: Adapted from Adam Duhachek, “Coping: A Multidimensional, Hierarchical Framework of Responses to 
Stressful Consumption Episodes,” Journal of Consumer Research 32, June 2005, pp. 41–53.

Coping with 
Dissatisfaction Due to 
Consumption Problems
Consumers may cope with 
 dissatisfaction through active 
coping, expressive support 
seeking, or avoidance.

Exhibit 11.8

ACTION COPING

• I concentrate on ways the problem
 could be solved
• I try to make a plan of action

RATIONAL THINKING

• I analyze the problem before
 reacting
• I try to control my emotions

POSITIVE THINKING

• I try to look on the bright side
 of things

EMOTIONAL VENTING

• I take time to express my emotions
• I delve into my feelings to 
 understand them

INSTRUMENTAL SUPPORT

• I ask friends with similar
 experience what they did
• I try to get advice from someone
 about what to do

EMOTIONAL SUPPORT

• I seek out others for comfort
• I rely on others to make me feel
 better

Active Coping Expressive Support Seeking Avoidance

AVOIDANCE

• I avoid thinking about it
• I try to take my mind off of it by
 doing other things

DENIAL

• I deny that the event has
 happened
• I refuse to believe that the
 problem has occurred
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it would. This phenomenon may be a fairly common occurrence because people 
tend to be poor predictors of how decisions, experiences, and outcomes will make 
them feel.87

Marketers should make sure that customers’ feelings about trying, buying, and using 
their offerings are as positive as possible. Some marketers use promotions to increase 
consumers’ positive feelings. As seen in Exhibit 11.9, the St. Paul Saints, a minor-league 
baseball team, gives fans a good feeling about the team through promotions such as 
having players read to young fans in center fi eld and signing autographs.88 Businesses 
and nonprofi ts can build relationships with consumers and contributors by encouraging 
their involvement and identifi cation with the organization through communications and 
other activities.89 Knowing that dissatisfi ed consumers may feel stress, companies can 
aid in the coping process by providing a feedback mechanism and expert advice. For 
 example, the Genius Bar experts in Apple stores stand ready to listen to customer com-
plaints or inquiries and to offer knowledgeable ideas and solutions. 

Enhancing the Coping 
Process
The minor-league baseball team 
St. Paul Saints tries to make its 
fans, or customers, feel good by 
engaging in a variety of activi-
ties, such as reading to young-
sters and signing autographs.

Exhibit 11.9

Responses to Dissatisfaction

Marketers must understand the nature of consumers’ responses to dissatisfaction 
because a variety of mostly negative consequences can result. Specifi cally, dissatis-
fi ed consumers can decide to (1) take no action, (2) discontinue purchasing the 
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product or service, (3) complain to the company or to a third party and perhaps 
 return the item, or (4) engage in negative word-of-mouth communication.90 The 
last two behaviors are of special interest to consumer researchers.

Complaints
Surprisingly, the majority of dissatisfi ed consumers do not complain.91 Neverthe-
less, even a few consumer complaints can indicate marketing-related problems 
that need attention. When consumers complain, they can voice their dissatisfac-
tion to a manufacturer, the retailer, regulatory agencies, or the media. Sometimes 
consumers seek formal redress through legal means or from governmental agen-
cies. Thus, marketers need to focus on when complaints are likely to occur and 
which consumers tend to complain.

Complaining is more likely when motivation, ability, and opportunity are high. 
It is also more likely as the level of dissatisfaction or the severity of the problem in-
creases.92 In equity theory terms, the unfairness of the exchange is higher, and the 
consumer is more motivated to act.93 However, the severity of the dissatisfaction 
alone does not explain complaining behavior. In particular, consumers are less 
likely to act if they perceive that complaining will take a lot of time and effort, that 
their chances of benefiting from doing so are low, or that the offering is 
insignifi cant.94

The more the blame or attribution for dissatisfaction is placed on someone 
else, particularly on the company or on society in general, the greater the motiva-
tion and likelihood of complaining.95 Thus, consumers are more likely to com-
plain when they feel removed from the problem—that is, when the perceived 
cause is permanent, marketer related, and volitional.96 If dissatisfaction is so 
strong that complainers want “revenge” against the company, they will even 
 resort to a suboptimal alternative, such as switching to a more costly competing 
product.97

You might expect that consumers who are aggressive and self-confi dent would 
be more likely to complain than those who are not98 or that consumers with more 
experience or knowledgeability about how to complain might be more likely to do 
so than their less savvy counterparts. Neither idea has been strongly supported by 
evidence, although findings suggest experience may influence the likelihood of 
consumer complaints. Consumers are more likely to complain when they have the 
time and formal channels of communication to do so.

Research suggests that there are four types of complainers.99 Passives are the 
least likely to complain. Voicers are likely to complain directly to the retailer or ser-
vice provider. Irates are angry consumers who are most likely to engage in negative 
word of mouth, stop patronage, and complain to the provider but not to a third 
party such as the media or government. Activists engage heavily in all types of com-
plaining, including to a third party. Activists can now reach thousands of people by 
posting negative comments on blogs or on websites.100

Although a large percentage of consumers do not complain, it is still in the marketer’s 
best interests to be responsive when any consumers do. Speedy response is important: 
57 percent of the consumers in one survey said that how quickly a website responds 
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to e-mail influences their decision to buy from that site in the future.101 However, 
45 percent of the big companies included in a recent study did not tell consumers how 
quickly they could expect a response to an e-mailed complaint or inquiry.102 Clearly, 
 consumers will be more satisfied and more likely to buy again if they get a speedy 
 response, especially if it involves getting money back or a fair exchange/refund policy.

Dissatisfi ed consumers who have been treated fairly can become even more loyal in 
the future. For example, a consumer who set up a complaint website to publicize his 
problems with a Sony electronics product converted the site to an enthusiastic fan site 
after the company resolved the problem.103 However, if consumers experience more 
than one problem with a company, their satisfaction and repurchase intent will drop, 
even if the problems are quickly resolved. In fact, they will rate the second problem as 
even more severe than the first and are more likely to see a pattern in which the 
 company is to blame.104 Thus, not only do companies need an effi cient and responsive 
 mechanism for handling problems; they also must make changes to avoid similar lapses 
in the  future.

Positive disconfirmation of warranty and service expectations—a better-than- 
expected response—can result in satisfaction with the complaint resolution.105 Also 
note that sometimes a company may want to encourage complaints because dissatis-
fi ed consumers who do not complain are more likely to stop buying.106 But when compa-
nies are too responsive to complaints—that is, too eager to please—customers may be 
more likely to complain, even when a complaint is not justifi ed, because they perceive a 
greater likelihood of compensation.107 Still, by encouraging complaints when they are 
justifi ed and by actively managing customer problems, the company can retain valued 
consumers. 

Responding to Service Recovery
If customers are dissatisfied, marketers need to find ways of making up for this 
 dissatisfaction to win back the customers’ business. How consumers will respond 
to service recovery efforts will depend on their expectations.108 When consumers 
 expect to maintain a good relationship despite a mishap, the business should 
 sincerely apologize and promise to prevent such mishaps in the future. When 
 consumers expect to respond aggressively and to control the situation, the busi-
ness should take their complaints seriously, give them choices, and help them feel 
in control. When consumers expect a rational response based on costs and bene-
fi ts, the business should offer a discount or some other benefi t to restore some level 
of satisfaction.

Research indicates that consumers prefer service recovery efforts that correspond to 
the type of failure experienced.109 In the case of inattentive service, for instance, 
 restoring good service and quickly apologizing can reduce dissatisfaction and help re-
store satisfaction. When dissatisfi ed consumers perceive that the cause of the service 
problem is permanent, marketer related, and under the fi rm’s control when in fact it is 
not, marketers need to correct these misperceptions. Providing consumers with logical 
explanations for service failure, especially if it was not the company’s fault, or providing 
some form of compensation such as a gift or refund can often reduce consumers’ feel-
ings of dissatisfaction.110 
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Responding by Negative Word of Mouth
When consumers are unhappy with a product or service, they are often motivated to 
tell others in order to relieve their frustration and to convince others not to  purchase 
the product or to do business with the company. Negative word-of-mouth commu-
nication is more likely to occur when the problem is severe, when  consumers are un-
happy with the company’s responsiveness, and when consumers perceive that the 
company is at fault.111 Negative word of mouth can be troublesome because it tends 
to be highly persuasive and very vivid (and therefore easily remembered) and be-
cause consumers place great emphasis on it when making decisions.112 It also may 
infl uence other consumers to stop (or never begin) doing business with the com-
pany. Negative word of mouth can go global as consumers air gripes on blogs and on 
websites such as PlanetFeedback.com.113 These sites are a potential threat to busi-
nesses because they are available to consumers worldwide, and the information may 
be unfair, nasty, or inappropriate.114

Marketers need to be responsive to negative word of mouth, make an effort to identify 
the reason for or source of the difficulty, and take steps to rectify or eliminate the 
problem with restitution or communications. Consider how Hertz handled a chorus of 
consumer complaints about a proposed $2.50 reservation fee on vehicles rented in the 
United States. The company had been seeking to offset higher costs, but it announced 
that it would not institute the fee after hundreds of consumers protested to Hertz and 
on Internet message boards.115 

Negative word-of-mouth 
communication The act of 
consumers saying negative 
things about a product or 
 service to other consumers.

Is Customer Satisfaction Enough?

Although customer satisfaction should be an extremely important goal for any fi rm, 
some have questioned whether satisfaction alone is enough to keep customers 
loyal. As evidence, they point out that 65 to 85 percent of customers who defect to 
competitors’ brands say that they had been either satisfi ed or very  satisfi ed with 
the product or service they left.116 When consumers are not strongly satisfi ed, they 
are more prone to defect.117 Other studies have found a low correlation between 
satisfaction and repurchase.118 Thus, customers may need to be  “extremely satis-
fi ed” or need a stronger reason in order to stay with a brand or company.119 More-
over, loyalty depends on whether the product is competitively superior, consumers 
fi nd its superiority desirable, and the product can be part of a social network that 
the company is able to maintain.120

A key goal for any marketer should therefore be customer retention, the practice of 
working to satisfy customers with the intention of developing long-term relationships 
with them. A customer-retention strategy attempts to build customer commitment 
and loyalty by continually paying close attention to all aspects of customer interaction, 
especially after-sales service. See Exhibit 11.10 for a good example of this strategy. 
 Customer loyalty programs can, over the long term, strengthen  relationships with cus-
tomers and increase purchasing.121 Specifi cally, profi ts can be increased through repeat 
sales, reduced costs, and referrals.122 Customer relationship  management systems can 

Customer retention The 
 practice of keeping customers 
by building long-term 
 relationships.
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help companies learn more about their customers,  information that, in turn, helps 
marketers better serve, satisfy, and retain customers.123

Given the cost of acquiring new customers and the potential profi t in repeat purchasing, 
companies should take steps such as the following to retain their customers:124

Care about customers. d  Two-thirds of consumers defect because they believe that the 
company does not care about them. Thus, a little caring can go a long way. One  Starbucks 
customer raves about the personal attention: “They actually smile and  remember you. 
They treat you like a friend. I think a lot of companies could learn from them.”125

Remember customers between sales. d  Companies can contact consumers to make sure 
that they are not having any problems with the offering or to acknowledge special 
 occasions such as birthdays. The owner of the Number 5 Restaurant in Auckland, New 
Zealand, e-mails a weekly newsletter and calls customers to ask how they liked their 
dining experience. “These things don’t cost us a lot, but [they] make the customer feel 
considered and special,” she says.126

Build trusting relationships. d  Provide consumers with expertise and high-quality offer-
ings. This is how Craigslist draws 30 million consumers monthly who post or read clas-
sified ads for jobs, apartments, and other commodities on its 450 city-specific 
websites. “I just want to provide the kind of customer service that I’d appreciate in 
other companies,” founder Craig Newmark explains. “If you give people an environment 
where they can trust each other and be fair, for the most part, then people almost 
 always return that trust.”127

Monitor the service-delivery process. d  Companies should make every effort to respond 
and show concern when an offering requires service or repairs. After the owner of
Mr. Magic Car Wash in Mt. Lebanon, Pennsylvania, saw that customers were frustrated 
by waiting in long lines, he set up two lanes. The automated lane is for customers who 
want a regular wash and are using a refi llable payment card. The full-service lane is for 
customers whose cars need extra attention. This change increased customer 
 satisfaction and loyalty.128

Encouraging 
Satisfaction and Loyalty
Providing a strong guarantee is 
one way to increase customer 
satisfaction and loyalty. A good 
example is this guarantee from 
L.L. Bean.

Exhibit 11.10
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Provide extra effort. d  Companies that put special effort into satisfying customers are 
more likely to build lasting relationships than companies that do the minimum. Dell, for 
instance, set up a service center in China to offer technical support so that local cus-
tomers could have their systems “back up and running as quickly as possible,” says a 
Dell vice president.129 

Disposition

At the most basic level, disposition is the throwing away of meaningless or used-up 
items without giving the action much thought, yet research shows that disposition 
is actually a much richer and more detailed process.130 We tend to think of posses-
sions as physical things, but they can be defi ned much more broadly as anything 
that refl ects an extension of the self, including one’s body and body parts, other 
persons, pets, places, services, time periods, and events. For example, you could 
end a relationship, give a friend an idea, donate an organ, abandon an unhealthy 
lifestyle, use up all your leisure time, or discontinue your Costco membership. 
Thus, the study of disposition relates to all of these types of possessions.

Many options are available when a consumer decides that a possession is no 
longer of immediate use, as outlined in Exhibit 11.11.131 Note that disposition can 
be temporary (loaning or renting the item) or involuntary (losing or destroying the 
item).132 Here we will focus on permanent, voluntary disposition.

Consumers often have logical and reasonable motives behind their disposition 
actions.133 For example, people sell things to earn an economic return and come 
out ahead. In contrast, they may choose to donate something without getting a tax 
deduction, or they may pass an item along out of a desire to help someone as well 
as a desire not to let the product go to waste. Situational and product-related fac-
tors can also affect disposition options.134 For example, when consumers have lim-
ited time or storage space, they may be more likely to dispose of a possession by 
throwing it away, giving it away, or abandoning it (see Exhibit 11.12). Consumers 
disposing of a possession of high value are likely to sell it or to give it to someone 
special rather than to throw it away. In general, the frequency of different disposi-
tion behaviors varies by product category.

Research has examined how consumers dispose of unwanted gifts.135 They can 
be laterally recycled (swapped, sold, or passed on to someone else), destroyed, or 
returned. Destruction is a way of getting revenge against the giver but is usually 
more of a fantasy than a real action. Retailers need to be aware that returning a gift 
to a store can be a negative emotional experience for consumers. Disposition can 
involve more than one individual, as when consumers give old clothes to someone, 
sell a car, or participate in a neighborhood cleanup, or it can consist of activities of 
a collective or societal nature, such as recycling waste water.136

Disposing of Meaningful Objects
Although disposition often means simply getting rid of unwanted, meaningless, or 
used-up possessions, the process is more involved for certain signifi cant items. 
Possessions can sometimes be important reflections of the self that are infused 
with signifi cant symbolic meaning.137 They defi ne who we are, and they catalog our 
personal history.138 In these situations, disposition involves two processes: physical 
detachment and emotional detachment.
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Disposition Options
Disposition often means throw-
ing things away; however, there 
are many additional ways of dis-
posing of an offering (e.g., give 
away, trade, recycle). In addition, 
disposition can involve one 
 person (personal focus), two 
or more people (interpersonal 
focus), or society in general 
 (societal focus).

Exhibit 11.11 Source: Melissa Martin Young and Melanie Wallendorf, “Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust: Conceptualizing Consumer 
Disposition of Possessions,” in Proceedings, Marketing Educators’ Conference (Chicago, American Marketing 
 Association, 1989), pp. 33–39. Reprinted by permission.

Methods Personal Focus Interpersonal Focus Societal Focus

Give away: usually to 
someone who can 
use it.

Necessarily requires another 
person as receiver.

Donate body organs; give 
clothes to the needy; give a 
baby up for adoption; give 
an idea to a friend.

Give land to new settlers; give 
surplus food to the poor; give 
military advice to an ally.

Trade or exchange it 
for something else.

Skin grafts; trade sleep time 
for work time; trade work time 
for shopping for bargains.

Trade a car; trade stock; barter; 
exchange ideas with a col-
league; switch boyfriends/ 
girlfriends. Swap meets.

Trade tanks for oil; exchange 
effl uent water for a golf course.

Recycle: convert it to 
something else.

Convert barn beams to panel-
ing; make a quilt of scraps; 
eat turkey sandwiches after 
Thanksgiving.

Recycle newspapers; recycle 
 aluminum cans; manufacturers’ 
 recycling of defective parts.

Recycle waste water; convert a 
slum to a model neighborhood; 
recycle war ruins as national 
monuments.

Sell: convert it to 
money.

Necessarily requires another 
person as buyer; prostitution; 
sell one’s artwork; sell ideas.

Businesses; sell blood; sell ideals 
to attain political goals.

Sell wheat; sell weapons; sell 
land.

Use up: consumption 
is equivalent to 
 disposal.

Eat food; drive car using up 
the fuel; shoot ammo; spend 
one’s time; burn wood.

Use employee’s time and energy; 
use someone else’s money; use 
the neighbor’s gas.

Use natural fuels or electricity; 
use a nation’s productive 
 capacity; use people as 
soldiers in wars.

Throw away: discard in 
a socially acceptable 
manner.

Put things in the trash; fl ush 
the toilet; use a garbage 
 disposal; discard an idea.

Neighborhood cleanup; divorce; 
end a relationship; resign or re-
tire from a job.

Dump garbage in the oceans; 
bury nuclear waste.

Abandon: discard in a 
socially unacceptable 
manner.

Abandon car on the roadside; 
abandon morals; abandon an 
unhealthy, unhappy lifestyle.

Abandon one’s child or family; 
abandon a pet on someone’s 
doorstep; abandon another’s 
trust.

Abandon Vietnam; abandon 
the Shah of Iran; abandon old 
satellites in space; abandon 
the poor.

Destroy: physically 
damage with intent.

Tear up personal mail; commit 
suicide; burn house down; 
shred old pictures.

Raze a building; murder; 
 euthanasia; cremation; abort a 
child; commit arson.

Conduct war; genocide; 
 execute prisoners; carry out 
a  revolution; burn a fl ag. 

A TAXONOMY OF VOLUNTARY DISPOSITION 

We most often think of disposition in terms of  physical detachment, the pro-
cess by which the item is physically transferred to another person or location. How-
ever, emotional detachment is a more detailed, lengthy, and sometimes painful 
process. Often, consumers remain emotionally attached to possessions long after 
they have become physically detached. For example, it may take a person years to 
come to grips with selling a valued house or car. Giving up a baby or pet for adop-
tion is an example of diffi cult emotional detachment that sometimes results in grief 
and mourning. In fact, some pack rats have a diffi cult time disposing of even mini-
mally valued possessions—as evidenced by overfl owing basements, closets, and 
garages. Even when an item can be traded in for a discount on a new replacement, 
emotional attachment enhances the value consumers perceive in the old item, 
complicating the disposition and purchase decision.139

Physical detachment Physi-
cally disposing of an item.

Emotional detachment 
Emotionally disposing of a 
possession.
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The disposition process can be partic-
ularly important during periods of role 
transition, such as puberty, graduation, 
and marriage.140 In these instances con-
sumers dispose of possessions that are 
symbols of old roles. Upon getting mar-
ried, for  example, many people dispose of 
items that signify old relationships, such as 
pictures, jewelry, and gifts. The disposition 
of shared possessions is a critical process 
during divorce. Two types of such disposi-
tion have been identified: disposition to 
break free, in which the goal is to free one-
self from the former relationship, and dis-
position to hold on, in which the intent is 
to cling to possessions with the hope that 
the relationship can be repaired.141 Con-
sumers also specify how their possessions 
will be distributed upon their death. This 
can include giving away valued items to 
important family members, other individ-
uals, and organizations such as charities 
and schools as well as distributing mone-
tary wealth through a will.

Marketers need to understand disposition for several reasons. First, disposition 
 decisions often infl uence later acquisition decisions. Thus, someone who must buy a 
new refrigerator because the old one stopped working may decide that the old one did 
not last long enough and may eliminate this brand from future consideration. By under-
standing why consumers dispose of older brands, particularly when a problem has 
 occurred, marketers may be able to improve their offerings for the future.

Second, marketers have become interested in the way that consumers trade, sell, or 
give away items for secondhand purchases through used-merchandise retail outlets and 
websites, fl ea markets, garage sales, and classifi ed ads in newspapers and online. Flea 
markets are popular, not only because they are a different way of disposing of and 
 acquiring products but also because of the hedonistic experience they provide.142 Con-
sumers enjoy searching and bargaining for items, the festive atmosphere—almost like a 
medieval fair—and the social opportunities. This enjoyment is also true of consumers 
who use sites such as eBay and Craigslist to search for and buy goods.

Third, product disposition behaviors can sometimes have a major impact on society in 
general. For example, if product life can be extended by getting consumers to trade or  resell 
items, waste and resource depletion could be reduced. Fourth, by examining broad disposi-
tion patterns, marketers can gain important insights. For example, one study  examined 
household garbage to identify group differences in food consumption.143  Researchers 
found that the region of the country accounted most strongly for differences in consump-
tion patterns, followed by cultural status. For instance, people consume more beans in the 
southwestern United States because Mexican food is more popular in that region. 

The Disposition Process
Consumers can dispose of 
 unwanted items in a variety 
of ways. One popular way is to 
sell them in a yard sale.

Exhibit 11.12
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Recycling
Because of concerns about conserving natural resources, studying disposition be-
haviors can provide valuable insights for the development of recycling programs 
(see Exhibit 11.13). In light of this fact, a number of researchers have been inter-
ested in examining factors that relate to recycling.144 For instance, studies show that 
attitudes toward recycling infl uence waste recycling and recycling shopping behav-
iors.145 The most useful variables in understanding consumer recycling are motiva-
tion, ability, and opportunity to recycle. 

Motivation to Recycle
Consumers are more likely to recycle when they perceive that the benefi ts outweigh 
the costs, including money, time, and effort.146 Immediate benefi ts or goals include 
avoiding fi lling up landfi lls, reducing waste, reusing materials, and saving the envi-
ronment. Higher-order goals are to promote health and avoid sickness, achieve 
life-sustaining ends, and provide for future generations.147 These benefi ts are likely 
to vary across segments. For example, focusing on environmental effects may have 
little meaning in neighborhoods where violence is a major problem.148 Also, con-
sumers who perceive that their efforts will have an impact are more motivated to 
recycle than consumers who do not.149 Having a clean, convenient place to bring 
recyclable materials improves consumer motivation as well.

Ability to Recycle
Consumers who know how to recycle are more likely to do so than those who do 
not.150 One study of German consumers found that a lack of knowledge led to in-
correct disposal and therefore less recycling.151 Consumers must also possess gen-
eral knowledge about the positive environmental effects of recycling and must 
remember to recycle as part of their daily routine.

What Do U.S. Consumers 
Recycle?
Car batteries are by far the 
most recycled products in the 
United States.

Exhibit 11.13

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, www.epa.gov/epaoswer/non-hw/muncpl/facts.htm
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Opportunity to Recycle
If separating, storing, and removing recyclable materials is diffi cult or inconve-
nient, consumers will usually avoid doing so. A program in Germany that offered 
color-coded, large plastic containers on wheels for recyclable materials was quite 
successful. In addition, consumers must break old waste disposal habits and de-
velop new recycling behaviors. Providing easy-to-use containers also helps con-
sumers in this regard. Also, consumers who buy products such as soft drinks for 
consumption on the go have fewer opportunities to recycle the empty bottles 
and cans.152

Marketers can facilitate recycling by increasing consumers’ MAO to recycle. Special in-
centives such as contests can increase motivation. Communications that focus on the 
negative consequences of not recycling and that are conveyed in person are especially 
effective in increasing motivation.153 The only drawback is that these techniques must 
be reintroduced periodically because their effects are usually temporary.

Marketers can increase consumers’ ability to recycle by teaching them how to  recycle 
through personally relevant and easy-to-remember communications from community or 
block leaders, fl yers, or public service announcements. Also, offering tags to place on the 
refrigerator door can remind consumers to recycle.154 Providing separate containers so 
that recyclable items can easily be put out and collected along with the trash can increase 
the opportunity to recycle. Offering easily recycled products is  another way to increase the 
opportunity to recycle. Finally, making products and packaging as environmentally friendly 
as possible—and promoting the benefi ts of doing so—can help marketers attract consum-
ers who like the convenience of not having to recycle. 

Summary

Consumers sometimes develop post-decision 
 dissonance—a feeling of anxiety or uncertainty regard-
ing a purchasing decision after it has been made. On 
occasion, they may feel regret when they perceive an 
unfavorable comparison between the performance of 
the chosen option and the performance of the uncho-
sen options. These feelings of regret can directly infl u-
ence the consumer’s intention to buy the same product 
in the future. Consumers can learn from experience 
through hypothesis testing, in which they try to confi rm 
or disprove expectations by actually engaging in acqui-
sition, consumption, or disposition of a product. This 
process is infl uenced by motivation, prior knowledge 
(familiarity), ambiguity of information, and two types 
of biases: the confi rmation bias and  overconfi dence.

Satisfaction is both a subjective feeling and an ob-
jective evaluation that a decision has fulfi lled a need 

or goal. Dissatisfaction occurs when consumers have 
negative feelings and believe that their goals or needs 
have not been fulfi lled. Thought-based judgments of 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction can relate to (1) whether 
consumers’ thoughts and expectations about the of-
fering are confirmed or disconfirmed by its perfor-
mance (the disconfi rmation paradigm), (2) thoughts 
about causality and blame (attribution theory), and 
(3) thoughts about fairness and equity (equity theory). 
Consumers also judge satisfaction and dissatisfaction 
on the basis of feelings, specifically (1) experienced 
emotions (and coping with these emotions) and 
(2) mispredictions about emotions.

Consumers can respond to dissatisfaction by com-
plaining, reacting to service recovery, and engaging in 
negative word of mouth. Finally, consumers can dis-
pose of products in various ways, actions that have 
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important implications for marketing strategy and for 
an understanding of consumer behavior. Recycling, 
one form of disposition, depends on consumers’ moti-
vation, ability, and opportunity to act.

Questions for Review and Discussion
 1. How does post-decision dissonance differ from 

post-decision regret, and what effect do these have 
on consumers?

 2. Describe how consumers acquire information 
about goods and services by learning from their 
 experiences with the commodities.

 3. How do expectations and performance contribute 
to disconfi rmation?

 4. Define attribution theory and equity theory, and 
 explain how they relate to dissatisfaction.

 5. Why is complaining important to marketers, and 
how should complaints be handled?

 6. What influence can experienced emotions and 
mispredictions about emotions have on consumer 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction?

 7. In what eight ways can consumers dispose of 
something?

 8. Why is it important for marketers to consider both 
physical and emotional detachment aspects of 
consumer disposition?

JetBlue Airways knows that every fl ight represents an-
other opportunity to satisfy passengers and to win or 
reinforce their loyalty. Based at New York’s JFK Airport, 
JetBlue sent its fi rst jet taxiing down the runway in 
2000 and now fl ies to dozens of U.S. cities plus vacation 
spots in the Caribbean. The airline prides itself on its low 
fares and friendly service with extras that many low-
cost carriers do not offer. Its jets feature roomy leather 
seats, satellite TV and satellite radio for everyone, and 
free Dunkin’ Donuts coffee on all fl ights.

It’s small wonder that loyal customers have voted 
JetBlue to the top of many industry surveys and choose 
to fl y the airline whenever they can. Nor has JetBlue 
been shy about trumpeting its awards and raising cus-
tomers’ expectations for a superior travel experience 
from start to fi nish. Delivering on its service promises 
has helped JetBlue increase its annual revenues to 
nearly $3 billion.

But what happens when JetBlue customers arrive at 
the airport expecting an easy fl ight and instead fi nd 
themselves sleeping in the terminal or trapped on a 
parked jet? This service nightmare started when an ice 
storm struck New York on Valentine’s Day in 2007. Be-
lieving that the storm would soon pass and that some 
fl ights would then be able to take off, JetBlue allowed 

passengers to board nine planes, sealed the doors, and 
sent the jets out toward the runway. As the storm con-
tinued to pound the airport, JetBlue kept the jets 
parked near the runway. The storm raged on, food and 
water ran out, the bathrooms got dirty, but the jets 
stayed put for as long as nine hours, until JetBlue 
brought them back to the terminal and let the angry 
passengers off.

That day, JetBlue canceled more than 250 fl ights 
and stranded thousands of passengers in its JFK termi-
nal. The next day was not much better because JetBlue 
could not get enough planes and crew members to New 
York quickly enough to fl y the stranded passengers to 
their destinations. Nor could planes stuck in New York 
get out to the other cities served by JetBlue, a predica-
ment that disrupted the airline’s entire schedule. Two 
days after the storm, the airline had to halt service to 
11 cities and cancel 23 percent of its fl ights while it 
moved planes and people into position. In all, more 
than 1,000 fl ights were canceled in a fi ve-day period, 
leaving JetBlue customers outraged and frustrated.

However, even as this service nightmare was making 
headlines across the country, the airline’s top execu-
tives were taking steps to unravel the mess, prevent a 
recurrence, and address the fi restorm of customer 

Service Recovery Helps JetBlue Fly Higher

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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 dissatisfaction. “This is going to be a different company 
because of this,” vowed the CEO. “It’s going to be ex-
pensive. But what’s more important is to win back peo-
ple’s confi dence.” Within days, JetBlue announced its 
Customer Bill of Rights, which provides refunds or 
vouchers for customers whose fl ights have been can-
celed or delayed and pledges to get passengers off 
planes if they’ve been waiting to take off for more than 
fi ve hours.

In all, JetBlue paid out $40 million in vouchers and 
refunds to customers affected by the storm. However, 
the bigger challenge was to repair its tarnished reputa-
tion. Just weeks after the storm, BusinessWeek maga-
zine removed JetBlue from its 2007 listing of Customer 
Service Champs; before the crisis, the airline would have 
been number 4. JetBlue kept promoting its Customer Bill 
of Rights, added more customer-service representa-
tives, trained its workforce to deal more effectively with 
delays, and redoubled its efforts to satisfy every 

 customer on every fl ight. These service recovery steps 
are paying off: JetBlue’s revenues have been growing, 
and it captured the number 7 spot on BusinessWeek’s 
listing of Customer Service Champs in 2008.155

Case Questions
 1. Use the disconfi rmation paradigm to explain why 

you think that JetBlue should or should not be rais-
ing customer expectations by promoting its service 
as competitively superior.

 2. How was the speedy implementation of a Customer 
Bill of Rights likely to affect the post-decision feel-
ings of customers holding JetBlue tickets for future 
fl ights?

 3. Were JetBlue customers affected by the storm likely 
to feel dissonance or regret? Why?

 4. Could JetBlue have done anything differently to 
make customers happier?
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Part Four refl ects a “macro” view of 
 consumer behavior, examining how vari-
ous aspects of the consumer’s culture 
 affect behavior. Chapter 12 focuses on 
diversity, specifi cally on the roles that 
age, gender, sexual orientation, and re-
gional, ethnic, and religious infl uences 
play in consumer behavior. Chapter 13 
explores how social class is determined in 
various cultures and how, in turn, it af-
fects consumer decisions and behaviors. 
The chapter also looks at various types of 
households and families and how house-
hold members infl uence acquisition and 
consumption decisions.

The combination of diversity, social 
class, and household infl uences can af-
fect our values, personality, and lifestyle, 
the topics covered in Chapter 14. More-
over, as Chapter 15 explains, our behav-
ior and decisions can be infl uenced by 
certain individuals, specifi c groups (such 
as friends, coworkers, club members) and 
various media. All of these factors infl u-
ence consumer behavior and therefore 
have many implications for marketers.



LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter 
you will be able to

1. Explain how the 
consumer’s age affects 
acquisition, consumption, 
and disposition behavior, and 
why marketers need to 
consider age infl uences when 
planning marketing activities.

2. Describe how gender and 
sexual orientation each 
affects consumer behavior 
and how companies can 
create more effective 
marketing by understanding 
these two infl uences.

3. Discuss how regional, 
ethnic, and religious 
infl uences can affect 
consumer behavior and why 
marketers must consider 
such infl uences when 
targeting specifi c groups.

Connecting with Customers by Focusing 
on  Quinceañera Celebrations

M arketers like the Disneyland Resort, Royal Caribbean Cruises, and Hallmark are con-
necting with Hispanic American consumers by focusing on the quinceañera, the tradi-

tional Hispanic celebration of a girl’s coming of age when she turns 15. Even though their 
families have been in the United States for many generations, numerous Hispanic Americans 
continue the custom of presenting (introducing as an adult) a young lady of 15 in her Cath-
olic church and then at a party for family and friends.

Marketing quinceañera-related offerings has become a $400 million U.S. industry, espe-
cially strong in regions with large Hispanic American populations. Quince Girl, a magazine 
founded in 2005, carries articles and ads to help girls and their parents plan this special cel-
ebration. California’s Disneyland Resort, for example, hosts three big quinceañera celebra-
tions every month, priced at $7,500 and up. Royal Caribbean Cruises partners with travel 
agencies to customize quinceañera cruises for as many as 1,200 people per party. Mattel 
sells a special Quinceañera Barbie, and Hallmark sells quinceañera greeting cards. However, 
even as some Hispanic American teens are looking forward to their quinceañera, others are 
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adopting U.S. customs by choosing a “Sweet 16” party or getting a car rather than celebrat-
ing with a party for their fi fteenth birthday.1

This example illustrates several diversity infl uences that affect consumer behavior, all 
of which are discussed in this chapter (see Exhibit 12.1). First, age and gender can be fac-
tors in acquisition and consumption: A quinceañera triggers many purchases and results 
in the consumption of a variety of offerings. Second, the region in which consumers 
 reside—within the United States or elsewhere in the world—can infl uence their behavior. 
Finally, consumer behavior can vary among subgroups of individuals with unique patterns 
of ethnicity and religion because of their different traditions, customs, and preferences. 
For instance, quinceañera cakes favored by families with roots in Mexico may differ from 
those of families with roots in Chile or Nicaragua. Clearly, to develop and implement ef-
fective marketing strategies and tactics, companies must understand how these diversity 
infl uences affect consumers.
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Marketers often segment consumers by age. The basic logic is that people of the 
same age are going through similar life experiences and therefore share many com-
mon needs, experiences, symbols, and memories, which, in turn, may lead to simi-
lar consumption patterns.2 Regardless of country, age groups are constantly shifting 
as babies are born, children grow up, adults mature, and people die. This section 
opens with an overview of U.S. age trends and continues with an examination of 
four major age groups being targeted by marketers: (1) teens and Generation Y, also 
called the “millenniums”; (2) Generation X; (3) boomers; and (4) seniors.

Age Trends in the United States
The median age of U.S. consumers, which was 30 years in 1980, is currently 
36.4 years, reflecting a huge bulge in the 40- to 60-year-old population. Adults 
aged 18 and over now make up 75 percent of the overall U.S. population (see 
 Exhibit 12.2). Thanks in part to better medical care and healthier lifestyles, people 
are living longer, making the senior market an attractive target for marketers. The 
number of adults aged 20 to 34 (spanning Generations X and Y) had been declin-
ing, but that trend is turning around, opening new opportunities for marketers to 
build and sustain brand loyalty during these critical household formation years.3

Teens and Generation Y
Your own experience may confi rm that this segment has considerable infl uence in 
household purchases and enjoys a good deal of fi nancial independence. Given the 
high number of two-career families and single parents, teens often shop for them-
selves and are responsible for more decisions than previous generations were.4

They tend to do more shopping on weekends, and females shop more than males 
do.5 Friends are a major source of information about products, and socializing is 
one of the major reasons that teens like to shop. Many teens and Gen Yers discuss 

How Age Affects Consumer Behavior
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This chapter examines how diversity infl uences such as age, gender, sexual orientation, the region in 
which one lives, ethnic groups, and religion can affect consumer behavior.Chapter Overview: 

Consumer Diversity

Exhibit 12.1

brands in text messages, instant messages, blogs, social networking, and online 
 reviews.6 Having grown up with recycling, many in this segment consider a prod-
uct’s environmental impact before buying.

A common teen “culture” is spreading around the world, although marketers 
must take care not to overlook localized culture and its effects on teen consumer 
behavior.7 A study of teens in 44 countries reveals common characteristics and 
 attitudes that cross national boundaries in six distinct segments.8 The “Thrills and 
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Chills” segment, including teens in the United States, 
Germany, and other countries, consists of fun-seeking, 
free-spending consumers from middle-class or upper-
class backgrounds. Teens in the “Resigned” segment, 
covering Denmark, Korea, and other countries, are alien-
ated from society and have low expectations of the fu-
ture and of material success. High-aspiration teen 
“World Savers” in Hungary, Venezuela, and several other 
countries are characterized by their altruism and good 
grades. Ambitious teen “Quiet Achievers” in Thailand, 
China, and other nations conform to societal norms. 
“Bootstrappers” in Nigeria, Mexico, the United States, 
and other countries are  family-oriented achievement 
seekers with hopes and dreams for the future. Finally, 
dutiful and conforming “Upholders” in Vietnam, 

 Indonesia, and other nations seek a rewarding family life and uphold traditional 
 values.

Teens as well as consumers born during the years 1979 through 1994 are part of 
Generation Y. Generation Y is media and tech savvy, using PCs, the Internet, cell 
phones, DVD players, and many other high-tech products to communicate, play 
games, do homework, and shop.9 Among consumers under 24 years old, for exam-
ple, the market for cell phones tops $16 billion annually; many in their twenties 
have no phone other than a cell phone.10 Approximately 4 million U.S. consumers 
reach the age of 21 every year, making them eligible for adult offerings such as 
 liquor that are off-limits to younger consumers.11

The number of U.S. teens is expected to reach 30 million by 2015.12 (See Exhibit 12.3.) Their 
personal purchasing power is a substantial $108 billion, not counting $47 billion more in fam-
ily purchases.13 Around the world, the similarity of teens’ tastes, attitudes, and preferences 
for music, movies, clothing, and video games is partly due to popular entertainment and 
partly due to the Internet. Nonetheless, teens in different regions exhibit some differences, a 
phenomenon that marketers must research before addressing local tastes and behaviors.14

Brand loyalty

The fact that initial purchases of many offerings are made during the teenage years is 
also important since brand loyalties established at this time may carry into adulthood. 
For example, 50 percent of female teens have developed cosmetic brand loyalties by the 
age of 15.15 McDonald’s reinforced brand loyalty among teens and twenty-something 
consumers worldwide before the summer Olympic games in Beijing through an online 
multiplayer game called The Lost Ring. “Our goal is really about strengthening our bond 
with the global youth culture,” explained the company’s global chief marketing offi cer.16

Positioning

Some marketers position their products as helpful for dealing with the adolescent pres-
sures of establishing an identity, rebelling, and being accepted by peers. In the United 
Kingdom and in Asia, credit and debit card companies are targeting teens under age 16 
because they are more likely than their parents to use their cards and buy online.17 As 
you know, teens can also be trendsetters, particularly in areas such as fashion and 
music; this is the reason why companies such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi are constantly 

Generation Y Mini population 
explosion from the children of 
baby boomers.

25%

10%

28%

25%

12%
Under 18

18–24

25–44

65 and over

45–64

The U.S. Population 
by Age
Consumers up to the age of 18 
comprise 25 percent of the U.S. 
population; by comparison, con-
sumers aged 65 and older com-
prise just 12 percent of the 
population.

Exhibit 12.2
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 researching what teens want.18 However, teen 
tastes can change very quickly, and popular 
products or stores may become overexposed 
and can quickly lose their cachet.19

Advertising messages

Effective advertising often incorporates sym-
bols, issues, and language to which teens can 
relate. Because music and sports tend to be the 
universal languages of teenagers, popular music 
and sports figures are frequently featured in 
ads. However, teens are often wary of blatant 
attempts to infl uence them.20 Thus, messages 
need to talk to teens, not at them. Furthermore, 
because they have grown up with videos and 
computers, today’s teens seem to process in-
formation faster than older consumers do.21 As 
a result, they prefer short, snappy phrases to 
long-winded explanations. For example, an an-
tismoking ad campaign used the tagline “To-
bacco: tumor-causing, teeth-staining, smelly 
puking habit.”22 Using slang can sometimes be 
dangerous, however, because if a phrase is out-
of-date by the time that the ad appears, the 
offering will look “uncool.” Also, many teenag-
ers are less concerned about advertising than 
they are about price.

Media

Marketers can target Generation Y through 
certain TV networks, TV programs, magazines, 

radio stations, and the Internet.23 Marketers of sports-related products can reach teens 
through special-interest magazines, TV shows, and websites devoted to snowboarding 
and other sports.24 However, teens tend not to be loyal to individual sites  unless there is 
a specifi c appeal. This tendency explains why Nike and Alloy post new videos and inter-
active features to draw teens back to their websites again and again.25

Other marketing activities

Some marketers reach teens through recreation or special events. Heeling Sports, which 
makes sneakers with retractable wheels, sends teen product ambassadors to perform at 
amusement parks, malls, skate parks, and college campuses. It also has its teams post 
videos on YouTube to generate buzz.26 In addition, marketers are rethinking their distri-
bution strategies to get their products into stores where teens and Generation Y con-
sumers shop. For example, Viacom’s Simon Spotlight Entertainment division decided to 
sell teen-oriented books through the clothing chain Urban Outfi tters.27 

Generation X
Individuals born from 1965 to 1976 are often called Generation X. Within this di-
verse group of 49 million, some underachievers at 30 or beyond still hang on to 
their Generation X “angst,” while older members of this group are building careers, 

Generation X Individuals born 
between 1965 and 1976.

Targeting Teens (or 
Generation Y)
This ad for Honda Civic targets 
Generation Y by highlighting 
the music group Panic at 
the Disco (popular with this 
segment).

Exhibit 12.3



 C H A P T E R  12   •  Consumer Diversity 305

having families, and buying homes.28 Nonetheless, Xers who believe that they may 
not be able to match or surpass their parents’ level of success may feel a bit disillu-
sioned and less materialistic than other age groups. In fact, compared with con-
sumers who were 30 to 40 years old a decade ago, fewer Xers own their own homes 
today.29 Nevertheless, they tend to fi nd success and achievement in being at the 
cutting edge of technology and try to balance their work and personal lives.

Some Xers are boomerang kids, returning home to live after college or not moving 
out until they are well into their thirties to save money.30 Because parents pay for 
many essentials, boomerang kids have more discretionary income to spend on enter-
tainment and are more likely to buy items like a new car or electronics than are Xers 
who must pay utility bills and other housing costs. Boomerangers feel less pressure to 
settle down than earlier generations did and often delay marriage. This trend has led 
to closer relationships with parents, who are often seen as friends or roommates. Boo-
merangers also infl uence family decisions to remodel or expand the house, creating 
opportunities for construction fi rms, furniture manufacturers, and other marketers.31

The Generation X market represents more than $120 billion in spending power. This 
group takes the time to research a purchase and likes to customize offerings to their 
personal needs and tastes.32 It is a key segment for music, movies, budget travel, beer 

and alcohol, fast food, clothing, athletic shoes, and 
cosmetics.33 Xers are also important targets for 
marketers of electronic gadgets, online services, and 
other tech- related offerings.

Advertising messages  

Born and bred on TV, Xers tend to be cynical about 
obvious marketing techniques.34 They sometimes fi nd 
objectionable ads that contain exaggerated claims, 
stereotypes, unpopular products like cigarettes and 
alcohol, and sexually  explicit, political, religious, or 
social messages. However, Xers do react positively to 
messages they see as clever or in tune with their val-
ues, attitudes, and interests. For example, Toyota 
uses hip-hop and heavy metal songs in car commer-
cials targeting Xers.35 (See also Exhibit 12.4.)

Media

Marketers can reach Xers through media vehicles 
such as popular or alternative music radio stations 
and network or cable TV, although this group 
watches less TV than other groups do.36 Ads in mu-
sic-related publications and messages displayed at 
concerts, sporting events, and popular vacation 
spots can also be effective. Thus, Mountain Dew, 
among other companies, sponsors extreme sporting 
events and teams to reach Xers through special 
 interests.37 Increasingly, marketers are using the 
 Internet to reach these Web-savvy consumers.38 

Targeting Generation X
This ad for Guitar Hero III 
Mobile should  appeal to mem-
bers of  Generation X. 

Exhibit 12.4
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To promote its car insurance, State Farm has run 
fast-paced ads on Rollingstone.com and other sites 
that target Xers.39 

Boomers
The 78 million baby boomers born between 1946 
and 1964 make up the largest demographic group 
in the United States. Because of their numbers 
and the fact that many are in their peak earning 
years, boomers have a lot of buying power and are 
an influential consumer segment. Although 
boomers are a diverse group, they share many 
common experiences of the 1960s and 1970s, 
when they grew up. Boomers strongly value indi-
vidualism and want the freedom to do what they 
want, when and where they want.40 Most boomers 
grew up with TV and as they get older, tend to 
watch it more. They also spend more time brows-
ing the Internet than other groups do.41

Some researchers have identified five sub-
groups of boomers based on fi ve-year divisions 
(1946–1951, 1951–1956, and so on). Others sug-
gest three subsegments: leading boomers (born 
1946–1950), core boomers (1951–1959), and trail-
ing boomers (1960–1964). Consumers in these 
subgroups have life experiences in common and 
may share more attributes with each other than 
with other segments.42 If this is true, the oldest 
and youngest subgroups would tend to be the 

most different—especially since the oldest are now seniors. Research suggests 
that boomers around the world, like teens around the world, share certain atti-
tudes and values (see Exhibit 12.5). For example, a majority of U.K. boomers be-
lieve that life today is more stressful than it was 50 years ago—a view echoed by 
most boomers in Mexico, France, and Hong Kong.43

Because baby boomers have so much buying power, they are the target for many prod-
ucts and services, including cars, housing, travel, entertainment, recreational equip-
ment, and motor homes.44 Harley-Davidson has profited by producing heavyweight 
motorcycles—priced at $17,000 or more—for this segment.45 Boomers are heavy con-
sumers of fi nancial services as they look toward retirement and simultaneously pay for 
their children’s college educations.46 Time-pressured boomers still like fast food, but 
many are buying gourmet sandwiches from Panera and other restaurant chains as a 
healthier and more varied alternative to burgers and fries.47

Some fi rms are developing offerings specifi cally for the needs of baby boomers. For 
example, apparel marketers have created jeans in larger sizes and different styles to ac-
commodate the middle-aged physique.48 The Chico’s chain has grown to more than 450 
stores by specializing in loose-fitting casual clothing for baby-boom women.49 

Baby boomers Individuals 
born between 1946 and 
1964.

Targeting Boomers
Marketers often try to target and 
appeal to the values of baby 
boomers since they comprise a 
large segment that has great 
economic power. This ad for Paul 
Mitchell is a good example.

Exhibit 12.5
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 Personal care products, fi tness goods and services, cosmetic surgery, and similar offer-
ings are especially attractive to boomers who are sensitive to the idea of aging.50 For 
example, Procter & Gamble has been successful with anti-aging Olay facial creams and 
cleansers for boomer women.51 

Seniors
In the gray market of consumers over 65, women outnumber men because women 
tend to live longer.52 Because information-processing skills tend to deteriorate with 
age, seniors are less likely to search for information and more likely to have diffi -
culty remembering information and making more complex decisions.53 Thus, they 
tend to engage in simpler, more schematic processing.54 Furthermore, poor recog-
nition memory makes some seniors susceptible to the “truth effect” (believing that 
often-repeated statements are true—see Chapter 6).55 As a result, they may need 
help or education when making decisions.56

Seniors represent a critical and growing market for health-related products and ser-
vices and for retirement communities (particularly in warmer states).57 In general, se-
niors tend to be brand-loyal, tend to know more about brands from long-standing 
experience, may not search extensively when planning high-ticket purchases, and have 

less motivation and cognitive capacity to deal with 
new, unfamiliar brands.58

Marketing communications

Marketers can target boomers through the use of 
media geared to this group’s interests, including 
oldies rock ’n’ roll radio and TV programs, activity- 
specifi c publications and TV shows, and lifestyle-re-
lated events such as home shows and sporting 
events.59 Seniors perceive ads with positive older 
role models as more credible than those with 
younger models.60 However, because of America’s 
youth culture, seniors are less likely to appear in 
ads—or to be depicted positively—although this 
situation has been changing over time.61 Therefore, 
ads should show seniors as active, contributing 
members of society (see Exhibit 12.6), and messages 
should focus on only a few key attributes. Also, 
older consumers like and can better recall messages 
that focus on avoiding negative emotions, possibly 
because they want to avoid the negative outcomes 
that are associated with age.62

Specialized sales techniques and promotions

Retailers can design their outlets to provide a more 
age-friendly shopping environment for boomers and 
seniors, with features such as wider aisles and well-
lit aisles and parking lots.63 Seniors value service, a 
factor that explains why the Chico’s retail chain 

Gray market Individuals 
over 65.

Targeting Seniors
Today’s seniors think younger 
than those of previous genera-
tions. This ad targets seniors by 
stressing this value.

Exhibit 12.6
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 offers personalized assistance.64 Marketers in many product and service categories 
offer senior citizen discounts to attract and retain customers in this segment.65 How-
ever, because older consumers who seek social interaction from telemarketing calls may 
not recognize fraudulent offers, education and protection are needed to help this seg-
ment avoid being victimized by scams (as discussed in the online chapter).66 

Clearly males and females can differ in traits, attitudes, and activities that can affect 
consumer behavior. The following sections discuss a few key issues that have been the 
focus of consumer research because complete coverage of the contrasts between men 
and women is beyond the scope of this text. Remember that these sections describe 
only general tendencies, which are subject to considerable individual variation.

Sex Roles
In most cultures, men and women are expected to behave according to sex-role 
norms learned very early in childhood. Until recently, males in Western society were 
expected to be strong, assertive, and emotionless. They were the primary breadwin-
ners and were guided by agentic goals that stress mastery, self-assertiveness, and 
self-effi cacy.67 Women, on the other hand, have been guided more by communal 
goals of forming affi liations and fostering harmonious relations with others and 
have been expected to be relatively submissive, emotional, and home oriented.

On a very general level, men tend to be more competitive, independent, exter-
nally motivated, and willing to take risks.68 Expressing “man-of-action” masculinity 
may take the form of hypercompetitive breadwinner behavior or a rebel approach 
(including entrepreneurial breadwinner behavior).69 In contrast, women tend to be 
cooperative, interdependent, intrinsically motivated, and risk averse. Over time, 
however, female and male roles have been evolving. In particular, more U.S. 
women are delaying marriage and childbearing in favor of building a career. This 
trend has led to higher standards of living for women and to changes in women’s 
attitudes, particularly an emphasis on independence.70 More women are vacation-
ing alone and rejecting traditional roles related to submissiveness, homemaking, 
and sexual inhibition.

Traditional sex roles are changing in many countries, even those that are very con-
servative and male dominated. For example, in India, where arranged marriages are 
still the norm, women’s attitudes toward careers, marriage, and the family are under-
going radical changes as more women build careers—especially in high-tech fi rms—
and seek independence.71 However, sex roles and appropriate behavior may vary from 
one culture to another. In the United States, for example, some men feel uncomfort-
able hugging each other, whereas this behavior is widely accepted in European and 
Latin societies, often as a greeting. Sex roles in ads can provoke differing responses as 
well: For example, women in the Czech Republic react less favorably to ads in which 
female models are depicted in roles that seem superior to those of male models.72

Gender and Sexual Orientation
Gender refers to a biological state (male or female), whereas sexual orientation
reflects a person’s preference toward certain behaviors. Masculine individuals 

Agentic goals Goals that 
stress mastery, self-assertive-
ness, self-effi cacy, strength, 
and no emotion.

Communal goals Goals that 
stress affi liation and fostering 
harmonious relations with 
others, submissiveness, emo-
tionality, and home 
 orientation.

Gender Biological state of 
being male or female.

Sexual orientation A  person‘s 
preference toward certain 
 behaviors.

How Gender and Sexual Orientation 
Affect Consumer Behavior
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(whether male or female) tend to display male- 
oriented traits, and feminine individuals tend 
 toward female characteristics. In addition, some 
individuals can be androgynous, having both 
male and female traits. Sexual orientations are 
important because they can infl uence consumer 
preferences and behavior. For example, women 
who are more masculine tend to prefer ads that 
depict nontraditional women.73

An increasing number of marketers are using 
sexual orientation to target gay and lesbian con-
sumers for a wide range of offerings (Exhibit 12.7). 
In part, this strategy is due to a dramatic rise in the 
number of same-sex U.S. households. According to 
Census Bureau statistics, the United States has more 
than 601,000 same-sex households (304,000 gay 
male couples and 297,000 lesbian couples), primar-
ily in large metropolitan areas such as San Francisco 
and New York City.74 Although gay and lesbian con-
sumers tend to dislike and distrust ad messages 
more than heterosexual consumers do, they are 
likely to respond to sexual orientation symbols in 
advertising, such as red AIDS ribbons, and to ads 
that “refl ect their lives and culture.”75 They respond 
to marketing that they perceive as gay friendly (and 
condemn apparently antigay marketing activities).76

For example, ads promoting Philadelphia tourism 
with the theme “Come to Philadelphia. Get your 
history straight and your nightlife gay” were well re-
ceived by gay consumers.77

Differences in Acquisition and Consumption Behaviors
Despite sex-role changes, men and women still exhibit a number of differences in 
their consumption behaviors. Women are more likely to engage in a detailed, thor-
ough examination of a message and to make extended decisions based on product 
attributes (similar to high MAO decision making), whereas men are selective infor-
mation processors, driven more by overall themes and simplifying heuristics (simi-
lar to low-MAO decision making).78 Men tend to be more sensitive to personally 
relevant information (consistent with agentic goals), and women pay attention to 
both personally relevant information and information relevant to others (consis-
tent with communal goals).79

Whereas men are more likely to use specifi c hemispheres of their brain for cer-
tain tasks (the right side of the brain for visual and the left side for verbal), women 
use both hemispheres of their brain for most tasks. Men also appear to be more 
sensitive to trends in positive emotions experienced during consumption, such as 
feeling enthusiastic and strong, whereas women display a tendency for negative 
emotions, such as feeling scared and nervous.80 In addition, men and women differ 
in the symbolic meaning that they attach to products and services.81 Women are 
more likely to have shared brand stereotypes for fashion goods, whereas men are 
more consistent in their images of automobiles.

Targeting Gay and 
Lesbian Consumers
Companies are increasingly 
 targeting gay and lesbian 
 consumers. A good example is 
this ad for Southwest Airlines.

Exhibit 12.7
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In general, American women see shopping as a pleasurable, stimulating activ-
ity and a way of obtaining social interaction, whereas men see shopping merely 
as a way of acquiring goods and as a chore, especially if they hold traditional sex-
role stereotypes. These patterns also hold true in other countries such as Turkey 
and the Netherlands. Finally, men and women tend to exhibit different eating 
patterns. In particular, women are more likely to engage in compensatory 
 eating—responding to depression or making up for defi ciencies such as a lack of 
social contact by eating.82

Obviously, many products (such as clothing for men and feminine hygiene products for 
women) are geared toward gender-specifi c needs. In addition, certain offerings may be 
perceived as being more appropriate for one gender than for the other. A tie or gun may 
be seen as more masculine, whereas a food processor or hand lotion may be seen as 
more feminine. However, some products are becoming less sex-typed as sex roles 
evolve. For example, more than 12 percent of Harley-Davidson’s motorcycle sales are to 
women, and the company is attracting even more women customers with new, low-
slung bikes and special riding clinics.83 Meanwhile, Nivea is successfully marketing skin-
care products specially formulated for men.84

Targeting a specifi c gender

Marketers often target a particular gender. In Russia, Damskaya vodka targets 24- to 
45-year-old women with a graceful lavender bottle and the ad slogan “Between us 
girls.”85 Lowe’s has renovated its U.S. stores with brighter lighting and more informative 
displays to attract women do-it-yourselfers. “Women are information gatherers—they 
want the stores to be inspirational,” explains a manager.86

Studies show that men and women respond differently to emotional advertising.87 
In line with changing sex roles, men in ads are increasingly shown in emotional and 
caring roles, whereas women are appearing more frequently in important situations 
and professional positions. A study of magazine ads found a similar trend in Japan as 
well.88 Yet traditional roles have not disappeared: In China, where women are increas-
ingly assertive and independent, men are now drawn to marketing that “suggest[s] or 
reinforce[s] a feeling of control,” says an advertising agency manager.89 Research 
shows that ads targeting men for a gender-specific product such as perfume (pur-
chased as a gift) are more effective when a male spokesperson is used. In contrast, 
ads targeting women who buy perfume for themselves are more effective with a fe-
male spokesperson.90

Media patterns

Some sex differences still exist in media patterns. Marketers can reach men through cer-
tain TV programs, especially sports, and magazines such as Sports Illustrated,  Esquire, and 
car and motorcycle publications. To reach female fi tness enthusiasts in Malaysia, Nike has 
sponsored special events with demonstrations of kickboxing, wall climbing, and other 
sports.91 Women are more likely than men to watch soap operas and home shopping net-
works, a tendency that explains why women’s personal care products are often advertised 
in these media.92 Some companies are launching websites for gender-specifi c products or a 
gender-specifi c audience, such as NikeWomen.com. 

Compensatory eating  
Making up for depression or 
lack of social contact by 
 eating.
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Because people tend to work and live in the same area, residents in one part of the 
country can develop patterns of behavior that differ from those in another area. For 
example, a consumer from New England might enjoy lobster and skiing, whereas 
someone from Texas may prefer barbecues and rodeos. This section explores how 
the region in which people live can affect their consumer behavior, both within the 
United States and in various regions across the world.

Regions Within the United States
Although we can speak of an overall American culture, the United States is a vast 
country in which various regions have developed distinctive identities based on 
differing ethnic and cultural histories. For example, California and the Southwest 
were originally part of Mexico and therefore refl ect a Mexican character; the South-
west also has Native American and frontier roots. The eastern seaboard from New 
England to Georgia refl ects the region’s roots as the original 13 British colonies. The 
great expanses of the West and Northwest are refl ected in the free-spirited person-
alities of these regions, and the Deep South from Louisiana to Florida owes some of 
its character to agriculture as well as to the Confederacy’s rebellion during the Civil 
War. Finally, the Midwest is noted for its farms and agriculture.

These statements represent very broad generalizations. Although each region 
also has many unique infl uences and variations that are too numerous to men-
tion, regional differences can affect consumption patterns. Immigration patterns, 
such as a large number of Mexican-born consumers moving into California and 
Texas, can add ethnic infl uences to certain regions as well.93 For instance, due to a 
strong Mexican influence, consumers in the Southwest prefer spicy food and 
dishes such as tortillas and salsa (see Exhibit 12.8). Interestingly, some Tex-Mex 

How Regional Infl uences Affect Consumer Behavior

Regional Infl uences
Sometimes strong regional 
 infl uences can spread to other 
areas. For example, chips and 
salsa are a popular appetizer in 
Mexican restaurants in the 
Southwest. In turn, these restau-
rants are popular throughout 
the United States and in other 
parts of the world.

Exhibit 12.8
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foods, including  nachos and chili dogs, were fi rst developed in the United States 
and then became popular in Mexico.94

Because considerable variation exists in values and lifestyles among consumers 
within a region, researchers have looked for ways to describe consumers on the 
basis of more specifi c characteristics, a technique called clustering.

Clustering is based on the principle that “birds of a feather fl ock together.”95

This notion suggests that consumers in the same neighborhood tend to buy the 
same types of cars, homes, appliances, and other products or services.96 Systems 
such as Mosaic (from Experian) and PRIZM NE (from Claritas) group areas and 
neighborhoods into more precise clusters based on consumers’ similarities on de-
mographic and consumption characteristics. These systems can defi ne a cluster 
according to similarity of income, education, age, household type, degree of urban-
ity, attitudes, and product/service preferences, including the type of car owned and 
preferred radio format.

For example, PRIZM NE has identifi ed 66 U.S. consumer segments. Here is a 
sampling:97

Upper Crust. d  This segment consists of wealthy couples who are 45 years old or 
older, live in suburban areas, and have at least a college education.

Urban Achievers.  d These are lower-middle-income, city-dwelling single consum-
ers who are under 35 years old and have a high school or college education.

Kid Country, USA. d  This segment consists of lower-middle-income families 
 living in towns, headed by adults under the age of 45 who have a high school 
education.

Mobility Blues.  d These downscale consumers live in smaller cities, are under the 
age of 35, and have a high school education.

Marketers can develop an offering or communication to appeal to different regions of 
the United States. McDonald’s sells bratwurst in Minnesota, burritos in California, and 
lobster sandwiches in Maine.98 Many marketers in Texas infuse their ads with a western 
flavor, whereas ads directed toward the East Coast may take on a more urban theme. 
Also, some products are identified with certain regions: Florida orange juice, Hawaiian 
macadamia nuts, Maine lobsters, and Texas beef are a few examples. Smaller firms ca-
tering to local tastes can develop a loyal following in certain regions. Even though 
 Frito-Lay sells more potato chips across America than all of its smaller competitors 
combined, Utz potato chips are popular in Pennsylvania and Jays potato chips are 
 popular in Chicago.99

Marketers can use clustering systems to help fi nd new customers, learn what their 
customers like, develop new products, buy advertising, locate store sites, and target 
consumers through media.100 The Gannett newspaper chain has successfully boosted 
response levels by using PRIZM to target direct-mail subscription promotions.101 Retail-
ers can use clustering to identify neighborhoods of consumers most likely to purchase 
certain merchandise. Petco, which sells pet products, uses clustering to pinpoint neigh-
borhoods where home ownership is high because “usually renters don’t own animals,” a 
manager says.102 Clustering systems are also available for other countries. Experian’s 
Global Mosaic system clusters consumers into a few common lifestyle categories so 
that global marketers can target consumers with similar characteristics in different 
parts of the world.103 

Clustering The grouping of 
consumers according to com-
mon characteristics using 
 statistical techniques.
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Regions Across the World
Clearly, the area of the world in which a consumer resides can infl uence con-
sumption patterns; as we have learned, cross-cultural variations exist in just 
about every aspect of consumer behavior. For instance, the most Coca-Cola is 
consumed in North America, followed by Latin America and the European com-
munity. The lowest consumption occurs in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. 
Some nations are strongly associated with certain products (such as beer in 
 Germany and sushi in Japan) while the consumption of specifi c types of prod-
ucts is forbidden in other regions. Drinking alcohol and smoking are not allowed 
in Muslim countries, and religious restrictions forbid the consumption of pork 
in Israel and beef in India.

Cultural infl uences also affect behaviors such as patience. Consumers in West-
ern cultures tend to be less patient and value immediate consumption more than 
consumers in Eastern cultures do, for instance.104 In a broader sense, the ways in 
which cultures differ can affect how consumers think and behave. These differ-
ences can be viewed along three main dimensions:

Individualism versus collectivism d . Consumers from cultures high in individualism 
(many Western cultures) put more emphasis on themselves as individuals than as 
part of the group; consumers from cultures high in collectivism (many Eastern 
cultures) emphasize connections to others rather than their own individuality.105

Marketers might apply this distinction to the way in which they depict consumers 
in ads for each culture—as ruggedly individual or as part of a group, for instance.

Horizontal versus vertical orientation.  d Consumers from cultures with a hori-
zontal orientation value equality, whereas consumers from cultures with a ver-
tical orientation put more emphasis on hierarchy.106 This distinction is 
especially important to marketers of status-symbol products that will appeal to 
consumers infl uenced by vertical orientation.

Masculine versus feminine.  d Consumers from masculine cultures (such as the 
United States) tend to be more aggressive and focused on individual advance-
ment; in contrast, consumers from feminine cultures (such as Denmark) tend 
to be more concerned with social relationships.107 Therefore, advertising with 
aggressive themes is more likely to strike a chord in masculine cultures than in 
feminine cultures.

All the consumers in a particular culture may not be affected by cultural infl u-
ences in the same way, however. The extent of the infl uence depends on how each 
consumer processes information and the personal knowledge that he or she relies 
on when making a judgment.108

Marketers need to understand global differences in consumer behavior so that they can 
alter marketing strategy, where necessary, to appeal to specifi c regions and countries. 
For example, money-back guarantees give U.S. consumers confidence, but Latin 
 Americans do not believe them because they never expect to get their money back. Also, 
the strategies of using famous endorsers or being the offi cial product of a sporting 
event are much more effective in Venezuela and Mexico than in the United States.

Many companies adjust their marketing activities to accommodate global consumer 
differences.109 To draw consumers in Japan, where stores are generally small, Office 
Depot had to downsize its cavernous warehouse stores and reduce the number of 
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 offi ce-supply products on the shelves.110 And Procter & Gamble developed different ver-
sions of a TV ad for Pampers disposable diapers to account for variations in slang and 
accent in different regions of the German-speaking world. Not heeding important cross-
cultural differences can embarrass a company and cause its products to fail. In  Germany, 
Vicks had to change its brand name to Wicks because the former term is slang for sexual 
intercourse. Finally, marketers should remember that, as in the United States, consum-
ers in different parts of one country may exhibit different types of consumer behavior 
(see, for example, Exhibit 12.9). Consumers in Beijing and Shanghai prefer different 
foods, for instance— differences common in many of China’s 2,000 cities.111 

Regional Marketing
McDonald’s adapts its promo-
tions to different regions of the 
world. This Hello Kitty plush 
doll giveaway was popular in 
Asian regions such as Hong 
Kong.

Exhibit 12.9

Ethnic infl uences are another major factor that affects consumer behavior. It is im-
portant to emphasize that the generalizations about ethnic groups discussed in this 
chapter are only broad group tendencies and may or may not apply to individual 
consumers. Marketing to any consumer group requires careful research to get be-
yond stereotypes and to identify specifi c characteristics and behavioral patterns 
that can be addressed using appropriate strategies and tactics.

Individuals from many different cultures have come to America over the years. 
This long history of immigration has created not only a unique national culture but 
also a number of subcultures or ethnic groups within the larger society. Members of 
these ethnic groups share a common heritage, set of beliefs, religion, and  experiences 
that set them apart from others in society. Larger groups include the Hispanic, 
 African American, Asian, Italian, Irish, Jewish, Scandinavian, and Polish subcultures.

These groups are bound together by cultural ties that can, in turn, strongly in-
fl uence consumer behavior. Moreover, through the process of acculturation, mem-
bers of a subculture must learn to adapt to the host culture. During acculturation, 
consumers acquire knowledge, skills, and behavior through social interaction, by 
modeling the behavior of others, and through reinforcement or receipt of rewards 

Ethnic groups Subcultures 
with a similar heritage and 
values.

Acculturation Learning how 
to adapt to a new culture.

How Ethnic Infl uences Affect Consumer Behavior



 C H A P T E R  12   •  Consumer Diversity 315

for certain behaviors.112 Acculturation is strongly infl uenced by family, friends, and 
institutions such as the media, place of worship, and school and combines with 
traditional customs to form a unique consumer culture. Meanwhile, members of a 
larger culture who like to learn about new cultures and think that cultural diversity 
is important will, at times, adopt a subculture’s ethnic-oriented products.113 Racism 
can have the opposite effect, prompting racist consumers to avoid products associ-
ated with particular ethnic groups.114

Ethnic Groups Within the United States
The majority of U.S. consumers (commonly referred to as Anglos) can trace their 
ancestry back to one or more European nations. However, immigration and popu-
lation trends are leading to greater diversity within the United States. By 2010, the 
three largest ethnic groups within the U.S. population will be Hispanic Americans 
(15.5 percent of the population), African Americans (13.1 percent), and Asian 
Americans (4.6 percent).115 By 2030, nearly half of the youth population of the 
United States will be non-Anglo—primarily Hispanic (see Exhibit 12.10).116

Clearly, U.S. population trends have huge implications for marketers. Collectively, 
the three main U.S. subcultures will soon control nearly $4 trillion in buying power as 
these groups continue to grow much faster than the general U.S. population.117 Small 
wonder that many fi rms are targeting certain ethnic groups with  appropriate market-
ing approaches. However, marketers need not focus on only one group. They can 
 target several cultures at the same time.

Multicultural marketing, the use of strategies that simultaneously appeal to a 
variety of cultures, is quite popular. SoftSheen-Carson, which originally specialized 
in hair-care products for African American consumers, has broadened its focus 
through multicultural marketing. “Because we are a culture that comes in many 
hues,” says the fi rm’s president, “the advertising should be refl ective of the multi-
hues that we come in.”118 This approach requires both long-term commitment and 
consideration of ethnic groups from the outset, not as an afterthought.119

Multicultural marketing 
Strategies used to appeal to a 
variety of cultures at the same 
time.

Ethnic Composition 
of Under-18 U.S. 
Consumers
In the coming years, the non-
Anglo youth population will 
continue to grow much faster 
than the Anglo youth popula-
tion in the United States. By 
2030, non-Anglo youngsters 
under 18 will comprise nearly 
half of the total U.S. youth 
 population.

Exhibit 12.10

Total Youth

Hispanic

Non-Hispanic White

Non-Hispanic Black

Other Non-Hispanic

Asian/
Pacific Islander

71.0 mil

11.3 (16%) 13.7 (16%)

45.2 (64%) 42.7 (59%)

10.7 (15%)

3.2 (5%)

0.7 (1%)

11.3 (16%)

4.0 (6%)

0.7 (1%)

17.2 (22%)

42.4 (55%)

12.2 (16%)

5.0 (7%)

0.8 (1%)

21.0 (25%)

42.3 (51%)

13.2 (16%)

6.1 (7%)

0.9 (1%)

72.5 mil

(in millions, % of total youth)

2010

77.6 mil

2020

83.4 mil

2030

+18%

+85%

–6%

+24%

+94%

+27%

% CHANGE
(2001–2030)2001

We are the World

(UNDER AGE 18)

Ethnic kids and teens are fueling growth in the youth market.

Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; calculations by American Demographics



316 P A R T  F O U R   •  The Consumer’s Culture

Hispanic American Consumers
Hispanic Americans represent one of the largest, most diverse, and fastest-growing 
ethnic groups in the United States today, more than 42 million strong with a me-
dian age of 27, well below the overall U.S. median age of 36.4.120 This subculture 
can be divided into four major groups: Mexican Americans (58.5 percent), living 
primarily in the Southwest and California; Puerto Ricans (9.6 percent), centered in 
New York; Central and Southern Americans (8.6 percent); and Cuban Americans 
(3.5 percent), located primarily in southern Florida.121

Hispanics can also be divided into several groups based on their level of accul-
turation to the host culture: (1) the acculturated, who speak mostly English and 
have a high level of assimilation; (2) the bicultural, who can function in either 
 English or Spanish; and (3) the traditional, who speak mostly Spanish.122 The rate 
of acculturation can be slow, usually taking four generations because 80 percent of 
all Hispanics marry other Hispanics. Yet some Hispanic Americans resist assimila-
tion and desire to maintain their ethnic identity.123

   The consumer’s level of acculturation affects consumption patterns, as does 
the intensity of ethnic identification.124 Consumers who strongly identify with 
their ethnic group and are less acculturated into the mainstream culture are more 
likely to exhibit the consumption patterns of the ethnic group. Strong Hispanic 
identifi cation leads to a higher level of husband-dominant decisions (discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter 13).125 Furthermore, strong identifi ers are more likely to be 
infl uenced by radio ads, billboards, family members, and coworkers and are less 
likely than weak identifi ers to use coupons.126

Hispanic Americans have a combined buying power of more than $800 billion.127  Marketers 
are using a variety of activities to serve this segment, as the following  examples show.

Product development

Marketers are building customer loyalty by developing offerings specifi cally for Hispanic 
Americans. Frito-Lay created zestier Doritos snacks for the Hispanic American segment. 
Within a year, the products were ringing up more than $100 million in annual sales.128 
California-based Newhall Laboratories specializes in fruit-scented hair-care products 
developed especially for Hispanic American consumers.129

Media targeting

Because Hispanic Americans tend to be concentrated in certain areas and share a com-
mon language, many can be targeted in Spanish-language media, including TV, radio, 
print, billboards, and websites. Thus, when Miller Brewing wanted to boost sales of its 
beer to Hispanic Americans, it arranged with the Spanish-language TV network Univision 
to sponsor World Cup soccer matches and boxing programs.130 ESPN Deportes airs 
sports programming to appeal to specifi c subsegments of the Hispanic American mar-
ket, such as Mexican soccer matches and Dominican baseball games.131

Advertising messages

More marketers are developing ads targeting Hispanic Americans, including Procter & 
 Gamble, AT&T, and  Toyota.132 Advertising is particularly important in this segment because 
many Hispanics prefer prestigious or nationally advertised brands (see Exhibit 12.11). 
When Hanes started an ad campaign targeting Hispanic consumers in Chicago and San 
Antonio, its pantyhose sales increased by 8 percent.133

Intensity of ethnic identifi ca-
tion How strongly people 
identify with their ethnic 
group.
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Hispanic Americans tend to react positively to 
ads using ethnic spokespeople, who are perceived as 
more trustworthy, leading to consumers’ having 
more positive attitudes toward the brand being ad-
vertised.134 This strategy is most effective in envi-
ronments in which ethnicity is more salient (i.e., the 
group is in the minority).135 Ads that draw attention 
to ethnicity can trigger “ethnic self-awareness” and 
generate more favorable responses from the tar-
geted group.136  Marketers who develop ads specifi-
cally for Hispanic Americans or other groups should 
realize that  although members of the overall culture 
also may be exposed to the ads, they are unlikely to 
react in the same way as the targeted group does 
because they are less familiar with the cues in the 
ads.137 Also, some advertisers try to make ethnic 
representation in ads proportional to the group’s 
size relative to the general population.138

Accommodation theory can also apply when 
marketers develop advertising for Hispanics. This 
theory predicts that the more effort a source puts 
into communicating with a group— for example, by 
using role models and the native language— the 
greater the response by members of this group and 
the more positive their feelings. Therefore, advertis-
ing in Spanish increases perceptions of the compa-
ny’s sensitivity toward and solidarity with the 
Hispanic community, creating consumers’ positive 
feelings toward the brand and the fi rm.139

However, using Spanish messages exclusively can lead to negative ad perceptions. 
Many ads directed toward Hispanic Americans are delivered in English because these 
consumers are often bilingual or highly acculturated. An even more effective strategy 
may involve using both English and Spanish, the method employed by Anheuser-Busch 
when it plans its TV commercials for Hispanic Americans.140 When an ad targeting 
 Hispanic Americans mixes English and Spanish, it is likely to be more persuasive if the 
text is mainly in Spanish with one word switched to English instead of mainly in English 
with one Spanish word. Note that consumers may like a code-switching message less if 
it mixes words incorrectly.141

Distribution

More marketers are tailoring distribution to Hispanic American consumers. La Curacao 
department stores in Los Angeles and Carnival grocery stores in Texas are two of the 
many retailers that target Hispanic American shoppers.142 Building on this subculture’s 
focus on the family, the Target retail chain positions children’s clothing near the front 
of its stores in areas with a high Hispanic American population.143 

African American Consumers
More than 39 million African Americans live in the United States, with a median 
age of 30 years old (compared with the overall U.S. population median age of 36.4 
years old).144 African Americans represent a large and diverse group consisting of 
many subsegments across different levels of income and education, occupations, 

Accommodation theory The 
more effort one puts forth in 
trying to communicate with 
an ethnic group, the more 
positive the reaction.

Hispanic American 
Consumers
Some marketers target specifi c 
subcultures. This ad for Nestlé 
Juicy Juice targets Hispanic 
consumers.

Exhibit 12.11
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and regions. Among African American households, nearly 30 percent have an in-
come of $50,000 or higher, 46 percent are homeowners, and more are single-parent 
families headed by women than are found in the general population. The South is 
home to more than half of all African American consumers, with a high proportion 
living in major urban areas. Nearly 15 percent of African Americans have college 
degrees, compared with 24 percent of the overall U.S. population.145

As with any subculture, African American consumers have some similarities to 
the general population and also differ in certain ways. For example, African 
 Americans are more likely to believe that people should feel free to live, dress, and 
look the way that they want to.146 They also do not necessarily aspire to assimilate 
with the majority culture.147 However, as incomes rise, a strong desire to preserve a 
cultural identity also develops. A defi ning element in the consumption patterns of 
African Americans is the importance of style, self-image, and elegance. Consump-
tion patterns are also related to a strong desire to be recognized and show status. 
According to research, African Americans often buy premium brands of boys’ 
 clothing to make a statement about themselves.148

African American consumers have a total buying power exceeding $800 billion.149 They 
respond positively to offerings and communications targeted toward them and are less 
likely to trust or buy brands that are not advertised.150

Product development

Many marketers focus primarily on products for the unique needs of the African 
 American market. For example, SoftSheen-Carson and African Pride have created 
 hair-care brands for this market.151 Marketers that make products for the broader U.S. 
population are now branching out to also design products specifi cally for black consum-
ers, as evidenced by clothing manufacturers that are designing styles deemed more 
fl attering for the physique of African American women.

Media targeting

African Americans watch more TV and have more positive attitudes toward ads than do 
Anglo consumers.152 Research shows that strong ethnic identifi ers among African  American 
consumers act more positively than weak identifiers to ads placed in racially targeted 
 media.153 In fact, 82.3 percent of African American consumers seek out information from 
magazines specifi cally aimed at them.154 Thus, the Lincoln Navigator SUV is marketed to 
African American consumers through ads in Black Enterprise, Ebony, and other magazines 
with high readership in this segment.155 TV networks such as Black  Entertainment Televi-
sion and targeted websites such as BET.com also reach this  segment.156

Advertising messages

Some of the largest U.S. advertisers, including General Motors, Procter & Gamble, and 
Johnson & Johnson, are investing in ad campaigns specifically for this segment.157 
As noted earlier, subcultures such as African Americans will identify more strongly and 
have more positive evaluations when the advertising source is of the same ethnic 
group as the target.158 Therefore, marketers must take the unique values and expec-
tations of  African Americans into account when planning communications, especially 
since consumers in this  segment pay attention to the ways that they are represented 
in ads.159
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Marketers must also be aware of the effect 
that  African American models and actors in ads 
may have on consumers outside the targeted 
segment. According to Coors’s director of eth-
nic marketing, the company’s targeted adver-
tising has boosted the beer’s overall sales, not 
just its sales to African American consumers, 
“because African  American consumers in urban 
markets have a lot of infl uence on what’s cool 
with the general market.”160 On the other hand, 
one study found that some Anglo consumers 
had less favorable attitudes and were less likely 
to purchase the product when ads featured 
 African American rather than Anglo actors.161 
This problem is more pronounced when Anglo 
consumers are prejudiced toward non-Anglos. 
Yet research suggests that younger Anglo con-
sumers are more accepting of non-Anglo 
 actors, a factor that may reduce the problem 
over time.162

Distribution

Marketers can also adjust distribution strate-
gies to appeal to African American consumers. 
In areas where African Americans represent 
more than 20 percent of the population, J.C. 
Penney has developed “Authentic African Bou-
tiques” that offer clothing, handbags, hats, and 
other accessories imported from Africa. 

Asian American Consumers
America’s 12 million Asian Americans are the third largest and the fastest growing 
major subculture in the country, with a median age of 33.2 years old.163 The largest 
concentrations are in California cities, New York City and its suburbs, and Hawaii, 
where more than 65 percent of the population is of Asian descent. Growth has also 
been high in other urban areas, including Chicago and Washington, D.C.164 The 
Asian American community consists of people from more than 29 countries, from 
the Indian subcontinent to the Pacifi c Ocean, each with its own values and cus-
toms. The six largest groups include immigrants from China, the Philippines, India, 
Korea, Vietnam, and Japan.165 In light of this tremendous diversity, marketers 
should research the specifi c subsegment they wish to target.

One common denominator of most Asian cultures is the strong emphasis on the 
family, tradition, and cooperation.166 These consumers shop frequently and enjoy 
shopping with friends. They want brand names and are willing to pay for top quality, 
even though they react positively to bargains. Also, Asian Americans frequently rec-
ommend offerings to friends and relatives.167 For example, Consolidated Restaurants 
in Seattle ran a two-week campaign in Japanese on mainstream radio stations. 
“We know there is a signifi cant Japanese population that’s bilingual and they’re going 
to talk to each other,” says the marketer behind the campaign.168 Asian Americans 
are more than twice as likely as the average consumer to check prices and products 

Marketing to African 
American Consumers
Some communications target 
African-American consumers 
like this one for Black Enterprise 
magazine.

Exhibit 12.12
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on the Internet before they buy.169 Consumers in this group also tend to save money, 
be highly educated, have higher computer literacy, and hold a higher percentage of 
professional and managerial jobs than the general population does.170 More than half 
live in integrated suburbs as opposed to ethnic areas such as a Chinatown, and most 
tend to be highly assimilated by the second and third generations.

Because Asian Americans are a rapidly growing group with buying power approaching 
$450 billion in annual purchases, this subculture is attractive to many marketers.171 An-
other reason for the attraction is that the median income of Asian Americans is nearly 
$55,000, well above the overall U.S. median income of $43,000. Moreover, 22 percent of 
Asian American households have an annual income of $100,000 or more, compared with 
14 percent of overall U.S. households earning at this income level.172

Product and service development

Marketers are increasingly developing more offerings for Asian Americans.173 To 
 accommodate 48 busloads of Asian Americans who go to Mohegan Sun in Connecticut 
every day from Boston and New York, the casino has created a special section featuring 
46 tables of Asian games like Sic Bo plus food kiosks styled like Hong Kong street 
 vendors.174 Yet caution is needed to avoid missteps: One company mistakenly offered golf 
balls in a four-pack instead of the usual three-pack, not knowing that the word four is un-
lucky because it sounds similar to the word for death in both Japanese and Chinese.

Media targeting

To reach this diverse group, marketers often use native-language newspapers, magazines, 
broadcast and cable TV, radio, and the Internet. Ford has employed this strategy, placing 
newspaper ads in Mandarin, Korean, and Cantonese and running TV commercials in 

 Cantonese, Mandarin, and Vietnamese.175 
Charles Schwab has a Chinese-language  version 
of its brokerage website, and HSBC, a global 
bank, has sponsored the Chinese-language 
World Cup soccer site.176 (See also Exhibit 12.13.)

Advertising messages

Messages delivered to Asian Americans in their 
native language are often more effective than 
those delivered in English. Despite the diversity 
of languages within this subculture, marketers 
may find the effort worthwhile when many 
consumers from a single subgroup are concen-
trated in an area. For instance, Toyota dealers 
in  Seattle air commercials on the International 
Channel in Mandarin, Cantonese, Tagalog, 
 Vietnamese, and  Korean.177 Taking advantage 
of the popularity of Yao Ming and other bas-
ketball stars recruited from China, the National 
 Basketball Association has promoted the sport 
with ads in Chinese-language newspapers in 

Asian American 
Consumers
Some media target Asian Amer-
ican consumers. Here is Ford’s 
Chinese-language version of its 
website.

Exhibit 12.13
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Ethnic Subcultures 
Around the World
Ethnic subcultures exist in many 
countries, including Thailand, 
where 10 percent of the popula-
tion has Chinese roots.

Exhibit 12.14

six U.S. cities.178 Asian Americans tend to respond to subtle messages that focus on tradi-
tion, the family, and cooperation as well as to ads featuring Asian models.179

Promotions and distribution

Linking promotions and signage to the language, interests, or lifestyles of a particular 
Asian American group can be quite successful. The Pacifi c Place shopping center in Seat-
tle draws Japanese American shoppers by printing coupons and special offers in  English 
on one side and Japanese on the other. After the Boston Red Sox signed  Japanese base-
ball star Daisuke Matsuzaka, some restaurants and businesses put up signs in Japanese 
to attract Japanese American fans on their way to Fenway Park.180 

Ethnic Groups Around the World
Ethnic subcultures exist in many nations. Although it is beyond the scope of this 
book to discuss each of the numerous ethnic groups around the world, a few 
 examples illustrate their importance and the challenges and opportunities of 
reaching specifi c groups within a particular country.

In Canada, the French-speaking subculture has unique motivations and buying 
habits.181 Compared with the rest of the Canadian population, French Canadians 
use more staples for original or “scratch” cooking; drink more soft drinks, beer, 
wine, and instant beverages; and consume fewer frozen vegetables, diet drinks, and 
hard liquor. Patriotism and ethnic pride are extremely strong, and these themes 
have been successfully incorporated into marketing to this subculture by 
 McDonald’s, KFC, and others.182

The former Soviet Union was a diverse country, with more than 100 different 
ethnic groups speaking more than 50 different languages. The breakup of this large 
nation yielded a number of countries with strong ethnic cores, including Russia, 
the Baltic countries (Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia), Belorussia, and Ukraine.

In Thailand more than 80 percent of the population is of Thai origin, but several 
sizable ethnic subcultures still fl ourish. The largest, 10 percent of the population, 
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has Chinese roots (Exhibit 12.14), and this segment has infl uenced the Thai culture 
to a significant degree.183 Chinese consumers in Thailand exert a powerful eco-
nomic force because they own many businesses; their infl uence is also felt in art, 
religion, and food. Other, smaller, ethnic groups in Thailand include people of 
 Laotian, Indian, and Burmese origin.

India has a diverse ethnic population, with more than 80 languages and 120 di-
alects spoken in the country. Some villagers need travel only 30 miles from home to 
reach a destination where they are not able to speak the language. KFC and Pizza 
Hut, both owned by Yum Brands, have done well in India by customizing their 
American-style menus to the tastes of consumers in specifi c cities, using local in-
gredients and fl avors that appeal to each subsegment.184

A fi nal type of subculture is based on religious beliefs. Religion provides people 
with a structured set of beliefs and values that serve as a code of conduct or guide 
to behavior. It also provides ties that bind people together and make one group dif-
ferent from another. According to research, the majority of Americans are either 
Protestant or Catholic. In comparison, only a small fraction of Americans identify 
themselves as being Jewish, Mormon, Muslim, or a follower of another religion.185

Although individual differences certainly come into play, some religious influ-
ences or traditions can affect consumer behavior. Born-again Christians, for instance, 
are less likely to buy on credit, purchase national brands, or attend rock concerts and 
movies.186 Religion can also prevent consumption of certain products or services. 
Mormons are prohibited from using liquor, tobacco, and caffeine, including cola. 
 Orthodox Jews do not eat pork or shellfi sh, and all meat and poultry to be consumed 
must be certifi ed as kosher. Muslims cannot eat pork or drink liquor. Catholic con-
sumers may choose to abstain from eating meat on Fridays during the season of Lent.

Religious subcultures are clearly present in many parts of the world. In India, for 
example, most of the population is Hindu, but large groups of Muslims, Christians, 
and Sikhs exhibit different patterns of consumption. Because Hindus are predomi-
nantly vegetarian, Indian manufacturers of food and cosmetics must use vegetable-
based rather than animal-based oils and shortening in their products. The Sikh 
religion forbids the consumption of beef and tobacco, and the sales of such products 
are low in areas where many Sikhs live. Finally, the color green has signifi cance for 
Muslims, a factor that has led to its frequent use on product packages for this group.

Marketers can segment the market by focusing on religious affi liation, delivering tar-
geted messages and promotions or using certain media to deliver them. They can target 
Christian consumers through religious radio stations, cable TV networks, and TV 
 programs, which reach millions of U.S. consumers. A number of marketers reach Chris-
tian consumers through Salem Communications’ Christian music radio stations, publica-
tions, and websites.187 In addition, marketers can advertise in one of the many 
publications geared to specifi c religious affi liations.

Marketing tactics should demonstrate understanding and respect for the targeted 
group’s beliefs and customs, a strategy that will also generate positive word of mouth. 
Wal-Mart met with local Islamic leaders for two years before opening a Supercenter near 

The Infl uence of Religion
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Detroit with foods and other products appropriate for the many Muslim consumers in 
the area. Most of the new store’s employees speak at least two languages, so they can 
assist shoppers from many backgrounds. Wal-Mart has even asked Hallmark to develop 
greeting cards specifi cally for Muslim consumers.188

Marketers can also distribute religious products through specialized stores such as 
King’s House in Scottsdale, Arizona. More religious institutions are opening gift shops, 
snack bars, and even fi tness centers, providing distribution opportunities for suitable 
goods and services.189 Some marketers use religious themes in their marketing efforts, 
such as selling special products or packages during religious holidays. However, some 
marketers avoid products or messages with overt religious meaning. The teen retail 
chain Hot Topic will not sell clothing bearing religious symbols. “If someone who isn’t 
familiar with our store walks by our window display and is offended by what [he or she 
sees], we won’t carry it,” explains the general merchandise manager.190 

Summary

Six major aspects of consumer diversity have impor-
tant effects on consumer behavior: age, gender, sexual 
orientation, regional differences, ethnic differences, 
and religious differences. Age is a key factor because 
people of the same age have similar life experiences, 
needs, symbols, and memories that may lead to simi-
lar consumption patterns. Teens and Generation Y 
consumers in their twenties have signifi cant spending 
power and infl uence family purchasing. Generation X 
consumers were born between 1965 and 1976. Baby 
boomers, born from 1946 to 1964, are the largest age 
category in the United States. Seniors are the 50-and-
older segment.

   Gender differences also affect consumer behav-
ior, including the infl uence of changing sex roles. Men 
and women differ in terms of their consumer traits, 
information-processing styles, decision-making styles, 
and consumption patterns. In addition, more market-
ers are using sexual orientation to target gay and les-
bian consumers for various goods and services.

   Consumption patterns may differ in various re-
gions of the United States and the world, leading 
some marketers to tailor their strategies specifi cally to 
these regions. Clustering helps marketers describe 
consumers in different regions based on similar de-
mographic and consumption characteristics rather 
than on geographic location only. The three largest 
U.S. ethnic groups are African Americans, Hispanic 
Americans, and Asian Americans. Many marketers are 
taking a multicultural approach, trying to appeal to 
several subcultures instead of just one. Finally, 
 religious  values and customs can infl uence consumer 

behavior and form the basis of some marketing strat-
egies.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. What type of U.S. consumers are in the Generation 
X, Generation Y, and baby boomer segments?

 2. What is the difference between gender and sexual 
orientation, and why is this distinction important 
for marketers?

 3. What is clustering, and why do marketers use it?

 4. What are the three main subcultures within the 
U.S. population?

 5. How do acculturation and intensity of ethnic iden-
tifi cation affect consumer behavior?

 6. Defi ne the accommodation theory, and explain its 
importance for marketers who target Hispanic 
Americans.

 7. Why would a company adopt multicultural mar-
keting rather than target a single subculture?

 8. Why do marketers have to consider regional infl u-
ences when targeting consumers within the United 
States or in another country?

 9. Identify some of the ways in which religion can in-
fl uence consumer behavior.

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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The fi rst time that New Jersey–based Campbell Soup 
tried to market its soups in China, consumers simply did 
not buy them. It was the early 1990s, and Campbell’s 
marketers saw a huge sales opportunity in a populous 
nation that sips a lot of soups—more than 241 servings 
per person per year, or 320 billion servings in all. In con-
trast, U.S. consumers swallow some 14 billion soup 
servings per year.

Traditionally, the vast majority of Campbell’s sales 
have come from U.S. markets, where soup is about as 
mature as a product category can be. With sales growth 
slowing at home, the company saw great potential for 
marketing soups to the large and increasingly affl uent 
population in China. However, instead of researching 
local buying and consumption patterns to see whether 
changes would be necessary, Campbell decided to ex-
port its current line of condensed soups to China. The 
cans sat and sat on store shelves, and eventually the 
company withdrew from the market.

The second time that Campbell planned to market 
soups to Chinese consumers, in 2007, its marketers did a 
lot of homework in the months leading up to its product 
introductions. Its researchers traveled to different regions 
of China to see how consumers make soup at home and to 
ask about food consumption habits and preferences. They 
learned that Chinese consumers almost always make soup 
from scratch. Although consumers add monosodium glu-
tamate (MSG) to enhance the fl avor of homemade soup, 
the additive can cause headaches and other health prob-
lems. Chinese consumers “know [MSG] is not good for 
them, and they’re looking for an alternative,” says the 
head of Campbell’s international division. Using these 
fi ndings, the company did not add MSG to its broths.

As part of its research, Campbell provided women in 
Shanghai with different broths and sample recipes to 
get their reactions. Not everyone used the recipes—in 
fact, one woman said the broth would be a good substi-
tute for oil and water when stir-frying. The researchers 
concluded that Chinese consumers were likely to use 
Campbell’s soups mainly as a base for meat, vegetable, 
and noodle dishes rather than as a soup course. They 
also determined that, like their counterparts in many 
nations, Chinese consumers would be interested in the 
time-saving convenience of premade broths.

Campbell’s product experts cooked up two types of 
all-natural, low-fat broths to market in China under the 
Swanson brand. One was a strongly fl avored clear 
chicken broth that research showed Chinese consumers 
would prefer. The second was an even more full-bodied 
broth made from chicken, pork, and ham. To introduce 
these new products, Campbell marketers arranged to 
give away 10 million samples plus recipe fl yers in major 
cities. Knowing that cell phones are extremely popular in 
China, they also created text-message promotions to 
build the Swanson brand and to encourage product trial 
and repurchase.

Following up on their research, Campbell’s marketers 
decided to distribute the new products in two stages. 
First, they planned to sell the broths in large supermar-
kets, supporting the campaign with in-store demon-
strations to show how well the products work as a base 
for soup and vegetable dishes. As the Swanson brand 
and image became better established, the second stage 
would be to distribute the broths through smaller gro-
cery stores.

Campbell’s second foray into the China market 
has gone smoothly, and the company is also expand-
ing into Russia, where it launched several new soups 
tailored specifically to that country’s consumption 
habits and supported by sampling and coupons to 
stimulate trial and repurchase. Today, Campbell rings 
up $7 billion annually through sales in 120 countries. 
What will it need to do to market to the soup cus-
tomers of tomorrow?191

Case Questions
 1. What is the difference between consumer behavior 

with regard to soup in China and in your own country?
 2. Do you agree with Campbell’s two-stage distribution 

plan for marketing its new soups in China? Explain 
your answer.

 3. For Campbell, what are the likely marketing implica-
tions of gender, age, and regional infl uences on the 
way that consumers buy and use soup in China?

 4. Now that Campbell is using text messages to adver-
tise the Swanson brand in China, should it use the 
same promotional technique in Russia?

Can Canned Soup Translate?

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Defi ne the social class 
hierarchy and identify the 
major determinants of social 
class standing.

2. Explain how social class 
infl uences consumer behavior 
and why marketers must 
consider these infl uences when 
planning strategy and tactics.

3. Discuss three key forces 
that are, over time, changing 
social class structure in many 
countries.

4. Describe the various types 
of households and families, 
and explain how the family 
life cycle and other forces 
affect household structure.

Marketing to India’s Growing Middle Class

T he 100 million-plus consumers of India’s middle class represent a large, lucrative, and 
rapidly expanding market for cars, cell phones, air travel, and many other goods and ser-

vices. During the 1990s, India accounted for less than 1 percent of the world’s car sales. Now, 
thanks to middle-class buying power, India accounts for 2.4 percent of world car sales as local 
fi rms like Tata Motors compete with global fi rms like Hyundai and Honda for market share. 
Tata’s Nano, the world’s lowest-priced car, is a no-frills transportation option for families that 
might otherwise perch children on a motorcycle’s handlebars or ride on public buses.

Cell phones are another high-sales area: More than 211 million people are already sub-
scribers, and sales are multiplying rapidly as income rises and families seek to stay in touch 
by phone. With more Indian consumers seeking employment in the cities and traveling out-
side the country for work and pleasure, demand for air travel has increased signifi cantly. This 
development is pitting local full-service carriers like Jet Airways against local discounters like 
Kingfi sher Airlines and well-regarded international rivals like Singapore Airlines. As Jet 
 Airways’ founder observes, “Many Indians have the money, and they want quality service 
when they fl y internationally—standards not lower than Singapore [Airlines] and Cathay 
[Pacifi c Airways].”1

Chapter 13

INTRODUCTION

Social Class and 
Household Infl uences



Most societies have a social class hierarchy that confers higher status to some 
classes of people than to others. These social classes consist of identifi able groups 
of individuals whose behaviors and lifestyles differ from those of members of the 
other classes. Members of a particular social class tend to share similar values and 
behavior patterns. Note that social classes are loose collections of individuals with 
similar life experiences, not formal groups with a strong identity.2

Many societies view these distinctions as important because they recognize 
that everyone has a necessary role to play in order for society to function smoothly. 
However, some roles, such as medical doctor or executive, are more prestigious and 
more valued than others, such as toll taker or janitor. Nevertheless, the concept of 
social class is not inherently negative. Even with the inequalities, social class dis-
tinctions can help individuals determine what their role in society is or what they 
would like it to be (their aspirations). Furthermore, all levels of the social class hier-
archy make an important contribution to society.

Types of Social Class Systems
Most societies have three major classes: high, middle, and lower. Often, however, 
fi ner distinctions are made. The United States, for example, is typically divided into 
the seven levels presented in Exhibit 13.2, with up to 70 percent of the population 
concentrated in the middle classes.3 Although most societies have some kind of 
 hierarchical structure, the size and composition of the classes depend on the 
 relative prosperity of a particular country.4

Compared with the United States, Japan, and Scandinavia have an even larger 
and more predominant middle class with much smaller groups above and below. 
This distribution means that there is greater equality among people in those two 
countries than in other societies. The Japanese structure represents a concerted 
government effort to abolish the social class system and mix together people from 
all levels of society.5 Yet the very competitive and selective Japanese educational 
system still restricts entry to higher status corporate and government positions. 

Social class hierarchy The 
grouping of members of 
 society according to status 
high to low.

Social Class

This example illustrates how social class and household infl uences can affect consumer 
behavior (see Exhibit 13.1). The concept of social class implies that some people have more 
power, wealth, and opportunity than others do, a situation that makes a difference in what 
and how consumers buy. Among India’s middle-class consumers are college graduates, busi-
ness and government managers, storekeepers, and farmers whose occupational opportuni-
ties and rising incomes allow them to buy and use more and better products and services 
than they ever have before. Another consideration is the infl uence that family members have 
on decisions about purchasing expensive items like cars (i.e., buying a Nano instead of buy-
ing a motorcycle or taking a bus) and making travel plans. As you read this chapter, remem-
ber that the generalizations about social class and household are broad group tendencies 
and may or may not apply to individual consumers.

5. Outline the roles that 
household members play in 
acquisition and consumption 
decisions, and show how 
companies can use their 
knowledge of these roles to 
market more effectively.
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This chapter examines social class and household infl uences on consumer behavior. The fi rst section 
discusses the determinants of social class (e.g., occupation, education, income), changes in social class 
over time, and how social class affects consumption. Next is a discussion about household infl uences 
on consumer behavior, including the various types of households, trends in household structure, and 
the decision roles that household members play in acquiring and using an offering.

Chapter Overview: Social 
Class and Household 
Infl uences

Exhibit 13.1
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THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

SOCIAL CLASS INFLUENCES

• Types of households
• Structure of households
• Household decision roles

HOUSEHOLD INFLUENCES

• Social class influences
• Determinants of social class
• Changes in social class over time
• Social class and consumption
• Specific social classes

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)
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U.S. Social Classes
Researchers have classifi ed the 
U.S. social classes in a variety 
of ways. This exhibit shows a 
typical classifi cation scheme, 
with three classes at the top, 
two in the middle, and two 
at the lower end of the social 
classes.

Exhibit 13.2 Upper Americans Upper-upper  The “capital S society” world of inherited 
wealth, aristocratic names

Lower-upper  Newer social elite, drawn from current 
 professional, corporate leadership

Upper-middle  The rest of college graduate managers 
and professionals; lifestyle centers on 
 private clubs, causes, and the arts

Middle Americans Middle class  Average-pay white-collar workers and 
their blue-collar friends: live on the “bet-
ter side of town,” try to “do the proper 
things“

Working class  Average-pay blue-collar workers; lead 
“working class lifestyle” whatever the 
 income, school, background, or job

Lower Americans “A lower group of peo-
ple but not the lowest”

Working, not on welfare; living standard 
is just above poverty

“Real lower-lower”  On welfare, visibly poverty stricken, usu-
ally out of work (or have “dirtiest jobs”)

Source: From Richard P. Coleman, “The Continuing Signifi cance of Social Class to Marketing,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, December 1983, p. 277. Reprinted with permission of The University of Chicago Press.

In developing areas such as Latin America and India, the largest concentrations are 
in the lower classes (see Exhibit 13.3).

Interestingly, the upper classes in most societies are more similar to each other 
than they are to other classes within their own countries because the upper classes 
tend to be more cosmopolitan and international in orientation.6 The lower classes, 
on the other hand, are the most likely to be culture bound and tend to be the most 
different from the other classes in terms of lifestyles, dress, and eating behaviors. 
The middle classes are most likely to borrow from other classes because this prac-
tice may represent a means of achieving upward social mobility.

Even though the members of a particular class may share similar values, they 
may maintain these values in different ways. For example, the middle class in the 
United States can be represented by a lower-level manager with a nonworking 
spouse, a working couple in which both partners have offi ce jobs, an unmarried 
salesperson, a divorced parent with a college degree supporting two children, or 
the owner of a bowling alley. All of these individuals might strive for a better 
life—an important middle-class value—but take different paths to get there.

Finally, a particular social class may contain different economic substrata. Spe-
cifi cally, families whose income level is 20 to 30 percent more than the median of 
their class are considered overprivileged because they have funds to buy items be-
yond the basic necessities.7 Class average families have an income level that is ave-
rage for their social class and can therefore afford the type of symbols expected for 
their status, such as a house, a car, and appropriate clothing. The underprivileged,
whose incomes are below the median, have trouble meeting class expectations.

Social Class Infl uences
Social class structures are important because they strongly affect norms and values 
and, therefore, behavior. Given that members of a social class interact regularly with 
each other (both formally and informally), people are more likely to be infl uenced 

Overprivileged Families with 
an income higher than the 
 average in their social class.

Class average Families with 
an average income in a 
particular class.

Underprivileged Families 
below the average income 
in their class.
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by individuals in their own social class than by those in other classes. Note that so-
cial class infl uence is not a cultural straitjacket; it merely refl ects the fact that people 
with similar life experiences are likely to exhibit similar lifestyles and behaviors.8

The norms and behaviors of consumers in one class can also infl uence consum-
ers in other social classes. A commonly cited theory of class infl uence is the trickle-
down effect, whereby lower classes copy trends that begin in the upper classes. As 
one example, clothing styles adopted by the upper class often become popular with 
other groups. The trickle-down effect occurs because those in lower classes may as-
pire to raise their social standing by emulating the higher classes. They also accept 
upper-class infl uence if they lack the cultural knowledge to make their own judg-
ments of what is and is not acceptable.9 For example, the middle class often looks 
to the upper class for guidance on cultural matters of music, art, and literature.

More recently, however, the universal validity of the trickle-down theory has 
been questioned. In some instances, a status fl oat can occur, whereby trends start 
in the lower and middle classes and then spread upward. This phenomenon has 
occurred with tattoos, which began in the lower classes and moved into the upper 
classes. It also happened with blue jeans, which fi rst gained popularity in the 1950s 

Trickle-down effect Trends 
that start in the upper classes 
and then are copied by lower 
classes.

Status fl oat Trends that start 
in the lower and middle 
classes and move upward.

Japanese model Indian model

U.S. model

Latin American model

Scandinavian model

Class Structure 
by Culture
The relative sizes and structures 
of social classes vary by culture. 
Japan and Scandinavia, for ex-
ample, are characterized by a 
large middle class with few peo-
ple above or below it. India and 
Latin America, on the other 
hand, have a greater proportion 
of individuals in the lower 
classes. The United States has a 
large middle class but also has 
signifi cant proportions in the 
upper and lower classes.

Exhibit 13.3

Source: Adapted from Edward W. Cundiff and Marye T. Hilger, Marketing in the International Environment 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1988) and Marieke K. de Mooij and Warren Keegan, Advertising Worldwide 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1991), p. 96.
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and 1960s among lower- and middle-class U.S. youths because they symbolized 
 rebellion against the establishment.10 Eventually this message gained popularity 
among upper-class youths who wanted to revolt against their parents, and jeans 
ultimately evolved into a global fashion item, complete with designer labels.

How Social Class Is Determined
Examining how social class affects consumer behavior requires a way of classifying 
consumers into different social classes. Unfortunately, this is a complex task, and 
the exact determinants of social class have been the subject of considerable debate 
over the years.

Income versus Social Class
Many people believe that more money means higher social standing. You may be 
surprised to learn, however, that income is not strongly related to social class for 
several reasons.11 First, income levels often overlap social classes, particularly at 
the middle and lower levels. For example, many U.S. blue-collar workers have 
higher incomes than some white-collar workers, yet they do not have higher social 
standing. Second, income increases greatly with age, but older workers do not au-
tomatically achieve higher social status. Finally, in many countries an increasing 
number of dual-career families generate a higher than average income but do not 
necessarily attain a higher status. Thus, although income is one factor related to 
social class, other factors play key roles as well.

Some researchers have argued that income can be a better predictor of con-
sumer behavior than social class. However, a more common view is that both 
 factors are important in explaining behavior in different situations.12 Social class 
tends to be a better predictor of consumption when it refl ects lifestyles and values 
and does not involve high monetary expenditures, such as purchasing clothes or 
furniture. For example, middle-class and lower-class consumers favor different 
styles of furniture, but middle-class consumers tend to spend more money on home 
furnishings even when the income levels of both classes of consumers are roughly 
similar. Income, on the other hand, is more useful in explaining the consumption of 
offerings unrelated to class symbols—such as boats—but that do  involve substan-
tial expenditures. Both social class and income are needed to  explain behaviors that 
involve status symbols and signifi cant expenditures such as buying a house or car.

Although income cannot explain social class, social class can often explain how 
income is used. As one illustration, upper-class consumers are more likely to invest 
money, whereas the lower classes are more likely to rely on savings accounts in 
banks. The key point is that social class aids in the understanding of consumer 
 behavior and that social standing is determined by a variety of factors in addition 
to income.

Occupation and Education
The greatest determinant of class standing is occupation, particularly in Western 
cultures. Specifi cally, some occupations, especially those that require higher  levels 
of education, skill, or training, are viewed as higher in status than others (see 
 Exhibit 13.4). Moreover, individuals with the same occupation tend to share similar 
income, lifestyles, knowledge, and values. Researchers can easily measure occupa-
tion by asking consumers what they do for a living. They can then code the 
 responses and compare them with published scales of occupational prestige, such 
as the widely used socioeconomic index (SEI) or the Nam and Powers scale.13
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Note that the perceived status of an occupation 
may vary from culture to culture. Compared with 
their situation in the United States, for  example, 
professors have higher status in  Germany, Japan, 
China, Thailand, and Nigeria because those coun-
tries place more emphasis on education. Engi-
neers typically have higher status in developing 
countries than they do in developed countries 
 because of the important role engineering plays in 
integrating industry and technology into society.

Education also plays a critical role because it 
is one of the key determinants of occupation and 
therefore social class. In fact, educational attain-
ment is considered the most reliable determinant 
of consumers’ income potential and spending 
 patterns.14 The median income of an average 
U.S. household headed by someone with a college 
 degree (or more advanced education) is $71,400, 
double the median income of a high school gradu-
ate’s household. Highly educated consumers not 
only earn more, but they also read and travel 
more, are healthier, and are often more receptive 
to new offerings than the rest of the population.15

A college degree is particularly important for gaining entry into higher-status 
occu pations. More than 66 percent of people with bachelor’s or advanced degrees 
are in managerial or professional  occupations, compared with 22 percent who 
have only some college education.

Other Indicators of Social Class
Factors such as area of residence, possessions, family background, and social inter-
actions can also indicate class level. The neighborhood in which we live and the 
number and types of possessions we have are visible signs that often communicate 
class standing. In terms of family background, researchers distinguish between 
inherited status, which is adopted from parents at birth, and earned status, which 
is acquired later in life from personal achievements.16 Inherited status is the initial 
anchor point from which values are learned and from which upward or downward 
mobility can occur. As mentioned previously, members of a social class often inter-
act with each other, so the company we keep also helps us to identify our social 
standing.

The relative importance of these determinants of social class varies from coun-
try to country. In formerly communist countries such as Romania, for example, 
money and possessions are now the strongest determinants of social standing, as 
opposed to the former criterion of position in the Communist party.17 In the Arab 
world, status is determined primarily by social contacts and family position, both 
of which are considered far more important than money.18

Social Class Indexes
All of the preceding factors must be taken into account to determine social class 
standing, and sociologists have developed a number of indexes to accomplish this 
task. Older tools such as the Index of Status Characteristics and the Index of Social 

Inherited status Status that 
derives from parents at birth.

Earned status Status  acquired 
later in life through 
 achievements.

Status Levels of 
Selected Occupations 
in Australia
A variety of indexes have been 
developed to classify different 
occupations in terms of their 
status level. This exhibit pres-
ents the status scores of a sam-
ple of occupations, using an 
index developed for Australia. 
What major factors do you 
think cause some occupations 
to be high in status and 
others to be low?

Exhibit 13.4

Occupation Score Occupation Score

Legislator 96 Librarian 53

Physician 94 Livestock farmer 49

Dentist 89 Hotel manager 38

Information 
technology manager

75 Hairdresser 31

Civil engineer 74 Motor mechanic 30

Human resource 
manager

70 Firefi ghter 29

Sales and marketing 
manager

66 Chef 27

School teacher 65 Toolmaker 25

Social worker 60 Plumber 24

Accountant 58 Domestic housekeeper 17

Journalist 57 Truck driver 12

Police offi cer 54 Waiter 10

Source: Adapted from Julie McMillan and F. L. Jones, “The ANU3_2 Scale: A 
 Revised Occupational Status Scale for Australia,” Journal of Sociology, March 
2000, Appendix on pp. 69–80.
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Position have been criticized as being out-of-date and inappropriate for gauging 
the status of dual-career households.19 Therefore, researchers now use more 
 current indexes such as the Computerized Status Index (CSI). This index assesses 
consumers’ education, occupation, area of residence, and income.

When consumers are consistent across the various dimensions, social class is 
easy to determine and status crystallization occurs. Sometimes, however, individ-
uals are low on some factors but high on others. Thus, a new doctor from an inner-
city neighborhood might be inconsistent on factors such as occupation, income, 
neighborhood, and family background. Consumers in such situations can experi-
ence stress and anxiety because they do not know exactly where they stand.20 It is 
also difficult for marketers to neatly categorize such consumers into one social 
class or another.

Computerized Status Index 
(CSI) A modern index used to 
determine social class through 
education, occupation, resi-
dence, and income.

Status crystallization When 
consumers are consistent 
across indicators of social 
class income, education, 
occupation, etc.

How Social Class Changes over Time

Social class structures are not necessarily static, unchanging systems. Three of the 
key forces producing an evolution in social class structures in many countries are 
(1) upward mobility, (2) downward mobility, and (3) social class fragmentation.

Upward Mobility
In many cultures, consumers can raise their status level through upward  mobility,
usually by educational or occupational achievement (Exhibit 13.5). In other 
words, lower- or middle-class individuals can take advantage of educational 
 opportunities, particularly a college education, to gain entry into higher-status 
occupations. “Education is the biggest ticket to the middle class,” says one econo-
mist about upward mobility opportunities for lower-class consumers.21 In the 
United States, more than one-third of the children of blue-collar workers are col-
lege graduates and have about a 30 percent chance of raising their occupational 
status.22 However, the percentage of U.S. college graduates from poverty-level 
households has remained below 5 percent for decades, refl ecting the challenge of 
paying for college and the diffi culty of bridging the gap between the lower and 
middle classes while in college.23

Clearly, upward mobility is not guaranteed. The lower classes, particularly some 
minorities, still face limited economic and cultural resources as well as limited edu-
cational opportunities and are statistically less likely than are the upper classes to 
have access to higher-status occupations.24 Individuals from higher-status families 
are twice as likely to maintain their status as members of lower classes are to 
achieve a higher status. Even after achieving upward mobility, an individual’s 
 behavior can still be heavily infl uenced by his or her former class level because the 
behaviors  associated with the social class in which people grow up are strongly 
learned.25

Note that the degree of upward mobility may vary across cultures. Typically, 
Western nations offer the most opportunities for upward advancement, although 
opportunities for upward mobility have actually decreased in Canada and the 
United States during some periods.26 In formerly communist countries, old party 
and state bureaucrats have formed the new upper classes because they have the 
skills and economic knowledge to thrive in the modern environment.27 In Arab 
countries, the upper and middle classes are growing rapidly as a result of oil money 

Upward mobility Raising 
one‘s status level.
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and an increase in Western college education.28

The size of the middle class has been exploding 
in many developing countries because interna-
tional trade is  making affordable goods more 
available, dual-career families are earning 
greater income, and more professionals such as 
managers and accountants are needed to sup-
port growing economies.29

Downward Mobility
Downward mobility, or moving to a lower 
class, is an increasing trend in some industri-
alized societies. In the past 20 years, millions 
of U.S. families have slid downward as jobs 
were sent overseas or were eliminated by tech-
nology and companies lowered wages or laid 
off workers.30 Although many parents dreamed 
of providing their children with a better life 
and higher status, some children may have 
diffi culty reaching their parents’ status level, a 
 phenomenon labeled status panic.31 Mean-
while, because of increasing material desires, 
more upper-middle- and middle-class families 
are having difficulty maintaining a lifestyle 
characteristic of their status level. Even house-
holds with sizable retirement portfolios can 
feel the pinch when stock market  gyrations 
erode the value of their holdings, which in 
turn can affect current consumption behavior 
and consumption patterns after retirement.32

Downward mobility creates disappointment and disillusionment. People in this 
situation face a constant struggle to provide for their family, fi ght off depression, 
and maintain their dignity. Sometimes acquisition and consumption can help pro-
tect personal self-worth. For example, a consumer might buy a new truck or other 
item to feel good about himself or herself.33 Because middle-class consumers in 
Japan are accustomed to conveying status through the purchase of luxury goods, 
many still spend lavishly despite the country’s prolonged economic problems.34

 Alternatively, downward mobility can lead to a loss of possessions, such as a prized 
car or home, or to a decrease in consumption if people choose to spend less on 
items that are less important.

Social Class Fragmentation
Interestingly, the old social class distinctions are beginning to disintegrate—a phe-
nomenon called social class fragmentation—due to several factors.35 First, both 
upward and downward mobility have blurred class divisions. Second, the increased 
availability of mass media, especially TV and the Internet, is exposing consumers 
worldwide to the values and norms of diverse classes and cultures, leading some 
people to incorporate the idiosyncrasies of these groups into their own behavior. 
A third reason for social class fragmentation is that advances in communication 

Social class fragmentation  
The disappearance of class 
distinctions.

Downward mobility Losing 
one‘s social standing.

Status panic The inability of 
children to reach their parents‘ 
level of social status.

Social Class Mobility
Sometimes ads show symbols of 
upward mobility. This ad for 
ShowHouse is a good example.

Exhibit 13.5
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technology have increased interaction across social class lines, as when Internet 
users chat online without regard to social class. These factors have led to the 
 emergence of many social class subsegments with distinct patterns of values and 
 behavior. The United States now has dozens of classes ranging from the suburban 
elite (super-rich families) to the hardscrabble (poor, single-parent families).36

 Similar trends are occurring in other countries as well. Exhibit 13.6 shows some 
 traditional and emerging classes in Germany.

How Does Social Class Affect Consumption?

Social class is often viewed as a cause of or motivation for consumer acquisition, 
consumption, and disposition behaviors. This section examines three major topics: 
(1) conspicuous consumption and status symbols, (2) compensatory consumption, 
and (3) the meaning of money.

More
Modern
Segments

Social
Standing

Value
Orientations

Upper class

Upper-
middle
class

Middle
class

Lower-
middle
class

Traditional
Orientation:
“To preserve”

Materialist
Orientation:
“To have”

Hedonism
“To indulge”

Post-
Materialism

“To be”

Post-
Modernism

“To have, to be,
  and to indulge”

Changing Values

Lower
class

More
Traditional
Segments

Conservative
Technocratic

10%

Petty
Bourgeois

8% Social
Climber

20%

Uprooted
Blue Collar

11%

Modern
Bourgeois

9%

Liberal Intellectual
10%

Post-
Modern

7%

Traditional
Blue-Collar

4%

1. Conservative-Technocratic Milieu
2. Petty Bourgeois Milieu
3. Traditional Blue-Collar Milieu

  8.  Modern No-Collar Milieu
  9.  Hedonistic Milieu
10.  Post-Modern Milieu

4. Uprooted Blue-Collar Milieu
5. Social Climber Milieu
6. Modern Bourgeois Milieu
7. Liberal-Intellectual Milieu

Population14 years and older 50.41 million

Modern
No-Collar

8%

Hedonistic
13%

The Social Milieus in Germany:
Social Status and Basic Orientation

German Social Classes

Exhibit 13.6
This exhibit is a detailed depiction of social class structure in German society. The 10 groups are 
 characterized along two  dimensions: social standing (low to upper-middle class) and value 
orientations (traditional to very modern values).
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Conspicuous Consumption and Status 
Symbols
Conspicuous consumption, also related to social 
class, is an attempt to offset defi ciencies or a lack 
of esteem by devoting attention to consumption.37

Conspicuously consumed items are important to 
their owner because of what they tell others.38 Only 
if these items are visible will the message be com-
municated. According to  research, both unique-
ness and conformity play a role in conspicuous 
consumption.39 Another explanation, from terror 
management theory, suggests that such material-
ism helps relieve consumers’ anxiety over the in-
evitability of death.40

Conspicuous consumption can be observed in 
most social classes.41 Individuals at all levels can 
“keep up with the Joneses”—acquiring and dis-
playing the trappings that are characteristic of a 
respected member of their class. In the Arab world 
the newly rich upper classes engage in the con-
spicuous consumption of items such as airplanes. 
Conspicuous consumption competition also oc-
curs in formerly communist countries, where 
someone who cannot keep up with others might 
be “the shame of the village.”42

In addition, consumers can engage in conspic-
uous waste. For example, wealthy individuals may 
buy houses they never use, pianos that no one 

plays, and cars that no one drives.43 However, some consumers are moving away 
from conspicuous consumption toward “experience facilitators” or items and pas-
times that set them apart from the crowd.44 For example, many consumers who 
have satisfi ed their desire for material possessions are paying for out-of-the-ordi-
nary experiences, such as adventure travel tours.45

Status Symbols and Judging Others
Highly related to conspicuous consumption is the notion that people often judge 
others on the basis of what they own. In other words, goods or services become 
status symbols to indicate their owners’ place in the social hierarchy.46 Someone 
who owns an expensive watch or car will likely be viewed as upper class. Among 
the super-rich, a custom-built yacht equipped with helicopter or mini-sub is 
 becoming a must-have status symbol.47 Taking an expensive cruise indicates status 
in Thailand; the same is true of having a rock garden or a golf club membership in 
Japan. In Brazil, eating in a fast-food restaurant such as Burger King is a status sym-
bol for lower-middle-class consumers.48

Consumers’ quest to acquire items that refl ect not only their current social class 
but also their class aspirations can explain some acquisitions and consumption 
 behavior. Middle-class consumers, for example, typically want to own a nice house 
in a respectable neighborhood so that others will judge them in a positive manner. 
By acquiring items that members of their own social class cannot typically afford, 

Conspicuous consumption 
The acquisition and  display of 
goods and services to show 
off one‘s status.

Conspicuous waste Visibly 
buying products and services 
that one never uses.

Status symbols Products or 
services that tell others about 
someone‘s social class 
 standing.

Conspicuous 
Consumption
Sometimes consumers buy items 
because they signal a message 
of status or eliteness to others. 
This might be a reason to buy 
expensive jewelry like that 
offered by Van Cleef & Arpels.

Exhibit 13.7
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consumers can increase their perception of self-worth. Depictions of the material 
success of peers can spur the desire for luxurious status symbols as well.49 Even 
relatively affordable luxuries—like a $6 Panera sandwich or the lowest-priced 
 Mercedes car—“enable less affl uent consumers to trade up to higher levels of qual-
ity, taste, and aspiration,” says a Boston Consulting Group expert. “These are the 
luxuries that continue to sell even when the economy is shaky, because they often 
meet very powerful emotional needs.”50

Interestingly, status symbols can sometimes move in a reverse direction, which 
is called a parody display.51 For example, middle- and upper-class Brazilians feel 
hip if they practice capoeira, a blend of dance and martial arts that was tradition-
ally popular among members of the lower class.52 In addition, if certain status sym-
bols become widely possessed, they can lose their status connotations and become
fraudulent symbols. For example, recognizing that luxury brands are often copied 
to produce low-price knockoffs for the mass market, Coach and others have rede-
signed their products with subtler logos. The new products are unmistakably up-
scale but don’t “scream ‘Coach, Coach, Coach,’” observes a Coach designer.53

Compensatory Consumption
Compensatory consumption behavior, also related to social class, is an attempt to 
offset defi ciencies or a lack of esteem by devoting attention to consumption.54 A 
consumer who is experiencing frustration or diffi culties, particularly in terms of 
 career advancement or status level, may compensate for this lack of success by pur-
chasing desired status symbols, such as a car, house, or nice clothes. These acquisi-
tions help restore lost self-esteem.

Traditionally, compensatory consumption typifi ed the acquisition patterns of 
the working classes, who would mortgage their future to buy a house, car, and other 
status symbols. More recently, however, many middle- and upper-middle-class U.S. 
consumers have exhibited compensatory consumption behavior. Some of these 
consumers have not enjoyed the level of career advancement and prosperity that 
their parents did, due in part to increased job competition, corporate downsizing, 
and economic uncertainty. To offset their disappointment, a number of consumers 
will seek gratifi cation through compensatory consumption.55 Knowing this ten-
dency, some companies have created offerings that are somewhat more affordable 
than their existing luxury brands. Tiffany, for example, is opening mall stores to 
cater to middle-class buyers while continuing to sell more upscale jewelry through 
its original Tiffany stores.56

The Meaning of Money
An important concept related to social class is money. At the most basic level, eco-
nomists defi ne money as a medium of exchange or standard of payment. Under 
this view, money fulfi lls a very functional or utilitarian purpose, enabling people 
to  acquire items needed for everyday living. Often, however, money comes to 
 symbolize security, power, love, and freedom.

Consumers learn the meaning of money early in childhood. Parents easily 
 discover that they can control their children by meting out rewards and punish-
ments based on money and by buying or not buying things.57 Children learn that 
if they behave, get good grades, or do their chores, their parents will buy things 
for them. This early learning later translates into adult life when money is viewed 

Parody display Status symbols 
that start in the lower social 
classes and move upward.

Fraudulent symbols Symbols 
that become so widely 
 adopted that they lose their 
status.

Compensatory consumption 
The consumer behavior of 
buying products or  services to 
offset frustrations or 
 diffi culties in life.
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as a means of acquiring things that will bring not only happiness and fulfi llment 
but also a sense of status and prestige. In some societies this belief can lead to an 
almost insatiable desire and quest for making money, which is enhanced by media 
coverage of those who have “made it” and by the belief that “it could happen to 
anyone, including me.” This belief is one reason that state lotteries are popular 
among certain classes (Exhibit 13.8).

Marketers must understand money and what it stands for in order to under-
stand consumption patterns. Money allows consumers to acquire status objects as 
indicators of social class standing. It is also viewed as a way to rise to a higher level 
by acquiring more. However, the ongoing increase in credit and debit card usage 
shows that money need not involve physical cash. Even in nations like Kenya, 
where cash has long been the accepted payment method, more consumers are 
qualifying for credit cards so that they can buy now and pay the bill later.58 Shop-
pers in a growing number of nations can set up electronic wallets that enable them 
to easily make purchases online. Consumers in the Netherlands can sign up for the 
MiniTix electronic wallet and then just click to have the amount of any purchase 
electronically transferred to an online retailer.59

Of course, different consumers treat money in different ways. Some will spend 
money to acquire what they want now, whereas others will engage in self-denial to 
save. One study found that spenders tend to be healthier and happier than self- 
deniers, who tend to be unhappy about finances, personal growth, friends, and 
jobs.60 Over time, consumers who consistently spend more than they have will be 
deeply in debt and may even have to declare bankruptcy.

Money As Both Good and Evil
Money can be perceived as the just reward for hard work and can lead to the acqui-
sition of needed items, a higher quality of life, and the ability to help others and 
society in general. On the downside, the quest for money can lead to obsession, 
greed, dishonesty, and potentially harmful practices such as gambling,  prostitution, 

Marketing a State 
Lottery
State lotteries are popular 
among certain classes because 
of the belief that “it could 
 happen to anyone, including 
me.” This belief illustrates the 
importance of money.

Exhibit 13.8
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and drug dealing (see Chapter 18). The quest for money can also lead to negative 
emotions such as anxiety, depression, anger, and helplessness.61 Although people 
generally respect wealthy individuals, they often disdain the obsessive  desire for 
money, a reaction that means wealthy people may feel alienated from others.62

Moreover, individuals who do not share their wealth with others may be seen as 
selfi sh and greedy. Interestingly, consumers with yearly household incomes under 
$25,000 donate about 4 percent of their income to charities, whereas consumers 
with household incomes of $100,000 or more contribute less than 3 percent of their 
income to charities.63

Money and Happiness
The popular belief (especially in Western countries) that money can buy happi-
ness is rarely true. After some people acquire tremendous wealth, money can be-
come mean ingless and no longer highly desired. Furthermore, wealthy people can 
often afford to hire others to handle many of the activities that they formerly 
 enjoyed, such as gardening and do-it-yourself projects. And, of course, money 
simply cannot buy love, health, true friendship, and children, among other things. 
Thus, the relentless pursuit of money may not end in the fulfilled dreams that 
many think it will.

Tapping into the desire for visible signs of upward mobility can be effective in marketing 
certain offerings. Not everyone can afford the $72,500 gem-encrusted Vertu cell phone, 
but even the $6,500 low-end model can symbolize status for newly wealthy consumers 
in Russia and China.64 Targeting upper-class consumers who want to wear signs of 
wealth, Luxottica offers a $10,000 pair of designer sunglasses.65 And among upper- 
middle-class consumers, the home elevator—priced at $25,000 and up—is becoming a 
popular status symbol.66

The use of credit and debit cards is rising in many nations, presenting both opportu-
nities and challenges. In Russia, for instance, the use of such cards has risen dramati-
cally and now accounts for an average of $4,000 in annual spending.67 Credit-card debt 
is increasing not only in the United States but also in Australia, Canada, the United 
 Kingdom, and elsewhere. However, excess use of credit is also contributing to higher 
consumer bankruptcy rates in those countries, a situation that raises ethical and public 
policy issues. 

The Consumption Patterns of Specifi c Social Classes

Earlier sections examined how social class infl uences acquisition and consump-
tion in general. This section extends the discussion by examining, in broad gener-
alities, the consumption patterns of specific social classes. Although class 
distinctions are becoming blurred, for the sake of simplicity, this discussion will 
focus on (1) the upper class, (2) the middle class, (3) the working class, and (4) the 
homeless. Remember that these are broad tendencies; marketers must delve 
deeper to identify subsegments of consumers with specifi c and unique consump-
tion patterns.
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The Upper Class
The upper class of most societies is a varied group of individuals who include the 
aristocracy, the new social elite (or nouveaux riches), and the upper middle class 
(professionals). In the United States, the upper class usually means “old money” 
consumers—the 1 percent of U.S. society whose ancestors acquired wealth and 
power long ago and who now live on inherited money. These consumers tend to 
save and invest money more than members of other classes.68 Still, many are price-
conscious.69 When shopping for holiday gifts, only 49 percent visit upscale stores; 
the remainder shop at midrange stores such as Macy’s and at discount and outlet 
stores.70 Upper-class consumers are also more likely than other classes to carefully 
research their purchases and to use product characteristics, not price, as an indica-
tor of quality.

Although small, the upper class is diverse, and its members share a number of 
common values and lifestyles that relate to consumption behavior. These consum-
ers tend to view themselves as intellectual, political, and socially conscious, leading 
to an increase in behaviors such as attending the theater, investing in art and anti-
ques, traveling, and giving time and money to charities and civic issues.71 Self- 
expression is also important, resulting in the purchase of high-quality, prestige 
brands in good taste. Rolls-Royce, which markets high-end cars like the $320,000 
Phantom, says that its average customer has a net worth of more than $30 million.72

The nouveaux riches are upper-class consumers who have acquired a great 
deal of status and wealth in their own lifetimes. This group likes to collect items 
that are symbols of acquired wealth and power, such as furniture, art objects, 
cars, fi ne jewelry, or jets customized with luxurious interiors.73 Most millionaires 
do not fi t the traditional image of tycoons with stately mansions. One-third of all 

Upper class The aristocracy, 
new social elite, and  upper 
middle class.

Targeting Upper-Class 
Consumers
Some ads target upper-class 
consumers with luxury items 
like this one from Marlow 
Yachts.

Exhibit 13.9
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U.S. households with assets topping $1 million are headed by consumers aged 
39 and  younger.74 The average U.S. millionaire is 54 years old, is married with 
three  children, and has an average household net worth of $9.2 million.75 More 
than 1.1 million U.S. households have a net worth exceeding $5 million.76

The Middle Class
The U.S. middle class consists primarily of white-collar workers, many of whom 
have attended college (although some have not earned a degree). The values and 
consumption patterns of middle-class consumers vary, yet many look to the upper 
class for guidance on certain behaviors such as proper dining etiquette, clothing 
(especially important for those with aspirations of upward mobility), and popular 
leisure activities such as golf and tennis. This tendency extends to theater atten-
dance, vacations, and adult education classes for self-improvement. Consumers in 
the middle class believe that they control their prospects and see opportunity in 
the future.77 Middle-class values can also determine the types of products and 
brands that middle-class consumers acquire and consume. As just one example, 
compared with lower-class consumers, a higher percentage of middle-class con-
sumers subscribe to premium cable channels.78

Similar middle-class behavior patterns have been found in other countries. For 
example, the middle class in Mexico has many similarities to the U.S. middle class, 
spending much of its disposable income on cars, clothing, vacations, and house-
hold goods. However, lower-middle-class households in Mexico have a lower aver-
age income (around $14,400) than that of their American counterparts.79 In Russia, 
5 million consumers make up the middle class, with an average monthly income of 
$500. Roughly 85 percent of this group own cars, and many prefer Western-brand 
fast-food restaurants.80 In fact, the middle class is growing in many developing 
countries, particularly in India, China, Indonesia, and South Korea.81

The Working Class
The working class is mainly represented by blue-collar workers. The stereotype of 
a hard-hatted, middle-aged man is changing as the working class becomes 
younger, more ethnically diverse, more female, somewhat more educated, and 
more  alienated from employers.82 Working-class consumers depend heavily on 
family members for economic and social support in many areas, including job 
oppor tunities and advice—particularly for key purchases and help during diffi cult 
times.83 As a result, they tend to have more of a local orientation socially, psycho-
logically, and geographically than other classes. For example, working-class men 
exhibit strong preferences for local athletic teams, news segments, and vacations. 
The working class has also demonstrated strong resistance to changing sex roles, 
buying  non-U.S.-made cars, and abandoning the macho symbol of a large, power-
ful car or truck.

Consumers in the working class are more likely to spend than to save; how-
ever, when they do save, many choose savings accounts over investments and 
seek  fi nancial stability.84 In addition, working-class consumers are more likely to 
judge product quality on the basis of price (higher price means higher quality), to 
shop in mass merchandise or discount stores, and to have less product 
 infor mation when purchasing.85 And they may exhibit distinctly different product 
 pref erences than those of consumers in other social classes. For instance, only 
15 percent of U.S. adults with an income below $25,000 say they drink wine, 

Middle class Primarily 
 white-collar workers.

Working class Primarily 
 blue-collar workers.
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 compared with 52  percent of adults in the top income bracket and 28 percent in 
middle-income brackets.86

The Homeless
At the low end of the status hierarchy are homeless consumers who lack shelter 
and live on the streets or in makeshift structures, cars, or vacant houses.87 The 
homeless represent a sizable segment of society in some countries. Offi cial U.S. 
 estimates indicate that about 750,000 people are homeless on any given night, 
 although other estimates of this population range as high as 7 million.88 This grow-
ing group is made up primarily of drug and alcohol abusers, former mental 
 patients, members of female-headed households, and people who have experi-
enced fi nancial setbacks. Homeless consumers are not necessarily unemployed: 
 According to a survey in Austin, Texas, where an estimated 6,000 homeless people 
live, 51 percent of the respondents were employed but not earning enough to  afford 
a permanent residence.89

An overriding characteristic of the homeless is the struggle for survival. With 
little or no income, homeless consumers have diffi culty acquiring daily necessities 
such as food and medical care.90 They are not helpless but rather are a “resourceful, 
determined, and capable group that proactively deals with its lack of resources in 
the consumer environment.”91 They tend to maintain their self-esteem by 
 distancing themselves from more dependent individuals on welfare or in shelters 
and from institutions like the Salvation Army, accepting their street role identity, or 
telling fi ctitious stories about past or future accomplishments.92

A particularly important survival activity for homeless consumers is scavenging, 
fi nding used or partially used goods that others have discarded. Many vary their 
scavenging patterns to avoid detection as they move between areas to find the 
needed items, making this a mobile or nomadic society. Despite their poverty, most 
homeless consumers have some valued possessions, and they get the maximum 
use out of items, discarding something only if they have absolutely no further 
use for it.

Social class can serve as an effective way of segmenting the market, thereby infl uenc-
ing product or service development, messages, media selection, and channel selection.

Product or service development

Social class motives and values can determine which offerings consumers desire. For 
example, to satisfy their need for prestige and luxury, many upper-class consumers 
prefer high-end automobiles, imported wines, fancy restaurants, exotic or deluxe vaca-
tions, and couture clothing. The working class, on the other hand, wants good quality at 
a fair price, and many offerings are designed to fulfill this desire. Examples include 
 family-rate motels, buffet restaurants, and economy or used cars. In Mexico, the 823 
stores in the Elektra chain cater to working-class customers by making credit available 
for purchases of televisions, appliances, and even cars.93

Sometimes marketers develop different product lines for different classes. Targeting 
middle- and upper-class consumers, Procter & Gamble has developed a premium line of 
Pampers disposable diapers, Baby Stages of Development, marketed on the basis of 
 innovative features rather than price.94 Also, marketers can create products that appeal 

Homeless People at the low 
end of the status hierarchy.
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to consumers’ aspirations for upward mobility. 
For example, the designer Michael Kors offers 
moderately priced clothing based on his high-
end apparel line, fashions he calls “carpool cou-
ture” that “look aspirational.”95

Messages

Advertisers targeting a particular social class 
within the larger population can be effective by 
tapping into the group’s distinctiveness; when 
targeting the upper classes, for instance, the 
advertiser might suggest the group’s status as 
a small, elite group (see Exhibit 13.10).96 Other 
messages for the upper classes might focus on 
themes of “a just reward for hard work,” 
“you’ve made it,” or “pamper yourself because 
you deserve it.” Certain offerings can be adver-
tised as coveted status symbols; thus, Jaguar 
advertises its XJ8 as a car that wealthy con-
sumers lust after because it combines “beauty 
and brains.” Messages for the working class 
might take on a more localized orientation, 
 focusing on home and friends as well as fa-
vored activities such as hunting and watching 
sports events. In addition, messages can use 
typical members of a social class as role mod-
els. The ad in Exhibit 13.11, for example, repre-
sents an appeal to the working class.

Media exposure

The classes differ in their exposure to certain 
media. Advertisers try to reach the upper 

classes, especially the nouveaux riches, through targeted magazines and newspapers 
such as The Robb Report, Modern Luxury, and ForbesLife Executive Woman.97 Many 
 upper-class consumers watch public TV stations and cultural shows and are more likely 
to fi t the profi le of the Internet shopper, with higher income and education.98 Lower-
class consumers tend to be heavy watchers of TV and less likely than other classes to 
read magazines and newspapers. Middle-class consumers, particularly those with only 
some college, are unique because they tend to be heavy TV watchers as well as maga-
zine readers.

Channel selection

Marketers targeting upper-class consumers can make goods available through channels 
that sell exclusive merchandise with personalized service.99 For example, the high-end 
Bijan boutique on Rodeo Drive in Los Angeles sells by appointment only, offering luxury 
clothing such as $1,000 men’s silk ties.100 Conspicuous consumption can play a role 
when consumers want to acquire items in the “correct” store, especially if they can be 
seen doing so.101 Even mass merchandisers are selling products with a bit more snob 
 appeal. Target sells “cheap chic” apparel and housewares very similar to those offered 
by pricier retailers.102 Dollar stores such as Dollar Tree attract working-class consumers 
with value pricing of quality goods.

Advertising a Status 
Symbol
The Rolex watch is a strong 
 status symbol for upper-class 
consumers.

Exhibit 13.10 
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Note of caution

Marketers have had diffi culty in using social class as a segmentation variable for several 
reasons. As noted earlier, social class is diffi cult to assess because a variety of factors 
such as occupation and income can have opposite effects on class. Also, variations 
within a class make social class a better predictor of broad behavior patterns, such as 
conspicuous product-level choice, than of specific behaviors such as brand choice. 
 Finally, because of social class fragmentation, traditional class distinctions may be 
 becoming too broad to be truly useful. Therefore, marketers are using technology to 
segment markets and to target consumers more precisely through  database marketing, 
the Internet, direct mail, and other tools. 

Working-Class Appeal
This ad appeals to working-class 
values and product preferences 
(i.e., having a large vehicle to 
tow things such as a trailer as 
well as having a “big fat juicy” 
cheeseburger).

Exhibit 13.11 

How the Household Infl uences Consumer Behavior

Some researchers argue that the household itself is the most important unit of 
analysis for consumer behavior because households make many more acquisition, 
consumption, and disposition decisions than individuals do. This section defi nes 
families and households, examines the different types of households, describes the 
family life cycle, and looks at how families infl uence decisions and consumption.
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Types of Households
A family is usually defi ned as a group of individuals living together who are related 
by marriage, blood, or adoption. The most typical unit is the nuclear family, con-
sisting of a father, mother, and children. The extended family consists of the 
 nuclear family plus relatives such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. 
Nearly 4 million U.S. families have three or more generations of parents living with 
children and grandchildren.103 In the United States we often think of family in 
terms of the nuclear family, whereas the extended family is the defining unit in 
many nations. Although the family is important almost everywhere in the world, 
some countries and cultures exhibit a stronger family orientation than others. In 
Japan and China, for example, the family is a focal point, and most people feel a 
very strong sense of obligation to it.104

Household is a broader term that includes a single person living alone or a 
group of individuals who live together in a common dwelling, regardless of whether 
they are related. This term includes cohabiting couples (an unmarried male and 
female living together), gay couples, and singles who are roommates. Because the 
number of households is on the rise—increasing by 1.35 million each year— 
marketers and researchers are increasingly thinking in terms of households rather 
than families.105

The traditional stereotype of the American family consisted of a husband as the 
primary wage earner, a non-wage-earning wife at home, and two children under 
the age of 18. Today, because of later marriages, cohabitation, divorce, dual careers, 
boomerang children, people living longer, and a lower birth rate, the number of 
nontraditional families has greatly increased.106 In fact, one-person households 
now outnumber households with children.107 Meanwhile, the number of single-
parent households headed by women has increased three times faster than the 
number of two-parent households.108 Note that 29 percent of all U.S. households 
consist of married couples without children (either because of a conscious choice 
to have none or because the children have left home).109 Exhibit 13.12 shows how 
U.S. households are changing.

Households and Family Life Cycle
Households can further differ in terms of stage in the family life cycle. As shown 
in Exhibit 13.13, families can be characterized in terms of the age of the parents, 
the number of parents present, the age and number of children living at home, 
and so on.110 Households may also consist of one or more unmarried singles, 
 couples without children, and couples whose children are grown and gone. 
Changes such as death or divorce can alter household structure by, for instance, 
creating single-parent households, as the arrows in Exhibit 13.13 indicate.

Marketers must consider the great variation in needs over the family life cycle 
and the effect on consumer behavior within households. In general, spending 
 increases as households shift from young singles to young married and then re-
mains high until falling sharply at the older married or older single stages.111

 However, this pattern depends on what is purchased. New parents tend to spend 
more on health care, clothing, housing, and food (and less on alcohol, transporta-
tion, and education). The U.S. market for baby products alone is worth nearly 
$9 billion dollars.112 As their families grow, parents spend more on housing and fur-
nishings, child care, and related household services. Young empty nesters spend 

Nuclear family Father, 
mother, and children.

Extended family The nuclear 
family plus relatives such as 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
and cousins.

Household A single person 
living alone or a group of 
 individuals who live together 
in a common dwelling, 
 regardless of whether they are 
related.

Family life cycle Different 
stages of family life, depend-
ing on the age of the parents 
and how many children are 
living at home.
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more on  vehicles and clothing; older single households and couples spend more on 
 home-based  products, health care, and travel. Finally, households in the midst of a 
life cycle change are more likely to switch brand preferences and be more receptive 
to marketing efforts.113

However, these stages do not capture all types of households. Notably missing 
are same-sex couples and never-married single mothers, two important market 
segments. Gays and lesbians, for example, represent anywhere from 11 to 23  million 
consumers in the United States and are relatively affl uent and highly educated (see 
Chapter 12).114 In addition, more than 4 million women are never- married mothers 
between 15 and 44 years old.115 Finally, as discussed in Chapter 17, more than 
60 percent of U.S. households include a pet (cat, dog, or another  animal) that is 
sometimes regarded as a very special family member and can therefore be an 
 important infl uence on household spending.116

Changing Trends in Household  Structure
Five main factors are altering the basic structure and characteristics of households. 
These include (1) delayed marriage, (2) cohabitation, (3) dual careers, (4) divorce, 
and (5) smaller families.

Changes in Household 
Types
The composition of U.S. house-
holds is changing. In particular, 
the segment of nontraditional 
families (singles living alone, 
couples without children, 
 divo rced families) is on the rise.

Exhibit 13.12 

* Includes those with children both younger than age 18 and 18 and older.
   Note: Numbers in thousands and percent of all households by type, 2000-2010; and percent change 2000-2010.
   Numbers may not add to total due to rounding.

Families
Married couples

  with children
  younger than 18*
  with children
  18+ only
  with no children

Single fathers
 Single mothers
 Other families

9.0
4.1

22.6

1,523
7,473
7,741

77,705
60,969

24,286

5,318
31,365

2000

3.2
0.5

–3.5

29.4
–1.3

100.0 %110,140

number
2010 2000-2010

percent changepercent

6.9 %

1.4
6.8
7.0

70.6
55.4

22.1

4.8
28.5

All households

29.4
9.9

14.8
4.8

Nonfamilies
Men living alone

 Women living alone
 Other nonfamilies

32,434
10,898
16,278

5,258

18.0
15.4
14.1
20.7

1,660
7,779
9,488

1.4
6.6
8.1

80,193
61,266

23,433

6,884
30,950

68.1
52.1

19.9

5.8
26.3

100.0

percent

117,696

number

%

31.9
10.7
15.8

5.4

37,503
12,577
18,578

6,347
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Delayed Marriage
In many Western societies, an increasing number of individuals are either delaying 
or avoiding getting married. Today the median age at which U.S. men fi rst marry 
is 27; for U.S. women, the median age is 25.117 As a result, 27 percent of all 
U.S. households (27 million people, more women than men) consist of one person 
living alone.118 Delayed marriage may occur because career is seen as a higher pri-
ority, because it is now more acceptable for a man and a woman to live together 
before marriage, or because consumers with college loans want to reduce their 
debt fi rst.

The trend toward delayed marriage is important for marketers because single-
person households exhibit unique consumption patterns. For example, single men 
spend more on alcohol, new cars, clothes, and education than married men do. 
Compared with married women, single women tend to spend more on new cars, 
shoes, entertainment, candy, and housing (to live in a safe area).119 Singles tend to 
have more discretionary income and therefore can spend more than couples of the 
same social class and income  level.120 Not only do singles spend more on restaurant 
meals, but they also eat out more often.121

By delaying marriage, couples typically find themselves in a better financial 
 position and can pay more for a home and furnishings, baby clothes, and 
housekeeping services than they would have if they had married earlier. Parents 
over age 35 with children under age 6 spend more than younger parents do on 
housing, furnishings, child care, transportation, and food. Also, when couples 
delay  marriage, they also delay having children, a development that has led to 
an  increase in the use of fertility drugs and the incidence of twins and 
triplets.122

Household Life Cycles 
in the United States
This chart depicts how house-
holds change as the family life 
cycle changes. Each box repre-
sents a stage in the family life 
cycle; each line and arrow repre-
sents a type of change (marriage, 
divorce, death, children entering 
or leaving, aging). Note that this 
diagram accounts for numerous 
possibilities (divorce, becoming a 
single parent, being a childless 
couple, never marrying). What 
stage is your family in right now?

Exhibit 13.13 Source: Rex Y. Du and Wagner A. Kamakura, “Household Life Cycles and Lifestyles in the United States,” Journal of 
Marketing Research, February 2006, Figure 1, p. 126.

Couple
Empty nest

(Age 51–73)

Widowed
Empty nest

(Age 66–84)

Small family
Children <15
(Age 34–44)

Couple
Adult dependents

(Age 63–70)

Divorced/single
Empty nest

(Age 49–71)

Large family
Children <15
(Age 33–41)

Divorced/single
Children <15
(Age 27–41)

Small family
Children <7
(Age 25–35)

Large family
Older children
(Age 40–50)

Small family
Older children
(Age 45–57)

Single/divorced
No children
(Age 26–42)

Divorced/widow
Older children
(Age 44–62)

Single/married
No children
(Age 22–30)
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Cohabitation
As a result of changing social norms, more consumers are deciding to live with 
members of the opposite sex outside marriage. Among the 5 million opposite-sex 
U.S. households, more than half have never been married. Most of the cohabitors 
(38 percent) are aged 25 to 34, and 20 percent are aged 35 to 44.123 In addition, more 
than 600,000 U.S. households consist of same-sex couples.124 Compared with mar-
ried couples, cohabitating  individuals tend to be more self-oriented. Many view 
possessions as personal rather than joint items in case the relationship does not 
endure.125 Nevertheless, many unmarried partners share expenses, and because 
both individuals are likely to work, they often have higher discretionary income 
than do married couples of a similar age (with a nonworking spouse). Thus, un-
married couples are more frequent consumers of entertainment, transportation, 
and vacations than are married couples.

Dual-Career Families
The two major types of dual-career families are (1) those in which the woman seeks 
career advancement and personal fulfi llment and (2) those in which the woman 
works out of fi nancial neces sity and considers her employment “just a job.”126 The 
woman in the latter group tends to be more like the traditional housewife in terms 
of outlook and behavior, whereas the woman in the former group is more contem-
porary and progressive.

Dual-career families have several important implications for consumer 
 behavior. First, having two incomes increases discretionary spending.127 Dual- 

career families tend to spend more than other fam-
ilies do on child care, eating out, and services in 
general (see Exhibit 13.14). Wives are contributing 
to the family fi nances, which  allows them infl uence 
over household acquisition and consumption deci-
sions for vacations, cars, housing, and other 
 offerings.128 Second, the increased burden of hav-
ing both career and family, or role overload, leaves 
less time for cooking, housekeeping, shopping, and 
other activities. This is why dual-career families 
particularly value offerings that save time, such as 
microwaveable meals, prepared foods, housekeep-
ing, child care, fast food, and food delivery services. 
Because women in such households have limited 
shopping time, they are more likely to be brand 
loyal, buy impulsively, and buy from catalogs or 
online.

Third, more husbands are taking on household 
responsibilities, including shopping, cooking, 
and—for a small but growing percentage of 
 families—staying home to care for children.129 As a 
result, more ads are geared toward men who are, 
for  example, sharing some responsibility for house-
hold cooking. In Asia, however, such ads may 
prompt a negative response from both men and 
women because sex roles are viewed more tradi-
tionally, even though more men are handling more 
housework.

Marketing to 
 Dual-Career Families
Marketers now realize there are 
many dual-career families and 
target them accordingly. This ad 
for Verizon Wireless is a good 
example of this.

Exhibit 13.14
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Divorce
More than four of every ten U.S. marriages are likely to end in divorce.130 Although 
the trend has recently leveled off, many divorces still occur each year, and these 
separations have important implications for consumer behavior.131 Going through 
a divorce represents a major transition in which consumers perform a number of 
critical tasks, such as disposing of old possessions, forming a new household, and 
creating new patterns of consumption.132 Divorce can lead to a major change in 
lifestyle, and acquiring goods and services can be an integral part of forming a new 
identity and relieving stress during this transition. For example, a recently divorced 
consumer might buy a new house, car, furniture, or clothing; get a new hairstyle; or 
go to singles events to assume a new image or to feel better.

Divorce also infl uences household structure. If the couple was childless, the 
newly divorced often adopt many of the singles’ acquisition and consumption pat-
terns discussed earlier. However, these new singles are typically older and have 
greater discretionary income for housing, transportation, and clothing if they are 
working. Also, divorce creates single-parent families when children are involved. 
Estimates are that one in three families in the United States now has only one par-
ent, and most of these families have a female head-of-household, although the 
proportion of single fathers is growing.133 Because the single parent must earn an 
income and raise children, convenience offerings—such as packaged or fast 
foods—are a necessity.134 Compared with their married counterparts, single par-
ents are likely to have lower than average incomes, to spend relatively less on most 
things, and to be renters rather than homeowners.

Finally, divorced individuals with children are remarrying with greater frequency, 
creating more stepfamilies.135 Demographers estimate that more than one-third of 
U.S. families are of this type. In nearly two-thirds of stepfamilies, children live with 
their biological mother; many such families are lower in income and education and 
are more youthful than intact families. Due to potential stress and confl icting emo-
tions, about half these families will also end up in divorce. Like other households, 
stepfamilies can have unique consumption needs. For example, children who travel 
between families require duplicate supplies of clothes, toothbrushes, and toys.136

Smaller Families
In many countries, the average household size is getting smaller. In the United States, 
Boomer and Xer couples are having fewer children because of dual careers, fi nancial 
burdens, and concern for overpopulation—some couples believe that having more 
than two children is socially irresponsible. The average family size in the United 
States is now 3.14 people.137 Smaller family size means more discretionary income to 
spend on recreational items, vacations, education, toys, and entertainment. Smaller 
families also can spend more on each child. Childless married couples, one of the 
fastest-growing types of households, have more discretionary income than other 
households. Compared with couples who have children, childless couples spend 
more on food, restaurant meals, entertainment, liquor, clothing, and pets.138

Products and services that offer convenience can be marketed specifically to dual- 
career and divorced households. Because more husbands from dual-career families and 
single or divorced men shop for groceries and other items, retailers are increasingly 
 targeting men.139 Wives in dual-career households have more clout in expensive 
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 decisions, so marketers of costly products and services must appeal to both husband 
and wife. Nontraditional families are also being targeted: Hallmark has developed greet-
ing cards that deal with stepfamily and cohabitation relationships.140

Single men and women are an attractive target for many marketers. Some stores in 
the Trader Joe’s grocery chain designate a special “Singles Night” and create romance-
themed displays of chocolate and wine for customers who come to mix and mingle as 
they shop.141

Marketers are targeting same-sex couples through events like gay pride parades, 
ads in targeted magazines such as Out and The Advocate, specialized websites, bill-
boards in select neighborhoods, and—increasingly—TV ads depicting same-sex cou-
ples.142 Following the lead of Subaru, Ford, and other automakers, Cadillac has begun 
advertising its vehicles to gay consumers.143 In openly targeting gay and lesbian con-
sumers, however, some of these marketers have become targets of conservative groups 
and religious leaders opposed to homosexuality.144 Marketers who target same-sex 
couples also must understand how these consumers make decisions; for instance, pur-
chasing decisions by lesbian couples tend to be made in a more egalitarian manner than 
decisions in husband- or wife-dominated traditional households are.145 

Roles that Household Members Play

A key aspect of households is that more than one individual can become involved 
in acquisition and consumption. This section discusses various elements of house-
hold consumer behavior, with particular emphasis on household decision roles
and how household members infl uence decision processes.

In a multiperson household, members may perform a variety of tasks or roles in 
acquiring and consuming a product or service:

Gatekeeper d Household members who collect and control information impor-
tant to the decision.

Infl uencer  d Household members who try to express their opinions and infl u-
ence the decision.

Decider  d The person or persons who actually determine which product or 
 service will be chosen.

Buyer  d The household member who physically acquires the product or service.

User  d The household members who consume the product.

Each role can be performed by different household members or by a single indi-
vidual, subset of individuals, or the entire household. For example, in deciding 
which movie to rent or download, parents might make the fi nal decision, but the 
children may play a role, either directly (by stating their preferences) or indirectly 
(when parents keep their children’s preferences in mind). One parent may actually 
obtain the movie, but the entire family may watch (or consume) it. Parents are often 
the deciders and purchasers of items consumed by their children, such as clothing, 
toys, food, and movies. Similarly, more than 70 percent of men’s underwear and 
 fragrance is purchased by wives and girlfriends. Exhibit 13.15 divides household 
purchases into nine categories, depending on the decision maker and the user.

Household decision roles can be instrumental, meaning that they relate to 
tasks affecting the buying decision, such as when and how much to purchase. 

Household decision 
roles Roles that different 
members play in a household 
decision.

Instrumental roles Roles that 
relate to tasks affecting the 
buying decision.
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Roles can also be expressive, which means they indicate family norms, such as 
choice of color or style.146 Traditionally, the husband fulfi lled the instrumental role 
and the wife the expressive role, but sex-role changes are altering this pattern.

Confl ict can often occur in fulfi lling different household roles based on (1) the 
reasons for buying, (2) who should make the decision, (3) which option to choose, 
and (4) who gets to use the product or service.147 For example, because all family 
members have increased their computer usage, confl ict often arises over who gets 
to use the computer and for how long.148 Conflict may also occur in decisions 
about “green” consumption, such as using organic food and conserving water or 
 energy.149 In general, households resolve confl icts through problem solving, per-
suasion, bargaining, and politics, with persuasion and problem solving the most 
frequently used methods.150 Note, however, that resolution is often not systematic 
and rational, but rather a “muddling-through” process in which the household 
makes a  series of small decisions to arrive at a solution.151 Moreover, many house-
holds avoid rather than confront confl ict.

Marketers should recognize that household decisions are more frequent in some 
circumstances than in others. Specifi cally, joint decisions are more likely when the 
perceived risk associated with the decision is high, the decision is very important, 
there is ample time to make a decision, and the household is young. In addition, 
household members can infl uence each other in terms of brand preferences and 
loyalties, information search patterns, media reliance, and price sensitivities.152

The Roles of Spouses
Husbands and wives play different roles in making decisions, and the nature of 
their infl uence depends on the offering and the couple’s relationship. In examining 
husband-wife infl uence, a landmark study conducted in Belgium (and replicated in 
the United States) identifi ed four major decision categories:153

Expressive roles Roles that 
 involve an indication of  family 
norms.

A Consumer

One
member

1

Some
members

All
members

One member

Sugar Pops

Tennis
racket

Refrigerator

Some members All members

2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

A Purchase Decision Maker

For Example:
1. Mom and Dad go to buy a new tennis racket for Mom. Dad advises Mom
 on her purchase. Some members are decision makers and one member is
 a consumer: cell 2.
2. Mom goes to the grocery store to buy Sugar Pops cereal for her children.
 She’ll never eat the stuff. One member is a decision maker and some
 members are consumers: cell 4.
3. Mom, Dad, and the kids go to the department store to buy a refrigerator.
 All members are decision makers and all are consumers: cell 9.

Buyers and Users
Household purchase decisions 
can be made by one, some, or 
all members of the family. 
 Acquired products and services 
may be consumed by one, some, 
or all members. Here is an ex-
ample of three cells that result 
from crossing these two factors. 
Can you think of examples that 
would fi t into the other six 
cells?

Exhibit 13.15
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A d  husband-dominant decision is made primarily by the male head-of-house-
hold (e.g., the purchase of lawn mowers and hardware).

A d wife-dominant decision is made primarily by the female head-of-household 
(e.g., children’s clothing, women’s clothing, groceries, and toiletries).

An d  autonomic decision is equally likely to be made by the husband or the wife 
but not by both (e.g., men’s clothing, luggage, toys and games, sporting equip-
ment, and cameras).

A d syncratic decision is made jointly by the husband and wife (e.g., vacations, 
refrigerators, TVs, living room furniture, fi nancial planning services, and the 
family car).

As spouses come closer to a fi nal decision, the process tends to move toward 
syncratic decision making and away from the other three types, particularly for 
more important decisions. These role structures are only generalities, however; the 
actual infl uence exerted depends on many factors. First, a spouse will have greater 
infl uence when he or she brings higher fi nancial resources to the family and when 
he or she has a high level of involvement in the decision.154 Second, demo graphic 
factors, such as total family income, occupation, and education, are also related to 
the degree of husband-wife infl uence.155 Combined, these factors provide a spouse 
with a perception of power in the decision-making situation. The higher the degree 
of perceived power, the more likely the spouse will exert infl uence.

When the family has a strong traditional sex-role orientation, certain tasks are 
stereotypically considered either masculine or feminine, and more decisions tend 
to be husband dominated than they are in less traditional families.156 For example, 
Mexican American families tend toward a traditional orientation and husband-
dominant decisions. However, sex-role changes, as noted earlier, are infl uencing 
husband-wife decisions. In Thailand, nearly half of the husbands surveyed said that 
they decided what foods their households would eat and that they did the family 
food shopping, a task traditionally considered part of the wife’s role.157 In the 
United States, joint decision making is most common among Anglo families, hus-
band dominance is more likely in Japanese American families, and wife dominance 
is more prevalent in African American families.

Researchers have found support for the four major patterns of spousal decision 
roles in a number of countries, although the United States, France, and the 
 Netherlands exhibited a higher level of joint decision making than did Venezuela 
and Gabon, where autonomous decisions were more prevalent.158 Other aspects of 
spousal decision making have also been studied. For example, through the pro-
cesses of bargaining (which involves a fair exchange) or concession (in which a 
spouse gives in on some points to get what he or she wants in other areas), couples 
tend to make equitable decisions that result from compromises.159 Couples do not 
typically follow a formal, systematic process for making  decisions; instead, they use 
an informal process in which they have limited awareness of each other’s knowl-
edge and decision strategy.160 Husbands and wives are generally not good at esti-
mating their spouse’s influence and preferences, although each learns from the 
outcome of previous decisions and makes adjustments over time.161

The Roles of Children
Children play an important role in household decisions by attempting to infl uence 
their parents’ acquisition, usage, and disposition behavior. The most common 

Husband-dominant decision 
Decision made primarily by 
the male head-of-household.

Wife-dominant decision 
Decision made primarily by 
the female head-of-
household.

Autonomic decision  
Decision equally likely to 
be made by the husband or 
wife, but not by both.

Syncratic decision Decision 
made jointly by the husband 
and wife. 

Bargaining A fair exchange of 
preferences.

Concession Giving in on some 
points to get what one wants 
in other areas.
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 stereotype is that children nag until their parents fi nally give in. Research fi nds that 
the success of such attempts depends on the type of offering, characteristics of the 
parents, age of the child, and stage of the decision process.162 Children are more 
likely to use their influence for child-related products such as cereals, cookies, 
snacks, cars, vacations, and new computer technologies. For clothing and toys, 
children often use the argument that “everyone else has one,” and because parents 
want to avoid being identifi ed as “scrimpers,” they will often give in.163

Interestingly, children consistently overestimate how much infl uence they have 
in most decisions.164 Children tend to have less infl uence when parents are more 
involved in the decision process or are more traditional and conservative. Working 
and single parents, on the other hand, are more likely to give in because they face 
more time pressures.165 When parents place more restrictions on TV watching, they 
tend to yield less, but children’s attempts to infl uence parents increase as parents 
watch more TV with them.

Another important fi nding is that the older the child, the more infl uence he or 
she will exert.166 One reason for this situation is that younger children tend to have 
lower involvement in the decision process, and parents are more likely to refuse 
younger children’s requests. As evidence, teens believe that they have greater 
 infl uence when the decision is important to them and the family. Older children 
also often generate their own income, giving them more power.167 However, even 
when the family includes two or more children, parents still exert the most infl u-
ence over decisions about buying and consuming new offerings.168

One study examined the strategies adolescents use in trying to infl uence paren-
tal and family decision making, which include bargaining (making deals), persua-
sion (trying to influence the decision in their favor), emotional appeals (using 
emotion to get what they want), and requests (directly asking).169 Parents, in turn, 
can use not only the same strategies on their children but also expert (knowledge), 
legitimate (power), and directive (parental authority) strategies.

The type of household determines the nature of children’s infl uence:

Authoritarian households stress obedience. d

Neglectful households exert little control. d

Democratic households encourage self-expression. d

Permissive households remove constraints. d

Children are more likely to have direct decision control in permissive and neglect-
ful families and are more likely to infl uence decisions in democratic and permissive 
ones.170 Also, children’s infl uence varies at different stages of the decision process. It 
is greatest early in the decision-making process (problem recognition and informa-
tion search) and declines signifi cantly in the evaluation and choice phases.171

Marketers need to recognize that household decision roles exist and may be performed 
by different household members. Thus, appealing only to deciders or purchasers may be 
a narrow and relatively ineffective strategy. Marketers who exclusively target children 
for toys or breakfast cereals, for example, ignore the fact that parents are usually 
 infl uencers,  deciders, and purchasers of these products. Therefore, marketers should 
determine which family members are involved in each acquisition decision and appeal to 
all important parties. To illustrate, the Kidzania theme park in Tokyo—designed for 



 children from 2 to 15 years old—targets Japanese parents who want to give their chil-
dren a taste of different careers. The entrance fee allows children to “play” at a variety 
of  occupations, from  dentistry to electrical engineering.172

More U.S. children are using the Internet for e-mail, visiting websites, and playing 
games in virtual worlds created especially for youngsters.173 This development has cre-
ated opportunities for established brands and newcomers alike. Disney’s Club Penguin, 
loaded with children’s games and activities, has 700,000 young members whose parents 
pay a monthly fee of $6.174 Marketing to young children, in particular, raises ethical and 
legal issues; for that reason, websites for children under 13 must comply with the Chil-
dren’s Online Privacy Protection Act and obtain parental permission before collecting 
information from children. 

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

Summary

Individuals in a society can be grouped into status lev-
els (upper, middle, and lower), making up a social class 
hierarchy. Class distinctions are significant because 
members of a particular class share common life expe-
riences and therefore also share values and consumer 
behavior patterns, although many variations occur 
within groups. Individuals are most likely to be infl u-
enced by members of their own class because they 
regularly interact with them. Still, infl uence can cross 
class lines through the trickle-down effect (when lower 
classes copy upper-class values and behavior) or the 
status float effect (when trends start in the lower 
classes and spread upward).

A variety of factors determine social class, the most 
critical of which are occupation and education. Re-
searchers use a battery of items, such as the Computer-
ized Status Index, to measure social class. Three major 
trends producing an evolution in social class structure 
are upward mobility, downward mobility, and social 
class fragmentation. Social class infl uences consumer 
behavior in three major ways: (1) through conspicuous 
consumption, the acquisition and display of status 
symbol offerings to demonstrate social standing; 
(2) through compensatory consumption, trying to off-
set some defi ciency by engaging in greater than usual 
consumption; and (3) through the meaning of money.

Households include both families and unrelated 
people living together as well as singles. The  proportion 
of nontraditional households has increased because 
of factors such as (1) later marriages, (2) cohabitation, 
(3) dual-career families, (4) divorce, and (5) smaller 
families. Households exert considerable infl uence on 
acquisition and consumption patterns. Members can 
play different roles in the decision process (gatekeeper, 
infl uencer, decider, buyer, and user). Also,  hus bands 

and wives vary in their influence in the decision 
 process, depending on whether the situation is hus-
band dominant, wife dominant, autonomic, or syn-
cratic. Children can infl uence the decision process by 
making requests of parents. The nature of this infl u-
ence partly depends on whether the household is au-
thoritarian, neglectful, democratic, or permissive. In 
general, the older the child, the greater the infl uence.

Questions for Review and Discussion
  1. What is the social class hierarchy?

  2. What are the determinants of social class?

  3. Why is social class fragmentation taking place?

  4. Why would a consumer engage in conspicuous 
consumption and conspicuous waste?

  5. How does parody display differ from status 
 symbols?

  6. Under what circumstances does compensatory 
consumption occur?

  7. Why might a company develop different offerings 
for consumers in different social classes?

  8. Defi ne the terms nuclear family, extended family,
and household.

  9. What fi ve key factors have altered the basic struc-
ture and characteristics of households?

 10. What are the fi ve roles that a household member 
may perform in acquiring and consuming some-
thing?
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What do families need, want, use, and buy? More mar-
keters are getting to know Mom as they gather informa-
tion about the acquisition and consumption preferences 
and patterns of households with children. Some compa-
nies monitor what moms are saying about products or 
problems on parenting websites and blogs. A growing 
number of marketers are sponsoring special areas on 
social networking sites geared toward mothers, their 
goal being toresearch specifi c questions or to generate 
feedback and word of mouth about certain brands.

For instance, Hasbro sponsors the Playskool Pre-
school Playgroup area on CafeMom.com, a networking 
site where moms exchange ideas about everything from 
baby talk and baby clothes to recipes and reading. More 
than 10,000 mothers have joined the Playskool area, 
where they post ideas about raising preschoolers and 
are also able to receive free Playskool samples. When 
Hasbro introduced its Kid Motion toy kit, the company 
sent samples to 5,000 members of the Playskool Pre-
school Playgroup. Hasbro learned from the reactions 
that recipients posted on CafeMom—and its product 
also benefi ted when moms talked up the product to 
other moms.

McDonald’s created a Global Moms Advisory Panel 
to offer advice on its menu and its restaurants because 
“moms are so important to our business,” says the 
chain’s head of global marketing. “We intend to listen 
and learn from our Global Moms Panel, with the goal of 
providing the best possible experience for families in our 
restaurants around the world.” KFC’s Moms Matter! 
 Advisory Board performs a similar function, serving as 
a sounding board for products and promotions under 
consideration. Looking for insights into future house-
hold trends, KFC’s marketers also ask these moms about 
issues beyond eating out, such as how they manage 
daily stress and family responsibilities.

 Johnson & Johnson reaches out to research moth-
ers’ needs and the role of household dynamics in several 
ways. It sponsors the BabyCenter.com networking site, 
where mothers post comments about all aspects of ex-
pecting and raising children. The site also features pro-
fessional videos about pregnancy, child development, 
and other topics. J&J does not advertise on BabyCenter, 
although it does accept advertising from other market-
ers. To stimulate extended dialogue in person, J&J 

 recently invited dozens of mothers who are active blog-
gers to a three-day Camp Baby conference in New 
 Jersey. Discussions during and after the conference 
helped J&J’s marketers better understand what moms 
think about, worry about, and look forward to. The dia-
logue continued long after the moms returned home 
because the participants blogged about the experience 
(providing J&J with valuable reactions), and company 
personnel also blogged about what they learned.

Procter & Gamble is another company that is actively 
seeking the input and insights of mothers. In particular, 
it wants to fi nd out more about the needs and interests 
of moms who are 28 to 45 years old and have children 
who are 19 years old or younger. Vocalpoint, P&G’s net-
working site, has recruited more than 600,000 moms 
who fi t this demographic profi le. Once they join, the 
moms receive P&G product samples, tell the company 
what they think about the products, and express their 
opinions in periodic focus groups and research surveys. 
Vocalpoint sends moms a weekly e-mail newsletter with 
updates about what is on the site and specifi c questions 
such as how and when they prefer to communicate their 
opinions. In addition, the site invites moms to get in-
volved in word-of-mouth campaigns for P&G products 
such as Febreze air freshener and Dawn dishwashing 
foam. Not only is P&G getting to know moms; it is also 
getting moms to know its products and to spread the 
word about the products they like and use.175

Case Questions
 1. From a marketing standpoint, what are the advan-

tages and disadvantages of sponsoring a branded 
area on a networking site, such as the Playskool 
Preschool Playgroup, to engage a target audience?

 2. J&J’s Camp Baby was for moms only—no babies 
 allowed. Would the company learn more about 
household infl uences by allowing children to accom-
pany mom bloggers next time? Explain your answer.

 3. Do you think Vocalpoint moms should be asked to 
respond to surveys about some P&G products and 
also be invited to promote certain P&G products 
through word of mouth? Why, or why not?

 4. What are moms’ roles in the family decision-making 
process? How might other family members play a role?

Getting to Know Mom

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Defi ne values and the 
value system, and show how 
they can be described.

2. Identify some values that 
characterize Western cultures, 
outline the main factors that 
infl uence values, and describe 
how values can be measured.

3. Discuss the personality 
characteristics most closely 
related to consumer behavior 
patterns and show why these 
are important from a 
marketing perspective.

4. Explain how lifestyles are 
represented by activities, 
interests, and opinions, and 
describe how psychographic 
applications in marketing 
combine values, personality, 
and lifestyle variables.

The Lure of Luxury versus Back to Basics

L ured by luxury and back to basics—these contrasting trends are playing out around the 
world as consumers buy and use goods and services to express what is important to 

them, who they are, and how they live. Affl uent consumers who buy high-end items like a 
$14,000 handbag to show off their fi nancial success are the mainstay of luxury brands like 
Louis Vuitton and Gucci, which have their strongest sales outside North America. Mean-
while, a growing number of consumers are treating themselves to “affordable luxury” items 
such as a $300 Coach purse or a $6,900 BeefEater barbecue grill, perhaps to keep up with 
the Joneses or to indulge a hobby or interest.

Despite the lure of luxury, some consumers are turning away from brand cachet and going 
back to basics. Some are rebelling against what they see as too much emphasis on material 
things, some worry about wasting natural resources, some want to break out of the brand 
mold, and others simply want to save money. As a result, sales of private-label goods marketed 
by retailers such as Rite Aid have been rising (and raising stores’ profi t margins). Going back to 
basics can also mean buying a branded product for less in a discount store such as Wal-Mart 
or Costco. Even consumers who change their buying habits for  environmental reasons can 
make a statement about themselves through their decisions. The eco-friendly Prius, for exam-
ple, is so distinctive that no one could mistake it for an ordinary car.1

Psychographics: Values, 
Personality, and Lifestyles Chapter 14

INTRODUCTION



These dual trends illustrate the infl uence of values, personality, and lifestyles on con-
sumer behavior, all topics discussed in this chapter. Values determine what products people 
feel are “right” to buy or own (whether they care more about acquiring possessions or sav-
ing the environment, for instance). If a consumer’s personality leans toward frugality, he or 
she will put more emphasis on getting the most value for the price paid (hence the popu-
larity of private-label brands). People who love cooking outdoors may view a fancy barbe-
cue grill as a lifestyle necessity.

Together, values, personality, and lifestyles constitute the basic components of psycho-

graphics, the description of consumers based on their psychological and behavioral character-
istics (see Exhibit 14.1). Traditionally, psychographics measured consumer lifestyles, but more 
modern applications also include the consumers’ psychological makeup, values, personality, 
and behavior with respect to specifi c products (usage patterns, attitudes, and emotions). Mar-
keters use psychographics to gain a more detailed understanding of consumer behavior than 
they can get from demographic variables like ethnicity, social class, age, gender, and religion.

Psychographics A description 
of consumers based on their 
psychological and behavioral 
characteristics.
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Values

Values are enduring beliefs that a given behavior or outcome is good or bad.2 For 
example, you may believe that it is good to be healthy, keep your family safe, have 
self-respect, and be free. As enduring beliefs, your values serve as standards that 
guide your behavior across situations and over time. Thus, how much you value the 
environment generally determines the extent to which you litter, recycle, or buy 
products made from recycled materials. Values are so ingrained that people are 
usually not conscious of them and have diffi culty describing them.

Our total set of values and their relative importance to us constitute our value 
system. The way that we behave in a given situation is often infl uenced by how im-
portant one value is to us relative to others.3 For instance, deciding whether to 
spend Saturday afternoon relaxing with your family or exercising will be deter-
mined by the relative importance that you place on family versus health. You feel 
value confl ict when you do something that is consistent with one value but incon-
sistent with another equally important value. This dynamic can be illustrated with 
the example of parents who place equal value on convenience and concern for the 
environment. They may experience value confl ict if they buy disposable diapers for 
their babies. Consumers facing such decisions consider not only the product’s im-
mediate consumption outcomes but also the product’s general effect on society, 
including how the manufacturer behaves (toward the environment, for instance).4

Because values are among the fi rst things that children learn, value systems are 
often in place by age 10. As you will see in Chapter 15, people learn values through 
the process of socialization, which results from exposure to reference groups and 
other sources of infl uence.5 You may therefore value education because your par-
ents went to college and because they and your teachers encouraged this value. 
Because individuals learn values through exposure to others in institutions and 
cultures, people within the same group often hold similar values.

Acculturation is the process by which individuals learn the values and behav-
iors of a new culture (see Chapter 12). For example, immigrants arriving in the 

Values Enduring beliefs 
 regarding what is right or 
wrong.

Value system Our total set 
of values and their relative 
 importance.
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Chapter Overview: 
Psychographics: Values, 
Personality, and 
Lifestyles 

Exhibit 14.1 Previous chapters demonstrated how membership in certain cultural groups (regional, ethnic, social 
class, and so on) can affect group behaviors. This chapter examines the effect of these cultural infl u-
ences on an individual level—namely, on values (deeply held beliefs), personality (consumer traits), and 
lifestyles (behavioral patterns that are manifestations of values and personality). Each of these factors is 
useful in understanding consumer behavior; in addition, marketers often combine them to obtain an 
overall psychographic profi le of consumers.

United States must learn new values to acculturate to American life. Consumers are 
more likely to adopt the values of a new culture if they view that culture as attrac-
tive and as having values similar to their own. Acculturation also happens faster 
when people in the new culture are cohesive, give a lot of verbal and nonverbal 
 signals about what their values are, and express pride in the values that they hold.6

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)
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How Values Can Be Described
Values can vary in terms of their specifi city. At the broadest level are global values,
which represent the core of an individual’s value system. These highly enduring, 
strongly held, and abstract values apply in many situations. For example, because 
much of U.S. political philosophy is based on the idea of freedom, that value per-
meates many domains of our lives. We believe in the freedom to speak, to go where 
we want, to dress as we please, and to live where we want.

One of the many ways of characterizing global values is depicted in Exhibit 14.2. 
This scheme divides global values into seven categories: maturity, security, proso-
cial behavior (doing nice things for others), restrictive conformity, enjoyment, 
achievement, and self-direction. Note that similar categories are placed close to-
gether. Thus, achievement and self-direction refl ect a similar orientation toward 
the individual as a person, whereas prosocial behavior and restrictive conformity 
refl ect values that relate to how an individual should deal with others.

Within the seven domains there are two types of global values: terminal and 
 instrumental. Terminal values (shown with an asterisk) are highly desired end 
states, and instrumental values (shown with a plus sign) are those needed to 
achieve these desired end states. For example, the two terminal values in the 
 prosocial category are equality and salvation. The instrumental values of loving, 
forgiving, helpfulness, honesty, and belief in God help one achieve these terminal 
values.7 Also notice in Exhibit 14.2 that values tend to be polarized: Consumers who 
place a high value on one set of terminal values place less value on the set on the 
opposite side of the fi gure. This situation means that individuals who value secu-
rity, maturity, and a prosocial orientation might place less value on enjoyment (on 
the opposite side). Those who emphasize self-direction and achievement would 
value prosocial behaviors and restrictive conformity less.

Global values are different from domain-specific values, which are relevant 
only to particular areas of activity, such as religion, family, or consumption. Materi-
alism is a domain-specifi c value because it relates to the way that we view the ac-
quisition of material goods. Although they differ, global and domain-specifi c values 
can be related in that achievement of domain-specifi c values (such as health) can 
be instrumental to the achievement of one or more global values (such as inner 
harmony or self-respect).

The Values that Characterize Western Cultures
Given that values are an important infl uence on behavior, marketers need to un-
derstand some of the values that characterize consumption in Western societies. 
These include materialism, the home, work and play, individualism, family and 
children, health, hedonism, youth, authenticity, the environment, and technology.

Materialism
One value that has become increasingly prevalent in Western cultures is materialism.8

In a materialistic society, people gauge satisfaction in terms of what they have or have 
not acquired in life and in terms of desired possessions. Materialistic individuals tend 
to value items like cars, jewelry, and boats. In contrast, symbolic items such as a moth-
er’s wedding gown, family mementos, and photos are more important to those low in 
materialism.9 Materialistic consumers might believe that they would be happy if they 
had a bigger house, a nicer car, or more expensive clothes—beliefs that can lead to 
stress if family or life changes disrupt their fi nancial situation.10

Global values A person‘s 
most enduring, strongly held, 
and abstract values that hold 
in many situations.

Terminal values Highly de-
sired end states such as social 
recognition and pleasure.

Instrumental values The val-
ues needed to achieve the de-
sired end states such as 
ambition and cheerfulness.

Domain-specifi c values Val-
ues that may only apply to a 
particular area of activities.

Materialism Placing impor-
tance on money and material 
goods.
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Materialism may relate to several of the terminal values noted in Exhibit 14.2. 
For example, possessions may be instrumental in achieving the higher-order value 
of social recognition. Or materialism may refl ect a high value on accomplishment if 
people judge self-worth by what they have acquired or by their achievement of a 
comfortable life. According to terror management theory, materialism is rooted, 
in part, in consumers’ drive to relieve anxiety over the inevitability of death by de-
riving self-esteem and status from acquiring and possessing things.11 On the other 
hand, members of communes and certain religious orders have chosen a lifestyle 
that rejects material possessions.12 Growing numbers of people have changed their 
priorities, rejected materialism, and simplifi ed their lives by making and spending 
less. Research shows that the value confl ict between the individual orientation of 
materialism and the group orientation of family-oriented values is associated with 

Terror management theory 
Theory that explains how 
 individuals try to deal with 
anxiety over the inevitability 
of death.

Mixed

MATURITY

* Mature love

* True friendship

* Wisdom

* A world of beauty
+ Courageous

* Terminal values
+ Instrumental valuesSECURITY

* National security

* Freedom

* Inner harmony

* Family security

* A world at peace

Individual

SELF-DIRECTION

* Sense of accomplishment

* Self-respect
+ Imaginative
+ Independent
+ Broadminded
+ Intellectual
+ Logical

ACHIEVEMENT

* Social recognition

* An exciting life
+ Ambitious
+ Capable

Collective

PROSOCIAL

* Equality

* Salvation
+ Forgiving
+ Helpful
+ Belief in God
+ Honest
+ Loving

ENJOYMENT

* Comfortable life

* Pleasure

* Happiness
+ Cheerful

RESTRICTIVE
CONFORMITY
+ Obedient
+ Polite
+ Self-controlled
+ Clean
+ Responsible

?

Global Values and Value 
Categories 

Exhibit 14.2 One scheme for classifying global values identifi es seven major categories. Some values are individual 
oriented (e.g., self-direction, achievement); others are more collective or group oriented (e.g., prosocial, 
restrictive conformity). Note that categories close to each other are similar; those farther apart are less 
so. Terminal values (or highly desired end states) are marked with an asterisk (*); instrumental values 
have a plus sign (+).
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a reduced sense of well-being, a finding that 
may help to explain the movement away from 
materialism.13

Nevertheless, U.S. consumers generally 
have a materialistic bent, as do consumers in 
Japan, China, and many other nations.14 In a 
materialistic society, consumers will be recep-
tive to marketing tactics that facilitate the 
 acquisition of goods, such as phone-in or on-
line orders, special pricing, convenient distri-
bution, and communications that associate 
 acquisition with achievement and status, like 
ads for a Rolex watch. Consumers also want to 
protect their possessions, creating opportuni-
ties for services such as insurance and security 
companies that protect consumers against loss, 
theft, or damage.

Home
Many consumers place a high value on the 
home and believe in making it as attractive and 
as comfortable as possible (see Exhibit 14.3). 
Currently, 69 percent of U.S. citizens own their 
own home, and they spend more time there 
than they did in the past. Because the outside 
world is becoming more complex, exhausting, 
and dangerous, consumers often consider their 
home a haven, but they also look for opportu-
nities to connect with  others.15 The home is 
“command central”—a place to coordinate 

 activities and pool resources before family members enter the outside world. For 
example, more than 70 million Americans use online banking to control family 
 fi nances from their home computers.16 Ikea has run an emotional global ad cam-
paign refl ecting how strongly people feel about their homes. “It marks commit-
ment to putting the heart back into the home and serves as our manifesto for the 
future,” says an Ikea marketing manager.17

Work and Play
Not everyone in every culture shares the same values of work and play. In the 
United States, consumers are working harder and longer than ever before, partly 
due to corporate downsizing and an emphasis on productivity. In fact, when 
 career-minded consumers go on vacation, nearly half regularly communicate with 
work colleagues through cell phone, e-mail, and fax.18 However, consumers 
 increasingly value work for its instrumental function in achieving other values such 
as a comfortable lifestyle, family security, and accomplishing their life goals. Thus, 
the idea of valuing work itself and delaying gratifi cation to the exclusion of leisure 
and pleasure is less characteristic of U.S. consumers than it was a century ago.

When people work longer hours, they value leisure time as much as they value 
money, and they will pay for services so that they can spend more nonwork time on 
leisure activities. For instance, the online grocery retailer FreshDirect has built a $200 
million business serving New York City consumers who have better things to do than 

Placing a High Value on 
the Home
Consumers are placing a greater 
value on the home and are 
spending more time there. Thus, 
companies are increasingly ap-
pealing to this value. A good 
example is this ad for Lowe’s 
Home Improvement.

Exhibit 14.3
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go to the supermarket.19 Many consumers make leisure-time choices with the express 
purpose of getting completely away from work, a goal that has made remote vacation 
spots and spas more popular in recent years.20

Individualism
U.S. culture, in particular, has long placed a high value on individualism. The tradi-
tional “rugged individualist” consumer values independence and self-reliance, 
tending to see the individual’s needs and rights as a higher priority than the group’s 
needs and rights.21 Marketers who target men for products such as hunting gear 
often use advertising imagery and words to make explicit the connection between 
owning and using these products and expressing rugged individualism. Despite the 
frontier roots of individualism in America, some consumers worry about violence 
and other possible negative consequences of unbridled individualism.

Even in a generally individualistic society, there are allocentric consumers who 
prefer interdependence and social relationships. In contrast, idiocentric consumers
tend to put more emphasis on individual freedom and assertiveness. The behavior 
of these two types of consumers refl ects such differences. Idiocentric consumers in 
the United States exhibit more interest in sports and adventure, fi nancial satisfac-
tion, gambling, and brand consciousness. Allocentric consumers exhibit more in-
terest in health consciousness, group socializing, reading, and food preparation.22

Family and Children
Cultures also differ in the values that they place on their families and children. 
 Parents in Europe and Asia, for example, tend to value education more than U.S. 
parents do. Among Asian middle-class families, educating children is second in 
 priority only to providing food. Nevertheless, American consumers still place a high 
value on children (see Exhibit 14.4). Rather than move their families when they 
change jobs or get promoted, some parents commute to work in another city or 
state and use e-mail and other technologies to stay in touch with the other parent 
and their children during the week.23

U.S. parents are generally quite receptive to child-related products. Walt Disney 
has built a $4 billion business marketing princess clothing, accessories, movies, 
and theme-park experiences for little girls.24 Personalized items are in high demand 
as indulgent parents or grandparents snap up Gund teddy bears monogrammed with 
a special baby’s name and birth date or toddler sweatshirts emblazoned with the 
names of every family member—including Fido or Kitty.25 Marketers are targeting 
children with an endless range of cereals, juices, desserts, soft drinks, and other 
snack products, not to mention toys, games, and other playthings.

Health
Many U.S. consumers place a high value on health due to reasons of self-esteem (the 
way the body looks) and concerns about longevity and survival. The value of health is 
refl ected in the popularity of foods low in fat, calories, carbohydrates, salt, sugar, or 
cholesterol—as well as foods with special nutritional benefi ts. Gatorade drinks are 
marketed to consumers who work out or play sports since the products provide the 
benefi t of replacing fl uids and electrolytes.26 Growing concern about pesticides, addi-
tives, food-related illnesses, and contaminants has enhanced demand for organic and 
vegetarian foods. Heinz is only one of many companies launching organic versions of 
foods such as ketchup (see Exhibit 14.5).27 Yearly revenues at Whole Foods Market, 
which stocks only natural and organic grocery items, now top $6 billion.28 In Europe, 
health concerns have led many consumers to resist genetically modifi ed foods.29
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The emphasis on health has also paved the way for low-calorie and low-fat 
foods, health clubs, and diet aids. Just as Nabisco and other companies have suc-
cessfully marketed 100-calorie snack-food packages for people who want to control 
portion size, fi rms like Wichita’s Blue Dog Bakery are offering 100-calorie snack-food 
packs for dogs.30 Magazines like Health and Runners’ World also exemplify health 
values. CVS, Wal-Mart, and other retailers are opening in-store walk-in clinics offer-
ing basic medical services such as treating ear infections and providing fl u shots.31

Antismoking campaigns, bans on smoking in public places, and tobacco and alco-
hol warning labels in many Western nations are consistent with health values.

Values and behavior can differ, however. Although many Americans talk about a 
healthy diet, 33 percent of U.S. adults are obese as compared with 17 percent of 
European adults.32 As controversy rages over the obesity epidemic, some marketers 
have been criticized for offering excessively large food portions or packages, 

Valuing Education
This ad is trying to appeal to 
consumers who value reading 
and education for children.

Exhibit 14.4
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whereas others have come under fi re for the ingredients they put into (or do not 
take out of ) food products (see Chapter 18 for more on this issue). Criticism has 
prompted fast-food restaurants to post nutritional information on their websites 
and in their outlets and to add healthier menu items. For instance, McDonald’s has 
added Happy Meals options such as Apple Dippers in the United States, yogurt in 
France, raisins in Australia, and grapes in Great Britain.33 Meanwhile, offerings such 
as plus-size clothing have fl ourished.34

Hedonism
Consumers are increasingly operating on the principle of hedonism, or pleasure 
seeking, searching for goods, services, and experiences that simply make them feel 
good, such as luxury cars, home entertainment centers, and exciting vacations. For 
example, the hedonistic appeal of Tao Las Vegas, an upscale restaurant with an ele-
gant atmosphere, roaming musicians, and delicacies such as Kobe beef, draws 
600,000 customers yearly and brings in $55 million in annual revenue.35 Hedonism 
has led to some interesting eating patterns that contradict health values, witnessed 
by the successes of Häagen-Dazs (the fi rst super-premium ice cream) on the one 
hand and Healthy Choice low-fat foods (a $700 million brand) on the other.36 Fur-
thermore, despite their concerns about health, consumers will not switch to low-
fat, low-calorie varieties unless they taste good. In fact, one study found that 
consumers possess an implicit intuition that healthy foods taste bad.37 Thus, 
Splenda No Calorie Sweetener captured a 51 percent share of the U.S. market for 
sugar substitutes in just six years because consumers perceived its taste as being 
closer to that of sugar than were the tastes of competing products.38

Youth
Compared with other cultures, the United States has long placed a high value on 
youth, as evidenced by the wide range of offerings for combating or reducing signs 
of aging (think of wrinkle creams, hair coloring, and hair transplants). Cosmetic 
surgery is one of the fastest-growing medical specialties for both men and women. 
A strong youth orientation is also evident in Latin America, where consumers 
spend more than $1.6 billion a year on cosmetics, and in China, where consumers 

Hedonism The principle of 
pleasure seeking.

Most Popular Categories 
of Organic Foods
Consumers are increasingly buy-
ing organic foods. These are the 
most popular items.

Exhibit 14.5

Meat

72%

24%

30%

29%

23%

Baby food

Dairy

Bread or bakery

Frozen foods

7%

17%

12%

Packaged goods
(e.g., soup or pasta)

Prepared food or
ready-to-go meals

Nondairy beverages
(e.g., soy milk or juice)

Produce

19%

0 806040 70503010 20



364 P A R T  F O U R   •  The Consumer’s Culture

spend more than $20 billion on cosmetics (mainly on foreign brands).39 Marketing 
communications also indicate the value placed on youth. Coca-Cola, for instance, 
has created special ads and a cell-phone-accessed website to promote its Sprite 
soft drink to teens around the world. “As early adopters of technology, teens also 
represent the single largest and most important consumer group of the Sprite 
brand,” says Sprite’s global brand director.40

Authenticity
People generally value authentic things, either the original article (such as the actual 
furniture that George Washington owned, which is displayed in his Mount  Vernon 
home) or a faithful reproduction (furniture made to look like that of George 
 Washington and shown in a museum or available for purchase).41 Cheap knockoffs or 
counterfeits tend to be valued much less. Consumers may feel a close attachment to 
brands they perceive to be “authentic”—and may drop or even disparage brands that 
cease to seem authentic.42 A service or experience may also be valued for its authen-
ticity. For example, some consumers may perceive the experience of sipping espresso 
in a small, locally owned coffee shop as a more authentic experience than going to 
Starbucks, which has a global presence and a consistent in-store brand identity.

The Environment
Environmental protection has become an important value among U.S. and Euro-
pean consumers (see Exhibit 14.6), who are interested in conserving natural re-

sources, preventing pollution, and supporting 
environmentally friendly goods, services, and ac-
tivities. In one study, 87 percent of U.S. consumers 
said they would choose energy-saving features in a 
new home over better kitchen cabinets or other 
creature comforts.43 The Toyota Prius is just one of 
a growing number of cars attracting buyers be-
cause they run more cleanly and deliver more fuel 
efficiency.44 Among environmentally  conscious 
consumers, 90 percent buy products with recycled 
parts or packaged in recycled  materials. Many also 
buy from fi rms that offer earth-friendly products 
or contribute to  environmental causes.45 Busi-
nesses can profit from many aspects of environ-
mental values. ReCellular, for instance, recycles 10 
tons of cell phones every day, keeping them out of 
landfi lls.46

Technology
Consumers in many cultures are fascinated by tech-
nological advances. More than ever before, consum-
ers in the United States, Japan, and other nations 
believe that computers, cell phones, digital cameras, 
and the Internet improve the quality of their lives. 
On the horizon are nanotech-enhanced products 
such as paint that does not peel and light yet power-
ful tennis rackets.47 Nevertheless, technological 
changes can be so rapid that we have trouble 
 keeping up, resulting in a renewed emphasis on 

Valuing the Environment
Environmental concerns are an 
increasingly important value 
trend. Organizations like the SFI, 
Sustainable Forestry Initiative, 
are dedicated to this cause.

Exhibit 14.6
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 simplicity or at least on managing complexity. This trend is reflected in the rise of 
magazines like Real Simple, which shows readers how to remove some of the com-
plexity from daily life. Still, products with features that work automatically are popular 
because they make it easier for consumers to use the products properly.48 For exam-
ple, many cell phones are programmed for voice activation so that consumers can 
make calls without pushing any buttons. Thus, consumers appear to value technology 
for what it can do to make their lives easier rather than for its own sake, making tech-
nology an instrumental rather than a terminal value.

Why Values Change
Because societies and their institutions are constantly evolving, value systems are 
also changing. In addition to the key trends already discussed, U.S. values are mov-
ing toward casualness in living, greater sophistication in behavior, a change in sex 
roles, and the desire to be modern.49 Although the United States was different from 
Western Europe 100 years ago, both cultures (and to a certain extent Japan as well) 
are now becoming more similar in values, even though differences still exist. This 
increase in value consistency is driven in part by the increase in global communi-
cation. For example, Western Europeans regard some U.S. consumption patterns as 
attractive. Affluent Japanese consumers are starting to place greater value on 
 personal preferences, a balanced life, and experiences and less value on traditional 
expectations, work, and possessions.50

Infl uences on Values
How do values differ across groups of consumers? This section explores the ways 
that culture, ethnicity, social class, and age can infl uence our values.

Culture and Values
People in different countries are exposed to different cultural experiences, a situa-
tion that leads to cross-cultural differences in values. One study found that the 
three most important values among Brazilians are true friendship, mature love, and 
happiness, whereas U.S. consumers named family security, world peace, and free-
dom.51 Consumers in China place the most importance on values such as preserving 
the best that one has attained, being sympathetic to others, having self-control, and 
integrating enjoyment, action, and contemplation. A study of women in Germany, 
France, and the United Kingdom found that the value of “having a familiar routine” 
is most important for German women, but only tenth in importance for the British 
and twenty-third for the French.52

In a classic study, Geert Hofstede found that cultures can vary along four main 
value dimensions:53

Individualism versus collectivism.  d The degree to which a culture focuses on the 
individuals rather than the group.

Uncertainty avoidance.  d The extent to which a culture prefers structured to 
 unstructured situations.

Masculinity versus femininity.  d The extent to which a culture stresses masculine val-
ues (as defi ned by Hofstede) such as assertiveness, success, and competition over 
feminine values such as quality of life, warm personal relationships, and caring.

Power distance.  d The degree to which a society’s members are equal in terms of 
status.
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All cultures can be classified according to these four dimensions. Under-
standing where a given culture falls may provide insight into cross-cultural dif-
ferences. For example, research showed that tipping in restaurants is less likely 
to occur in countries where power distance and uncertainty avoidance are low, 
feminine values are strong, and individualism is high.54 Another study found 
that humorous ad themes are more likely to focus on groups in collectivist soci-
eties like Thailand and South Korea and more likely to focus on unequal status 
 relationships in countries with high power distance like the United States and 
Germany.55 Finally, studies suggest that U.S. men use everyday consumption to 
support their view of themselves as men of action, a value in a culture high on 
masculinity.56

Ethnic Identifi cation and Values
Ethnic groups within a larger culture can have some values that differ from those of 
other ethnic subcultures. As noted in Chapter 12, Hispanic Americans strongly 
value the family and home; similarly, African American and Asian American con-
sumers place a high value on the extended family.57 Consumers in different coun-
tries may have different ethnic values. For example, consumers in China tend to 
hold the traditional Confucian value of respect for older family members. Knowing 
this, Nestlé advertises milk-based meal supplements to adults by appealing to their 
respect and responsibility for aging parents.58

Social Class and Values
Different social classes hold specifi c values, as discussed in Chapter 13, which in 
turn affect their acquisition and consumption patterns. As countries in Eastern Eu-
rope and other nations embrace market economies, the size of the global middle 
class is increasing dramatically, along with middle-class values of materialism and 
a desire for less government control over their lives and greater access to informa-
tion. Upper-upper-class consumers value giving back to society, a characteristic 
that explains why they become active in social, cultural, and civic causes. These 
consumers also prize self-expression as refl ected in their homes, clothing, cars, and 
other forms of consumption.59

Age and Values
Members of a generation often share similar values that differ from those of other 
generations. For example, your grandparents may value security over hedonism, 
not because they are older but because they grew up during the Great Depression 
and suffered economic hardship as children. Many of that generation therefore 
view hedonic activities as frivolous and unacceptable. Baby boomers who grew up 
in the 1960s—a time of political upheaval, self-indulgence, and rebellion—value 
hedonism, morality, self-direction, and achievement.60 Note that it is sometimes 
very diffi cult to distinguish values we acquire with age from those we learn from 
our era. Nevertheless, differences by virtue of age or cohort do exist, and they infl u-
ence the way that we behave as consumers.

Marketers need to understand how consumer values affect consumption patterns, mar-
ket segmentation, new product development, ad development strategy, and ethics.
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Consumption patterns

Consumers usually buy, use, and dis-
pose of products in a manner consis-
tent with their  values.61 Thus, 
marketers can know more about 
what consumers like if they under-
stand their values. For example, those 
who value warm relationships with 
others are more likely to buy gifts 
and send cards than those who place 
less value on relationships.62 When 
the U.K. supermarket chain Tesco 
studied its customers’ values, it 
found such strong environmental 
concerns that it launched a program 
to label the carbon footprint of every 
product it sells.63 However, marketers 
sometimes adopt an ethnocentric 
perspective, assuming that consum-
ers in other cultures hold values simi-

lar to their own. Campbell’s soup failed in South America because in that region, a mother’s 
behavior is judged by her devotion to domestic duties. Serving canned soup is like saying 
you do not care enough about your family to make the soup yourself.

Market segmentation 

Marketers can identify groups of consumers who have a common set of values that differ 
from those of other groups, a process called value segmentation. Even the market for 
something as basic as pencils can be segmented in this way. Faber-Castell, which sells 
2 billion pencils every year, offers products for different value segments, including 
consumers who value quality, creativity, the environment, status, and style.64 Market-
ers also can use values to understand the attributes that consumers in a particular 
segment may fi nd important in a product and that may motivate them to choose one 
brand over another. (See Exhibit 14.7.) When buying clothes, individuals who value sta-
tus might look for attributes like price and luxury, those who value fi tting in with the 
crowd might look for clothing that is trendy, and those who value uniqueness might 
look for new or nonmainstream styles.

New product ideas

Values can also infl uence consumers’ reactions to new and different products. The more 
a new product is consistent with important consumer values, the greater the likelihood 
of its success. For example, good-tasting, microwaveable, low-fat, and low-calorie frozen 
entrees have succeeded in part because these items are consistent with multiple values 
like hedonism, time, convenience, health, and technology. Time-saving devices like the 
Mr. Clean MagicReach cleaning tool tap into the value of using leisure time for fun; the 
product is advertised as a means to “take back your Saturday morning.”65

Ad development strategy

Examining the target segment’s value profi le can help marketers design more appealing 
ads.66 The more compatible the ad copy is with consumers’ values, the more likely con-
sumers are to become involved in the message and fi nd it relevant. To illustrate, the 

Value segmentation The 
grouping of consumers by 
common values.

Refl ection of Values
The Dove “Campaign for Real 
Beauty” and the fi lm Evolution 
(image still pictured) ads have 
won awards and many custom-
ers for Dove because the mes-
sages refl ect values and 
resonate with consumers.

Exhibit 14.7
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“Campaign for Real Beauty” promoting Unilever’s Dove brand has won awards—and won 
over customers—because the messages refl ect the target audience’s values of beauty 
and authenticity.67 Clearly, marketers must connect product attributes and  benefi ts to 
consumer values because these represent the end state consumers desire to achieve—
the driving force behind their consumption of the product. Marketers must also avoid 
communications that confl ict with cultural values. For example, consumer groups in 
Thailand protested an ad that showed Hitler eating an inferior brand of potato chips and 
being transformed into a good guy by eating the advertised brand.68

Ethical considerations

Consumers use values to gauge the appropriateness of others’ behaviors—including the 
 behavior of marketers. For example, those who value morality might disapprove of products 
such as cigarettes and X-rated videos, consumption practices like prostitution and 
 gambling, and sexually explicit ads. Consumers also evaluate marketers’ behavior for fairness, 
ethics, and appropriateness.69 As Chapter 18 explains, marketers should be aware that con-
sumers may boycott, protest, or complain about practices that seem inconsistent with 
their values of fairness.  

How Values Can Be Measured
To segment the market by values, marketers need some means of identifying 
 consumers’ values, gauging their importance, and analyzing changes or trends in 
values. Unfortunately, values are often hard to measure. One reason is that people 
do not often think about their values and may therefore have a hard time articulat-
ing what is really important to them. Another reason is that people may sometimes 
feel social pressure to respond to a values questionnaire in a certain way to make 
themselves look better in the eyes of the researcher. Therefore, marketers usually 
use less obtrusive or more indirect ways of assessing values.

Inferring Values from the Cultural Milieu
The least obtrusive way to measure values is to make inferences based on a cul-
ture’s milieu. Advertising has often been used as an indicator of values.70 Research 
examining the values portrayed in U.S. print ads between 1900 and 1980 revealed 
that practicality, the family, modernity, frugality, wisdom, and uniqueness were 
among the values that appeared most frequently. Researchers can also use ads to 
uncover cross-cultural differences and track trends in values. One study found 
that because the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong are at  different 
levels of economic development and have different political ideologies, different 
values were refl ected in each country’s ads.71 At the time, ads from China focused 
on utilitarian themes and promised a better life, Hong Kong ads stressed hedonism 
and an easier life, and Taiwan ads fell between the other two. Now, with the 
 economic changes occurring in China, the trend in local advertising is away from 
utilitarian themes and toward variety in products and product assurances.

Marketers can infer values just by looking at product names. Product names 
 reflecting values of materialism (Grand Hyatt hotels), hedonism (Obsession 
 perfume), time (Minute Rice), technology (Microsoft), and convenience (Reddi-wip 
topping) are common in the United States.

Values are also refl ected in magazine titles (such as Money), book and movie 
 titles, TV programs, the types of people regarded as heroes or heroines, and  popular 
songs. Many people are concerned that violent song lyrics are an indication of a 
decline in values, for instance.
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One criticism of cultural milieu as an indicator of values is that researchers 
never know whether culture refl ects values or creates them. In light of this problem, 
researchers have introduced other methods to measure values.

Means-End Chain Analysis
Marketers can use the means-end chain analysis to gain insight into consumers’ 
values by better understanding which attributes they fi nd important in products. 
Armed with this information, researchers can work backward to uncover the values 
that drive consumer decisions.72 One way to do this is through value laddering, deter-
mining the root values related to product attributes that are important to consum-
ers.73 Suppose a consumer likes light beer because it has fewer calories than regular 
beer. If a researcher asks why it is important to have a beer with fewer calories, the 
respondent might say, “Because I don’t want to gain weight.” If the researcher asks 
why not, the consumer might respond by saying, “I want to be healthy.” If asked why 
again, the consumer might say, “Because I want to feel good about myself.” This ex-
ample is illustrated in the top line of Exhibit 14.8.

Note that this means-end chain has several potential levels. First, the consumer 
mentioned an important attribute followed by a concrete benefi t that the attribute 
provides. Then the consumer indicated that this benefi t was important because it 
served some instrumental value. This entire process is called a means-end chain
because the attribute provides the means to a desired end state or terminal value 
(in this case, self-esteem).

Looking at Exhibit 14.8, you can also see that a particular attribute can be asso-
ciated with very different values. For example, rather than valuing light beer for its 
health benefits, some consumers may like light beer because they drink it in a 
 social context that leads to a greater sense of belonging. Second, the same value 
may be associated with very different products and attributes. Thus, attributes 
 associated with both light beer and rice may appeal equally to the value of belong-
ing. Third, a given attribute may be linked with multiple benefi ts and/or values, 
meaning that a consumer might like light beer because it makes her feel healthier 
and because it facilitates belonging.

Means-end chain analysis 
A technique that helps us 
 understand how values link 
to attributes in products and 
services.

Product Attribute Benefi t

Instrumental 
Value (driving 
force)

Terminal 
Valuel

Light beer (I) Fewer calories I won’t gain 
weight.

Helps make me 
healthy

I feel good 
about myself 
(self-esteem).

Light 
beer (II)

Fewer calories 
Great taste 
Light taste

Less fi lling 
Enjoyable/relaxing 
Refreshing

Good times/fun 
Friendship
Sharing

Belonging

Rice Comes in boiling 
bag

Convenient
No messy pan to 
clean up

Saves time I can enjoy 
more time 
with my family 
(belonging).

An Example of Means-
End Chains
According to the means-end 
chain analysis, product and ser-
vice attributes (e.g., fewer calo-
ries) lead to benefi ts (e.g., I 
won’t gain weight) that refl ect 
instrumental values (e.g., helps 
make me healthy) and terminal 
values (e.g., I feel good about 
myself). This analysis helps mar-
keters identify important values 
and the attributes associated 
with them. Can you develop a 
means-end chain for toothpaste 
or deodorant?

Exhibit 14.8

Source: Adapted from Jonathan Gutman, “A Means-End Chain Model Based on Consumer Categorization 
Processes,” Journal of Marketing, Spring 1982, pp. 60–72; Thomas J. Reynolds and John P. Rochan, “Means-End 
Based Advertising Research: Copy Testing Is Not Strategy Assessment,” Journal of Business Research, March 1991, 
pp. 131–142.
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Marketers can use means-end chain analysis to iden-
tify product attributes that will be consistent with certain 
values.74 Not long ago, consumers generally considered 
sports cars to be expensive and uncomfortable, and own-
ership of them took on an aspect of “arrogance and irre-
sponsibility.” As a result, manufacturers began offering 
comfortable cars positioned for “people who have friends” 
in order to be more in line with current values.75 The 
means-end chain model is also useful for developing ad-
vertising strategy. By knowing which attributes consum-
ers fi nd important and which values they associate with 
those attributes, advertisers can design ads that appeal to 
these values and emphasize related attributes. Note that 
the ad need not explicitly link a given attribute with a mo-
tive, but it can allow consumers to implicitly make the 
linkage (see Exhibit 14.9). 

Finally, marketers can use the means-end chain to 
segment global markets and appeal to consumers on 
the basis of specific benefits and related values.76 To 
market yogurt, for instance, a company could identify 
one segment that values health and reach this segment 
by focusing on product attributes such as low fat and 
could identify a second segment that values enjoyment 
and reach this segment through attributes such as fruit 
ingredients.

Value Questionnaires
Marketers can directly assess values by using questionnaires. Some types of ques-
tionnaires, such as the material values scale, focus only on specifi c aspects of con-
sumer behavior.77 Others cover a range of values. One of the best known of these is 
the Rokeach Value Survey (RVS). This questionnaire asks consumers about the 
 importance that they attach to the 19 instrumental values and 18 terminal values 
identified in Exhibit 14.2. This questionnaire is standardized, and everyone 
 responds to the same set of items, a procedure that helps researchers identify the 
specifi c values that are most important to a given group of consumers, determine 
whether values are changing over time, and learn whether values differ for various 
groups of consumers. One drawback is that some values measured by the RVS are 
less relevant to consumer behavior (such as salvation, forgiving, and being obedi-
ent). Some researchers have therefore recommended using a shortened form of the 
RVS containing only the values most relevant to a consumer context.78

Others have advocated the use of the List of Values (LOV). Consumers are pre-
sented with nine primary values and asked either to identify the two most important 
or to rank all nine values by importance. The nine values are (1) self-respect, (2) warm 
relationships with others, (3) sense of accomplishment, (4) self-fulfi llment, (5) fun 
and enjoyment in life, (6) excitement, (7) sense of belonging, (8) being well respected, 
and (9) security.79 The fi rst six are internal values because they  derive from the indi-
vidual; the others are external values. The values can also be described in terms of 
whether they are fulfi lled through interpersonal relationships (warm relationships 

Rokeach Value Survey (RVS) 
A survey that measures 
 instrumental and terminal 
 values.

List of Values (LOV) A survey 
that measures nine principal 
values in consumer behavior.

American Airlines “We 
Know Why You Fly” 
Campaign
Sometimes marketers try to 
stress the strong values underly-
ing consumer behavior. This ad 
for American Airlines “We Know 
Why You Fly” identifi es one of 
the key values infl uencing the 
choice of an airline.

Exhibit 14.9
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with others, sense of belonging), personal factors (self-respect, being well re-
spected, self-fulfi llment), or nonpersonal things (sense of accomplishment, fun, 
security, and excitement).

In one study, the LOV predicted consumers’ responses to statements that de-
scribe their self-reported consumption characteristics (e.g., “I am a spender, not a 
saver”), their actual consumption behaviors (the frequency with which they watch 
movies or the news, read certain magazines, and engage in activities like playing 
tennis), and their marketplace beliefs (“I believe the consumer movement has 
caused prices to increase”). Compared with the RVS, the LOV is a better predictor of 
consumer behavior, is shorter, and is easier to administer. Finally, the LOV is useful 
for identifying segments of consumers with similar value systems.80

Personality
Although individuals with comparable backgrounds tend to hold similar values, it 
is important to remember that people do not always act the same way even when 
they hold the same values. In listening to a sales pitch, one consumer may state 
demurely that she fi nds the product interesting but is not ready to make up her 
mind right now. Another might act more assertively, interrupting the salesperson 
midway through his pitch to indicate that she has no interest whatsoever in the 
product. Therefore, consumers vary in terms of their personality or the way in 
which they respond to a particular situation.

Personality consists of the distinctive patterns of behaviors, tendencies, quali-
ties, or personal dispositions that make one individual different from another and 
lead to a consistent response to environmental stimuli. These patterns are internal 
characteristics that we are born with or that result from the way we have been 
raised. The concept of personality helps us understand why people behave differ-
ently in different situations.

Research Approaches to Personality
The social sciences provide various approaches to studying personality. This sec-
tion reviews fi ve that consumer researchers apply: psychoanalytic approaches, trait 
theories, phenomenological approaches, social-psychological theories, and behav-
ioral approaches.

Psychoanalytic Approaches
According to psychoanalytic theories, personality arises from a set of dynamic, un-
conscious internal struggles within the mind.81 The famous psychoanalyst Sigmund 
Freud proposed that we pass through several developmental stages in forming our 
personalities. In the fi rst stage, the oral stage, the infant is entirely dependent on 
others for need satisfaction and receives oral gratifi cation from sucking, eating, and 
biting. At the anal stage, the child is confronted with the problem of toilet training. 
Then in the phallic stage, the youth becomes aware of his or her genitals and must 
deal with desires for the opposite-sex parent.

Freud believed that the failure to resolve the confl icts from each stage could in-
fl uence one’s personality. For example, the individual who received insuffi cient oral 
stimulation as an infant may reveal this crisis in adulthood through oral-stimulation 
activities like gum chewing, smoking, and overeating or by distrusting others’ mo-
tives (including those of marketers). At the anal stage an individual whose toilet 
training was too restrictive may become obsessed with control and be overly orderly, 

Personality An internal char-
acteristic that determines how 
individuals behave in various 
situations.
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stubborn, or stingy, resulting in neatly organized closets and records, list making, 
and excessive saving or collecting. These individuals may also engage in extensive 
information search and deliberation when making decisions. On the other hand, 
those whose training was overly lenient may become messy, disorganized adults.

Although some of Freud’s theories were later questioned by many researchers, 
the key point is that the subconscious can infl uence behavior. Consequently, some 
advertising agencies conduct research to delve deep into consumers’ psyches and 
uncover subconscious reasons why they buy a particular product.82 This type of re-
search led to the discovery of a deep-seated desire for milk that the dairy industry 
used in its “Got Milk?” campaign.

Trait Theories
Trait theorists propose that personality is composed of characteristics that de-
scribe and differentiate individuals.83 For example, people might be described as 
aggressive, easygoing, quiet, moody, shy, or rigid. Psychologist Carl Jung devel-
oped one of the most basic trait theory schemes, suggesting that individuals 
could be categorized according to their levels of introversion and extroversion.84

Introverts are shy, prefer to be alone, and are anxious in the presence of others. 
They tend to avoid social channels and may not find out about new products 
from others. They are also less motivated by social pressure and more likely to do 
things that please themselves. In contrast, extroverts are outgoing, sociable, and 
typically conventional.

Research in social psychology has found that fi ve major personality traits tend 
to account for the most variance in personality (the “Big 5”): agreeableness, consci-
entiousness, emotional stability, openness, and extraversion.85 Recent work 
has also found that the trait of stability, or consistency in behavior, when com-
bined with the introversion/extroversion dimension, can be used as a basis to 

 represent various personality types (see 
Exhibit 14.10). For example, a person 
who is reliable tends to be high on both 
introversion and stability. In contrast, a 
passive person is introverted but neither 
highly stable nor highly unstable. One 
interesting feature about this scheme is 
that the personality types identified by 
these two dimensions match the four 
temperaments identified by the Greek 
physician Hippocrates centuries ago—
for example, a phlegmatic person is in-
troverted and stable; a melancholic 
person is introverted and unstable.

Phenomenological Approaches
Phenomenological approaches propose 
that personality is largely shaped by an 
individual’s interpretations of life 
events.86 For example, according to this 
approach, depression is caused by the 
way that someone interprets key events 
and the nature of that interpretation 
rather than by internal confl icts or traits.

Melancholic

Phlegmatic

Choleric

Sanguine

Unstable

Stable

Introverted Extroverted

Anxious
Rigid

Sober
Pessimistic

Reserved
Unsociable

Quiet

Careful
Thoughtful

Peaceful
Controlled

Reliable
Even-tempered

Calm

Passive
Outgoing
Talkative

Responsive
Easygoing

Lively
Carefree

Leading

Sociable

Moody
Restless
Aggressive

Excitable
Changeable

Impulsive
Optimistic

Active

Touchy

A Trait Conception of 
Personality Types
Consumers can be classifi ed ac-
cording to whether they have 
intro verted or extroverted person-
ality traits. These traits can lead 
to the identifi cation of various 
personality types (e.g., moody, 
peaceful, lively, and aggressive). 
Interestingly, these traits can be 
collected into four major groups 
that correspond to the basic tem-
peraments identifi ed by the an-
cient Greek physician Hippocrates 
many centuries ago. How would 
you classify your personality ac-
cording to this scheme?

Exhibit 14.10
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A key concept of the phenomenological approaches is locus of control, or peo-
ple’s interpretations of why specifi c things happen.87 Individuals with an internal 
locus of control attribute more responsibility to themselves for good or bad out-
comes, so they might blame themselves or see themselves as having been careless 
when a product fails. Externally controlled individuals place responsibility on other 
people, events, or places rather than on themselves. Thus, they might attribute 
product failure to faulty manufacturing or poor packaging.

Locus of control can heavily infl uence consumers’ perceptions of satisfaction 
in a consumption experience and determine how the consumer feels. To illus-
trate, consumers who blame themselves for product failure might feel shame, 
whereas those who blame product failure on an external source might feel anger 
and irritation. In addition, someone’s life theme or goals (concerns that we ad-
dress in our everyday lives) can greatly infl uence the meanings that he or she 
derives from ads.88 As a result, a person who is more concerned with family 
might interpret an ad differently than someone who is more concerned with his 
or her private self.

Social-Psychological Theories
Another group of theories focuses on social rather than biological explanations of 
personality, proposing that individuals act in social situations to meet their needs. 
The researcher Karen Horney, for instance, believed that behavior can be charac-
terized by three major orientations.89 Compliant individuals are dependent on oth-
ers and are humble, trusting, and tied to a group. Aggressive individuals need 
power, move away from others, and are outgoing, assertive, self-confident, and 
tough-minded. Detached individuals are independent and self-suffi cient but suspi-
cious and introverted. These three orientations are measured by the CAD scale.90

One study found that assertiveness and aggressiveness were signifi cantly related to 
styles of interaction with marketing institutions.91 In particular, highly assertive 
and aggressive people were likely to perceive complaining as acceptable and to 
enjoy doing it.

In social-psychological theory, researchers distinguish between state-oriented 
consumers, who are more likely to rely on subjective norms to guide their behavior, 
and action-oriented consumers, whose behavior is based more on their own atti-
tudes.92 Consumers also vary in terms of their attention to information that helps 
them compare themselves with others (social comparison information). Individu-
als high on this factor are more sensitive to normative pressure than are those low 
on this factor.

Behavioral Approaches
In contrast to other explanations of personality, behavioral approaches propose 
that differences in personality are a function of how individuals have been re-
warded or punished in the past. According to behavioral approaches, individuals 
are more likely to have traits or engage in behaviors for which they have received 
positive reinforcement. They are less likely to maintain characteristics and behav-
iors for which they have been punished.93 Thus, an individual might be extroverted 
because parents, caretakers, and other individuals rewarded outgoing behaviors 
and punished introverted behaviors. Likewise, a consumer might prefer colorful 
clothing if he or she previously received positive reinforcement for wearing it. Note 
that these behavioral approaches to personality involve the principles of operant 
conditioning discussed in Chapter 10.

Locus of control How people 
interpret why things happen 
(internal versus external).
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Determining Whether Personality Characteristics 
Affect Consumer Behavior
Much of the consumer-related personality research has followed the trait approach 
and focused on identifying specifi c personality traits that explain differences in 
consumers’ purchase, use, and disposition behavior. Although studies have at-
tempted to fi nd a relationship between personality and consumer behavior, per-
sonality is not always a good predictor of consumer behavior.94 One major problem 
is that researchers developed many of the trait measurement instruments for iden-
tifying personality disorders in clinical settings, so these instruments may not be 
applicable for identifying traits related to consumption behaviors.

Although some studies have been problematic, other researchers believe that 
more reliable measures of traits, developed in a consumer context, would reveal a 
relationship.95 For instance, researchers created a consumer self-confi dence scale to 
examine how this trait affects the choice of higher-price alternatives.96 Also, the as-
sociation between personality and consumer behavior may be stronger for some 
types of consumer behavior than for others. For example, although personality may 
not be very useful in understanding brand choice, it may help marketers under-
stand why some people are more susceptible to persuasion, particularly like a 
 certain ad, or engage in more information processing. The ad in Exhibit 14.11 has 
personality appeal.

Marketers may also fi nd personality more useful for targeting some product and 
service categories than others. In particular, our choice of offerings that involve sub-
jective or hedonic features such as looks, style, and aesthetics may be somewhat re-
lated to personality. A good example is the selection of a greeting card, which 
represents a personal message and therefore is an extension of the sender’s personal-
ity. Finally, certain types of personality traits may be more related to consumer be-
havior than others. As described below, these include optimal stimulation level, 
dogmatism, need for uniqueness, creativity, need for cognition, susceptibility to in-
fl uence, frugality, self-monitoring behavior, national character, and competitiveness.

Optimal Stimulation Level
Some activities have the potential to provide some sort of physiological arousal. For 
example, you might feel more aroused when you speed on the highway, ride a roller 
coaster, see a scary movie, or go to new and unfamiliar surroundings. Things that 
are physically stimulating, emotionally energizing, or novel have arousal-inducing 
potential. However, highly stimulating activities are not always desirable. According 
to the theory of optimal stimulation level (OSL), people prefer things that are mod-
erately arousing to things that are either too arousing or not arousing at all.97 For 
example, you might prefer eating at a restaurant that offers moderately imaginative 
food to eating at one that offers boring food or one that offers unusual food.

Even though people generally prefer moderate levels of stimulation, individuals 
differ in the level of arousal they regard as moderate and optimal. Individuals with 
a low optimal stimulation level tend to prefer less arousing activities because they 
want to avoid going over the edge. In contrast, individuals with a high optimal 
stimulation level are more likely to seek activities that are very exciting, novel, com-
plex, and different. Consumers with a high need for stimulation might enjoy activi-
ties like skydiving, gambling, and river rafting.98 They are also more likely to be 
innovative and creative.

Individuals with high and low needs for stimulation also differ in the way in 
which they approach the marketplace. Those with high stimulation needs tend to 

Optimum stimulation level 
(OSL) People’s preferred level 
of stimulation, which is usu-
ally moderate.
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be the fi rst to buy new products, to seek information about them, and to engage in 
variety seeking (buying something different).99 They are more curious about the 
ads they see but may also be easily bored by them. These consumers are more 
likely to buy products associated with greater risk, enjoy shopping in malls with 
many stores and products, and prefer offerings that deviate from established con-
sumption practices.

Dogmatism
Consumers can vary in terms of being open- or closed-minded. Dogmatism refers 
to an individual’s tendency to be resistant to change and new ideas. Dogmatic, or 
closed-minded, consumers are relatively resistant to new products, new promo-
tions, and new ads. In support, one study found that Nigerian consumers’ accep-
tance of new products depended on how dogmatic the consumers were. The study 
also found that Muslims were more dogmatic than Christians.100

Dogmatism A tendency to be 
resistant to change or new 
ideas.

Personality and Ad 
Appeal
Ad messages are often designed 
to appeal to certain personali-
ties. This ad is directed to those 
who have a more adventurous 
personality.

Exhibit 14.11
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Need for Uniqueness
Consumers who pursue novelty through the purchase, use, and disposition of 
goods and services are displaying a need for uniqueness (NFU).101 A need for 
uniqueness covers three behavioral dimensions: creative choice counterconformity 
(the consumer’s choice refl ects social distinctiveness yet is one that others will ap-
prove of ), unpopular choice counterconformity (choosing products and brands 
that do not conform to establish distinctiveness despite possible social disap-
proval), and avoidance of similarity (losing interest in possessions that become 
commonplace to avoid the norm and hence reestablish distinctiveness). In one 
study, consumers with a high need for uniqueness who were asked to explain their 
decisions made unconventional choices, showing that they were aware that their 
choices and reasoning were outside the norm.102 Thus, consumers with a high need 
for uniqueness may avoid well-known global brands in favor of small, local 
brands.103 They may also dispose of clothing that has become too popular in favor 
of emerging fashion trends, seek out handcrafted or personalized items, and cus-
tomize products to their own specifi cations.

Creativity
In terms of consumer behavior, creativity means “a departure from conventional 
consumption practice in a novel and functional way.”104 For instance, if confronted 
with an everyday problem such as lacking the right ingredients to make dinner, a 
consumer high in creativity would locate substitutes. This solution would enable 
the consumer to complete the activity in a novel yet practical way. Such creativity 
enhances the consumer’s mood as well.105 The Kraft Foods website encourages cre-
ativity by offering videos demonstrating different cooking techniques, allowing 
consumers to search for recipes that use ingredients on hand, and inviting con-
sumers to exchange ideas about dinner menus, dishes for entertaining, and more.

Need for Cognition
Consumers who enjoy thinking extensively about things like products, attributes, 
and benefi ts are high in the need for cognition (NFC).106 Those with a low need for 
cognition do not like to think and prefer to take shortcuts or to rely on their feel-
ings. Consumers with different needs for cognition differ in terms of their product 
interests, information search, and reaction to different ad campaigns. Specifi cally, 
those with a high need for cognition enjoy products and experiences that carry a 
serious learning and mastery component such as chess, educational games, and TV 
shows like Jeopardy. They derive satisfaction from searching for and discovering 
new product features and react positively to long, technically sophisticated ads 
with details about products or services. They might also scrutinize messages more 
carefully than other consumers do, considering the credibility or merits of the mes-
sage.107 Consumers with a low need for cognition, on the other hand, react more 
positively to short messages using attractive models, humor, or other cues. These 
individuals tend to make decisions that involve little thinking.

Susceptibility to Infl uence
Consumers also vary in their susceptibility to persuasion attempts, especially those 
that are interpersonal or face to face. Some consumers have a greater desire to 
enhance their image as observed by others and are therefore willing to be 
 influenced or guided by them.108 Consumers with lower social and information 
processing confidence tend to be more influenced by ads than are those with 
higher self-confi dence.

Need for uniqueness (NFU) 
The desire for novelty through 
the purchase, use, and dispo-
sition of products and services.

Need for cognition (NFC) 
A trait that describes how 
much people like to think.
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Frugality
Frugality is the degree to which consumers take a 
disciplined approach to short-term acquisitions and 
are resourceful in using products and services to 
achieve longer-term goals. (Exhibit 14.12). Consum-
ers who are high on frugality will, for example, pack 
leftovers for lunch at work (rather than buy take-out 
food or eat in a restaurant). Such consumers are less 
materialistic, less susceptible to the influence of oth-
ers, and more conscious of price and value.109 Some-
times governments or firms will actively encourage 
frugality to conserve scarce resources such as electric 
power.110 The Japanese magazine Hot Pepper appeals 
to frugality with discount coupons and articles about 
saving money. “Four years ago when the magazine 
was first published, there were people who said, 
‘What are coupons?’ or ‘Discounts are petty,’ ” says a 
Hot Pepper executive. Now the featured stores and 
restaurants are seeing more traffic—and Hot Pepper 
has lots of competition for the attention of frugal-
minded consumers.111

Self-Monitoring Behavior
Individuals differ in the degree to which they look to 
others for cues on how to behave. High self-monitors 
are typically sensitive to the desires and infl uences of 
others as guides to behavior, and low self-monitors are 
guided more by their own preferences and desires and 

are less infl uenced by normative  expectations.112 High and low self-monitors also 
differ in their responsiveness to  advertising appeals. High self-monitors are more 
responsive to image-oriented ads and more willing to try and pay more for prod-
ucts advertised with an image consistent with high self-monitoring. In contrast, 
low self-monitors are generally more  responsive to ads that make a quality claim 
and are more willing to try these products and pay extra for them. 

National Character
Personality traits can sometimes be used to stereotype people of a particular coun-
try as having a national character. These characterizations represent only very 
broad generalizations about a particular country; obviously, individuals vary a great 
deal. To illustrate, French people and Italian people are often characterized as emo-
tional and romantic, the British as more reserved; German, French, and U.S. citi-
zens have been characterized as more assertive than their British, Russian, or 
Italian counterparts. German, British, and Russian consumers can be viewed as 
“tighter” compared with the “looser” French, Italian, and U.S. consumers.113

U.S. consumers are considered more impulsive, risk oriented, and self- 
confi dent than Canadians, who are stereotyped as more cautious, restrained, and 
reserved. Researchers have characterized how countries differ in their needs for 
achievement, levels of introversion and extroversion, perceptions of human nature, 
and fl exibility.114 Marketers must consider how differences in national character 
may infl uence reactions to advertising and other communications. For instance, 

National character The per-
sonality of a country.

Ad Appealing 
to Frugality
Some consumers possess the 
value of frugality, especially in 
tough economic times. Some 
ads stress this value, like this 
one from Honda.

Exhibit 14.12
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Nike had to pull a TV commercial in China featuring basketball star LeBron James 
fi ghting cartoon characters in martial arts attire after the Chinese government said 
the ad was insulting to national dignity.115

Competitiveness
The personality trait of competitiveness has been associated with the desire to 
outdo others through conspicuous consumption of material items such as elec-
tronic gadgets. It also plays a role in consumers’ wanting to do better than others in 
a direct way (through a sport or by gambling, for instance) or an indirect way (such 
as when watching a sporting event).116 Marketers who want to appeal to competi-
tive consumers often use messages emphasizing the opportunity to be among the 
fi rst to try or buy a new product or service. 

Because some personality traits may be related to consumption behavior, marketers 
can develop offerings and communications that appeal to various personality types. 
For example, ads targeting compliant or extremely self-monitoring consumers should 
focus on the approval of others, whereas ads and promotions appealing to high optimal 
stimulation-level consumers or those with a strong need for uniqueness might focus 
on trying something new and different. The magazine Sole Collector and the website 
niketalk.com (sponsored not by Nike but by sneaker enthusiasts) often feature hand-
decorated athletic shoes and other one-of-a-kind sneakers, targeting consumers with 
a high need for uniqueness.117 Targeting web-savvy consumers who have high stimula-
tion needs and are competitive, MTV Networks has created a series of ever-changing 
online games and virtual worlds with contests, experiences, and product placements 
for brands such as Pepsi.118 

Lifestyles
Lifestyles relate closely to consumers’ values and personality. Whereas values and 
personality represent internal states or characteristics, lifestyles are manifestations 
or actual patterns of behavior. In particular, they are represented by a consumer’s 
activities, interests, and opinions (AIOs), as illustrated in Exhibit 14.13. What peo-
ple do in their spare time is often a good indicator of their lifestyle. One consumer 
might like outdoor activities such as skiing, whereas another might prefer to surf 
the Web. Political opinions, ideology, and involvement also can affect acquisition, 
consumption, and disposition decisions.119

Consumers who engage in different activities and have differing opinions and in-
terests may in fact represent distinct lifestyle segments for marketers. For instance, 
one lifestyle segment consists of people with an affi nity for nostalgia, or the desire for 
old things.120 This segment clearly represents a key market for old movies, books, and 
antiques. As another example, consumers who participate in extreme sports such as 
snowmobiling are a key market for companies that sell related equipment.121

Lifestyle research can help marketers understand how a product fi ts into con-
sumers’ general behavior patterns. For example, lifestyles related to cooking in-
clude Speed Scratch Cooking (using time-saving techniques and equipment to 
prepare meals) and Investment Cooking (cooking many dishes or a large quantity 
of food at once but storing some for later consumption).122

Lifestyles People‘s patterns of 
behavior.

Activities, interests, and 
opinions (AIOs) The three 
components of lifestyles.
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Finally, consumers in different countries may have characteristic lifestyles. 
For instance, compared with U.S. women, Japanese women are more home 
 focused, less price sensitive, and less likely to drive.123 Given these preferences, 
Japanese women would probably spend more time than U.S. women would pre-
paring meals at home and would therefore pay more for products that enhance 
meal quality. Popular lifestyle activities among Russian consumers include going 
to the movies and theater and participating in sports like soccer, ice hockey, and 
fi gure skating.124

Consumer lifestyles can have important implications for market segmentation, commu-
nication, and new product ideas.

Market segmentation

Marketers can use lifestyles to identify consumer segments for specifi c offerings. For 
example, targeting wine lovers with busy lifestyles, Francis Ford Coppola has introduced 
a single-serve can of sparkling wine, complete with convenient sipping straw.125 Services 
such as day-care centers and housecleaning services save time and provide conve-
nience, two benefi ts that particularly appeal to dual-career couples, working women, 
and other consumers with busy lifestyles.126 At the other end of the spectrum, consum-
ers who enjoy the slower pace of gardening are a lucrative target market for local gar-
den centers as well as Home Depot and other retail giants.127

Lifestyle segmentation also has important cross-cultural implications. One study of 12 
European countries used demographics, activities, media behavior, political inclinations, 
and mood to identify six Eurotype lifestyle segments: Traditionalists (18 percent of the 
population), Homebodies (14 percent), Rationalists (23 percent), Pleasurists (17 percent), 
Strivers (15 percent), and Trendsetters (13 percent).128 Finally, marketers often monitor 
lifestyle changes to identify new opportunities. In Missouri, all branches of Fifth Third Bank 
are open extended hours—even on Saturdays and Sundays—so that time-stressed cus-
tomers can handle transactions in person. “It should be just as easy for [customers] to get 
a home equity loan as it is to buy a pair of shoes,” says the bank’s president.129

Activities Interests Opinions Demographics

Work Family Themselves Age

Hobbies Home Social issues Education

Social events Job Politics Income

Vacations Community Business Occupation

Entertainment Recreation Education Family size

Club membership Fashion Economics Dwelling

Community Food Products Geography

Shopping Media Culture City size

Sports Achievements Future Life cycle stage

Activities, Interests, and 
Opinions
Lifestyles are represented by 
consumers’ activities, interests, 
and opinions. Here are some 
major examples of each cate-
gory. Note that these lifestyles 
provide a more detailed profi le 
of consumers than their demo-
graphics do (the last column).

Exhibit 14.13

Source: Joseph T. Plumer, “The Concept and Application of Life Style Segmentation,” Journal of Marketing, January 
1974, pp. 33–37. Reprinted with permission.
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Communications

Marketers can design ad messages and promotions to appeal to certain lifestyles, fea-
turing products in the context of desired lifestyles.130 Using the Internet can be a very 
targeted way to communicate with a variety of lifestyle segments, particularly those 
who surf the web most often. This is why JonesSoda.com, MyCoke.com, and other sites 
regularly post new features such as music and games to keep younger visitors returning 
again and again.

Finally, media usage patterns may be related to lifestyles.131 For example, consumers 
who read magazines and newspapers tend to be educated and hold prestige jobs as well as 
being involved in the community and politics. Interestingly, consumers who love to surf the 
Internet also tend to be heavy TV watchers.132 One national survey found connections be-
tween seemingly unrelated lifestyles and media usage, such as fi shing enthusiasts tending 
to enjoy listening to Christian rock music and reading Southern Living.133

New product ideas

Often marketers can develop new product and service ideas by uncovering unfulfi lled 
needs of certain lifestyle segments. For example, Bertolli recognized that the busy life-
styles of working couples left little time for shopping and cooking, yet many yearned for 
restaurant-quality dinners at home. In response, the company launched Dinner for Two, 
a line of frozen entrees with trendy touches such as portobello mushrooms. The pack-
age reinforces the positioning by showing a glass of wine next to the plate.134 

Psychographics: Combining Values, 
Personality, and Lifestyles

This chapter opened by observing that psychographic research today combines val-
ues, personality, and lifestyle variables. To illustrate this key point, this last section 
provides a brief description of several psychographic applications in marketing.

VALS
One of the most widely known psychographic tools is VALS, formerly known as 
Values and Lifestyle Survey, conducted by SRI Consulting Business Intelligence. 
VALS analyzes the behavior of U.S. consumers to create segments based on two 
factors. The fi rst is resources, including income, education, self-confi dence, health, 
eagerness to buy, intelligence, and energy level. The second is primary motivation. 
Consumers motivated by ideals are guided by intellectual aspects rather than by 
feelings or other people’s opinions. Those who are motivated by achievement base 
their views on the actions and opinions of others and strive to win their approval. 
And those who are motivated by self-expression desire social or physical action, 
variety, activity, and personal challenge.135

Combining the resource and motivation variables, VALS has identified eight 
consumer segments (see Exhibit 14.14). At the low end of the resource hierarchy are 
Survivors, who have the lowest incomes. Their focus is on survival, so they are not 
described by a primary motivation. Believers are conservative and motivated by 
ideals; they have somewhat modest resources and, because they do not change 
easily, tend to prefer familiar, established products and brands. The other group 
motivated by ideals is the Thinkers, who are mature and well educated and who 
actively conduct information searches when planning purchases. Thinkers have 
more resources and are value oriented in their consumption practices.

Values and Life Style Survey 
(VALS) A psychographic tool 
that measures demographic, 
value, attitude, and lifestyle 
variables.
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The two achievement-oriented segments are Strivers (who have limited discre-
tionary income yet strive to emulate more successful people) and Achievers (who 
have higher resources, are focused on their work and families, and prefer status-
symbol products). In the self-expression segment, Makers value self-suffi ciency, 
buy basic products, and are focused on family, work, and constructive activities. 
Experiencers have more resources than Makers, stay active, seek stimulation and 
novelty, and spend money on socializing and entertainment. Innovators have the 
greatest resource base, with plenty of self-confi dence, high incomes, and education, 
so they can indulge in all three primary motivations to some extent. These consum-
ers will accept new products and technologies, and they choose upscale offerings 
refl ective of their personal style.

PRIMARY MOTIVATION

LOW RESOURCES
LOW INNOVATION

HIGH RESOURCES
HIGH INNOVATION

Take-charge
Sophisticated

Curious

Reflective
Informed
Content

Goal-oriented
Brand conscious

Conventional

Trendsetting
Impulsive

Variety seeking

Literal
Loyal

Moralistic

Contemporary
Imitative

Style conscious

Nostalgic
Constrained

Cautious

Responsible
Practical

Self-sufficient

IDEALS SELF-EXPRESSIONACHIEVEMENT

ExperiencersAchieversThinkers

MakersStrivers

Survivors

Believers

Innovators
VALS American 
Segments
VALS classifi es consumers into 
eight major segments based on 
two dimensions: resources 
(education, income, intelligence, 
and so on) and primary motiva-
tion (ideals, achievement, self-
expression), as described in this 
exhibit. Into which group would 
you fall?

Exhibit 14.14
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Other Applied Psychographic Research
Although VALS is probably the best known and most widely used psychographic 
tool, there are a variety of other ongoing surveys. LifeMatrix, for example, examines 
personal values, lifestyles, and life stages to segment consumer markets into ten 
basic categories (see Exhibit 14.15). For instance, “Dynamic Duos” (11 percent of the 
U.S. population) are married, have successful careers, and are optimistic about what 
the future may bring. These consumers are heavy Internet users and avid news paper 
readers, although they listen to radio only occasionally, and they have the time and 
money to travel and pursue hobbies.136 Thinking globally, some of the elements 
used to develop LifeMatrix are also being included in the company’s 30-country 
studies to better understand what drives consumer behavior in other nations.137

Another tool, the Yankelovich MindBase, is a psychographic segmentation system 
with eight broad segments and 24 subsegments for more precise targeting.138 Based 
on attitudes, life-stage data, gender, age, and other inputs, MindBase determines how 
consumers in each segment behave and why, and then interprets this information 
for marketing purposes. Consumers in MindBase’s “I am at capacity” segment, for 
instance, have as their motto “Time is of the essence” because they are extremely 
busy; therefore, this segment values convenience, control, and simplifi cation.

Some researchers question whether psychographic techniques fully capture all 
the variation in consumers’ lifestyles. Rather than relying on the traits measured in 
the preceding research, one researcher identifi es some consumption patterns that 
do not fi t into the VALS framework. These include canonical aesthetics (which re-
lates to traditional Western thought and tastes for art and culture), nurturing 
mother (in which consumption centers on the home and caring for children), and 
Jeffersonian America (related to the styles and traditions of a pastoral United 
States).139 Another researcher warns that segments can shift with societal changes, 
economic changes, technological changes, and competitive changes.140

The LifeMatrix Segments
The NOP World’s LifeMatrix di-
vides consumers into ten basic 
value and lifestyle segments.

Exhibit 14.15
Free Birds

Active retirees
Affluent, cosmopolitan

Struggling Singles
Single in the city
Low disposable income

Settled Elders
Traditional values, faith
Sedentary lifestyle

Home Soldiers
Focus on home
Possessions annouce statusDynamic Duos

Career couples
High disposable income

Fun/Antics
Young, active singles

Fun-filled lifestyle

Renaissance Women
Affluent, active

Balance work, family,
interests

Tribe Wired
Young, tech-savvy

Opinion leaders

Rugged Traditionalists
Traditional family roles

Bargain-hunters

Priority Parents
Family-oriented
Time-pressured

14%

12%

12%

11%11%

10%

9%

9%

6%
6%

“It’s 2004: Do You Know Who Your Shoppers Are?” and related articles, Drug Store News, June 21, 2004, pp. 95+.
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Tools such as VALS, LifeMatrix, MindBase, and other psychographic applications can be 
useful for market segmentation, new product ideas, and ad development. Hyundai has 
used LifeMatrix data to segment the U.S. market for cars, identify the consumers most 
likely to buy its brand, choose the most effective media to reach these consumers, and 
create advertising messages that appeal to these consumers’ values and interests.141 
Chris Bole, customer development manager for PowerBar, sees an opportunity to sell to 
Tribe Wired men by displaying its products in the personal grooming section of drug-
stores. He comments, “This would be a good example of ‘How does this fi t into a life-
style?’ ”142 Coors is using psychographics to target different beer-drinking segments in 
Boston with cable-TV ads that have different endings and with offers for different pro-
motional events.143 

Summary

Consumers learn values—enduring beliefs about 
things that are important—through the processes of 
socialization and acculturation. Our values exist in an 
organized value system, in which some are viewed as 
more important than others. Terminal values are de-
sired end states that guide behavior in many situations, 
whereas instrumental values help people achieve those 
desired end states. Domain-specifi c values are relevant 
within a given sphere of activity.

Western cultures tend to highly value materialism, 
the home, work and play, individualism, family and 
children, health, hedonism, youth, authenticity, the 
environment, and technology. Marketers use value-
based segmentation to identify groups within the 
larger market that share a common set of values that 
differ from those of other groups. Three methods for 
identifying value-based segments are inferring values 
based on the cultural milieu of the group, using the 
means-end chain analysis, and using questionnaires 
like the Rokeach Value Survey and the List of Values.

Personality consists of the patterns of behaviors, 
tendencies, and personal dispositions that make peo-
ple different from one another. Approaches to the 
study of personality include (1) the psychoanalytic 
 approach, which sees personality as the result of 
 unconscious struggles to complete key stages of devel-
opment; (2) trait theories, which attempt to identify a 
set of personality characteristics that describe and dif-
ferentiate individuals; (3) phenomenological ap-
proaches, which propose that personality is shaped by 
an individual’s interpretation of life events; (4) social-
psychological theories, which focus on the ways that 

individuals act in social situations; and (5) behavioral 
approaches, which view personality in terms of behav-
ioral responses to past rewards and punishments. 
 Marketers are also interested in examining lifestyles, 
which are patterns of behavior or activities, interests, 
and opinions, for additional insight into consumer be-
havior. Finally, some marketing researchers use psycho-
graphic techniques involving values, personality, and 
lifestyles to predict consumer behavior.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. Explain the differences among global values, ter-
minal values, instrumental values, and domain-
specifi c values.

 2. What are the four main value dimensions along 
which national cultures can vary?

 3. How do marketers use means-end chain analysis, 
the Rokeach Value Survey, and the List of Values?

 4. How does the locus of control affect personality?

 5. What are the three components of a consumer’s 
lifestyle?

 6. Defi ne psychographics, and discuss its use and po-
tential limitations.

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e


384 P A R T  F O U R   •  The Consumer’s Culture

McDonald’s Goes Upscale from Paris to Peoria

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

A Big Mac, fries, and . . . a cappuccino? These days, 
when consumers from Paris to Peoria go into a neigh-
borhood McDonald’s, they can order meals made from 
fresh, locally grown produce and sip more sophisticated 
beverages. Of course, the fast-food chain’s well-known 
hamburgers are still the main attraction, but it is not 
just the food that is changing. The restaurants also 
look more luxe, some with sleek coffee bars and stylish 
armchairs that give customers a comfy place to linger 
over their lattés.

 McDonald’s plan to move upscale started in Europe, 
an area that accounts for nearly $4 out of every $10 
that the company earns. Only a decade ago, however, 
McDonald’s European sales were lagging as local con-
sumers fretted over the few healthy choices and turned 
up their noses at the frumpy décor. The movement 
 actually began in France, where people are famously 
particular about what they eat. “To make McDonald’s 
and a Big Mac work in the country of slow food, we 
felt we had to pay more attention to space and show-
casing,” remembers Denis Hennequin, who was then in 
charge of McDonald’s in France and now heads 
 McDonald’s in Europe.

Hennequin and his team started by modifying the 
menu for local tastes, introducing salads, desserts, and 
smoothies featuring fresh fruits and vegetables from 
French suppliers. They also cooked up new twists on 
McDonald’s sandwiches, including cheeseburgers with 
French cheese and a hot ham-and-cheese sandwich 
called the Croque McDo, the chain’s answer to France’s 
popular Croque Monsieur sandwiches. To reinforce the 
idea that McDonald’s was doing things differently, the 
company invited consumers to tour its restaurant 
kitchens and even meet with its produce suppliers.

The next step was to give McDonald’s restaurants 
in France an updated, upscale look to showcase the 
more upscale menu and to invite consumers to savor 
the fast food. Hennequin set up a design studio in Paris 
to develop nine different restaurant décors, ranging 
from  interiors with sleek, simple lines and neutral 
tones to colorful interiors with large pictures of freshly 
picked produce. In the new interiors, the designers re-
placed  McDonald’s usual bold red with a rich burgundy 

and toned down the glaring neon lights for a more 
subtle look.

French consumers noticed the difference: sales at 
the McDonald’s restaurants with new menus and inte-
riors increased by nearly 5 percent. McDonald’s then 
began giving its other European restaurants a menu 
and design makeover, a move that has boosted its 
sales growth in Europe by 15 percent. Now McDonald’s 
customers in Lisbon can order soup for lunch or dinner 
while customers in London can settle back into leather 
seats and use wireless Internet access. Refl ecting 
changing lifestyles, McDonald’s is also stepping into 
the coffee culture in a big way. In Germany, where 
Starbucks is not yet a major force, the McCafé coffee 
bars located inside McDonald’s restaurants dominate 
the market.

McDonald’s has also brought its upscale movement 
to America, where the cappuccinos, iced coffees, and 
fl avored teas served in its 1,000 McCafés are attracting 
many consumers who otherwise would have gone to 
nearby Starbucks outlets. An ever-growing menu of old 
favorites and newer alternatives like salads and wraps 
gives McDonald’s customers more choices than ever be-
fore. Some of its U.S. restaurants now feature amenities 
such as big-screen TVs and fi replaces as well as wireless 
Internet access, letting customers relax and enjoy 
themselves if they have the time. “We really wanted to 
make sure that we were the customers’ destination of 
choice,” notes the chief operating offi cer, adding that 
this goal means providing “convenience, comfortable 
seating, [and] great locations, along with value and the 
right offerings.”144

Case Questions
 1. How do the changes that McDonald’s has made to 

move upscale address changing consumer lifestyles?
 2. What values seem to be refl ected in the changes 

that McDonald’s has made?
 3. What aspects of personality do you think 

McDonald’s marketers should pay particular atten-
tion to as they plan future menu and restaurant 
changes?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Explain how sources of 
infl uence differ in four key 
ways depending on whether 
they are delivered via mass 
media or personally, and 
whether they are delivered 
by marketers or others.

2. Discuss why marketers 
must pay particular 
attention to the infl uence of 
opinion leaders.

3. Outline the types and 
characteristics of reference 
groups and show how each 
can affect consumer behavior.

4. Distinguish between 
normative and informational 
infl uence, and discuss how 
marketers can use their 
knowledge of these types of 
infl uence for more effective 
marketing.

Building Sales by Building Buzz

B uilding sales by building person-to-person buzz has become big business. 
 BZZAgent, Tremor, and other specialized agencies now enlist consumer volunteers 

to help spread the word—without pay—about a brand or product. BZZAgent’s 400,000 
“agents” like the feeling of being the first to learn about something new; they, like the 
230,000 teenage volunteers who belong to Tremor’s network, can choose whom to tell, 
what to say (good or bad), and how to say it (via e-mail, blog, personal conversations, 
and so on).

When Philips wanted to increase sales of its Sonicare electric toothbrush following a 
 nationwide TV campaign, the company hired BZZAgent for buzz marketing. Sonicare sam-
ples went out to 500 Atlanta-area BZZAgent participants so that they could try the product, 
form their own opinions, and then buzz about it to friends, relatives, and others. Because 
agents distributed discount coupons when they discussed the product, BZZAgent could track 
how many sales resulted from the buzzing. The test was so successful that Philips expanded 
the program to 30,000 agents and later to 45,000 agents.1

Sometimes the information that people provide, as social infl uences, can have a big 
impact on consumers. Information presented by some people can be very credible, and 

Social Infl uences on 
Consumer Behavior

Chapter 15

INTRODUCTION



some people can communicate a marketing message widely. Social infl uence is also 
powerful when individuals within groups are in frequent contact and have many oppor-
tunities to communicate information and perspectives in the way that BZZAgent’s vol-
unteers build buzz. Certain people have infl uence because their power or expertise 
makes others want to follow what they believe, do, or say. Groups can infl uence not only 
what people know but also what they do, affecting whether their behaviors are socially 
appropriate, socially inappropriate, and even personally destructive (such as the use of 
 illicit drugs). Therefore, marketers need to understand what kinds of social entities 
 create infl uence, what kinds of infl uence they create, and what effects their infl uence 
attempts can have on other consumers. Exhibit 15.1 summarizes the social infl uences 
that can  affect consumers.

386 P A R T  F O U R   •  The Consumer’s Culture

Sources of Infl uence

Many people learn about products through advertising, the Internet, publicity, 
samples and coupons, personal experience, people, and other sources. The phe-
nomenon described in the chapter opener, buzz marketing, is the amplifi cation of 
initial marketing efforts by the influence of third parties2 (such as Tremor and 
 BZZAgent agents). But which sources have the most impact, and why? Exhibit 15.2 
offers some answers to these questions.

Marketing and Nonmarketing Sources
Infl uence can come from marketing and nonmarketing sources and can be deliv-
ered via the mass media or personally.

Marketing Sources Delivered via Mass Media
Marketing sources that deliver infl uence through the mass media (cell 1 in Exhibit 15.2) 
include advertising, sales promotions, publicity, and special events. Macy’s and 
Target try to infl uence your purchase behavior by promoting special sales in news-
papers and on television. Companies often generate excitement for new offerings 
through special events and media coverage. Widespread publicity about Microsoft’s 
Halo 3 video game prompted 1 million consumers to preorder the game months 
before its launch. In the days leading up to its actual introduction, thousands of 
consumers formed long lines outside stores to get their copies when the game went 
on sale at midnight.3

Marketing Sources Delivered Personally
Marketing sources can also deliver information personally (cell 2 in Exhibit 15.2). 
Salespeople, service representatives, and customer service agents are marketing 
sources of infl uence who deliver information personally in retail outlets, at con-
sumers’ homes or offi ces, over the phone, or via e-mail or online chat. In some situ-
ations, consumers will respond to a marketing agent, such as a salesperson, by 
making use of the agent’s knowledge and assistance to further their personal goals. 
When consumers worry about undue persuasion, however, they will adopt 

Marketing source Infl uence 
delivered from a marketing 
agent, e.g., advertising, per-
sonal selling.

Social infl uences  Information 
by and implicit or explicit 
pressures from individuals, 
groups, and the mass media 
that affect how a person be-
haves.
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THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social
Influences

(Ch. 15)
• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

SOCIAL INFLUENCES

SOURCES
 • General
 • Special
 • Reference
  groups

CHARACTERISTICS
 • Normative
 • Informational
 • Positive or negative
 • Verbal or nonverbal

This chapter describes various sources of infl uence (general sources, special sources, and groups) and 
how they exert infl uence (by providing normative or informational infl uence, by providing positive 
and/or negative information, and by providing information verbally or nonverbally).

Chapter Overview: 
Social Infl uences

Exhibit 15.1

 techniques to fend off unwanted attention.4 Note that some buzz-building tactics 
such as those in the opening example blur the line between marketing and non-
marketing sources. In the opening example, the buzz agents are not salespeople or 
paid marketing representatives, yet they are working as volunteers on behalf of 
 marketers to deliver marketing messages.
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Nonmarketing Sources Delivered via Mass Media
As cell 3 in Exhibit 15.2 shows, sources that are not working for marketing compa-
nies (nonmarketing sources) can also wield infl uence via mass media-delivered 
messages. Consumer behavior may be affected by news items about new products, 
movies, and restaurants; product contamination; accidents involving products; and 
incidences of product abuse or misuse. Consumers shopping for a new car may 
learn about recalls and quality problems from TV coverage, Internet sites, blogs, 
and other media not controlled by marketers.5 Some may be infl uenced by infor-
mation and opinions obtained through a virtual community, consumer groups that 
interact online to achieve personal and group goals.6 Certain media sources are 
particularly infl uential. Many consumers, for instance, choose movies based on 
fi lm critics’ recommendations, make dining decisions based on restaurant reviews, 
make buying decisions based on Consumer Reports articles, and choose hotels 
based on the American Automobile Association’s ratings. Celebrities and other 
well-known fi gures may also infl uence consumers’ acquisition, usage, and disposi-
tion decisions.

Nonmarketing Sources Delivered Personally
Finally, consumer behavior is influenced by nonmarketing sources who deliver 
 information personally (cell 4 in Exhibit 15.2).7 Our consumer behavior can be 
 affected by observing how others behave or by word of mouth, information 
about offerings communicated verbally by friends, family, neighbors, casual ac-
quaintances, and even strangers. For instance, according to a Consumer 

Nonmarketing source Infl u-
ence delivered from an entity 
outside a  marketing organiza-
tion, e.g., friends, family, the 
media.

Word of mouth Infl uence 
 delivered verbally from one 
person to another person or 
group of people.

Sources of Infl uence
Social infl uence can come from 
marketing or nonmarketing 
sources and can be delivered 
via the mass media or in per-
son. Nonmarketing sources tend 
to be more credible. Information 
delivered via the mass media 
can reach many people but may 
not allow for a two-way fl ow of 
communication.

Exhibit 15.2
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 Electronics Association survey, 64 percent of adults find out about new elec-
tronics products by talking with friends, family, or work associates; 65 percent 
of adults ask these people for recommendations when starting to research an 
electronics purchase.8

How Do These General Sources Differ?
The infl uence sources shown in Exhibit 15.2 differ in terms of their reach, capacity 
for two-way communication, and credibility. In turn, these characteristics affect 
how much infl uence each source can have with consumers.

Reach 
Mass-media sources are important to marketers because they reach large con-
sumer audiences. A 30-second TV commercial during the Super Bowl can reach 
more than 90 million people. Now satellite TV and radio, the Internet, cell phones, 
and other technologies are spreading marketing messages, product news, informa-
tion about the behavior of public fi gures, and TV programs to an increasingly large 
audience, thus expanding marketers’ reach dramatically.

Capacity for Two-Way Communication
Personally delivered sources of infl uence are valuable because they allow for a 
two-way fl ow of information. For example, a car salesperson may have more in-
fl uence than a car ad because the salesperson can tailor sales information to fi t 
the buyer’s information needs, rebut counterarguments, reiterate important and/
or complex information, ask questions, and answer the buyer’s questions. 
 Personal conversations are often more casual and less purposeful than mass- 
media-delivered information. During a conversation, people are less likely to 
 anticipate what will be said and hence are less likely to take steps to avoid infor-
mation inconsistent with their own frames of reference. Information from a per-
sonal source may also seem more vivid than information from the mass media 
because the person speaking somehow makes it more real, a factor that may 
make it more persuasive.9

Credibility
Whereas personal and mass-media sources differ in their reach and capacity for 
two-way communication, marketing and nonmarketing sources differ in their cred-
ibility. Consumers tend to perceive information delivered through marketing 
sources as being less credible, more biased, and manipulative. In contrast, nonmar-
keting sources appear more credible because we do not believe that they have a 
personal stake in our purchase, consumption, or disposition decisions. We are 
more likely to believe a Consumer Reports article on cars than information from a 
car salesperson (see Exhibit 15.3). Because nonmarketing sources are credible, they 
tend to have more infl uence on consumer decisions than marketing sources do.10

David Pogue, a New York Times technology columnist, tells consumers to check re-
views on  independent sites like dcresource.com (maintained by a digital photogra-
phy  enthusiast) before buying a digital camera.11

Specifi c personal and mass-media sources vary in their credibility. We tend to 
believe information that we hear from people with whom we have close relation-
ships, in part because their similarity to us (and our values and preferences) makes 
their opinions credible.12 Certain people are also regarded as more credible than 
others because they are experts or are generally recognized as having unbiased 
opinions; Tiger Woods is a credible source for golf-related equipment, for instance. 
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Similarly, certain media have higher credibility because they base their opinions on 
carefully acquired and trustworthy information: Consumers are more likely to be-
lieve articles in Time magazine than articles in the National Enquirer.

Marketers can build on these differences in credibility, reach, and two-way communica-
tion capability to infl uence consumer behavior in various ways.

Use nonmarketing sources to enhance credibility

When possible, marketers should try to have nonmarketing sources feature their offer-
ings (see Exhibit 15.4). Testimonials and word-of-mouth referrals may have considerable 
impact, particularly if delivered through personal communications.13 Likewise, the media 
have tremendous power to infl uence consumption trends and behavior and to alter per-
ceptions. For example, Teen Magazine has worked with the American Cancer Society to 
carry stories that deride smoking. One publisher notes: “We have the power to lead 
those teens and tell them what brands are hot. . . . We need to leverage that power and 
make it cool not to smoke.”14

Consumers cannot always determine whether information in the media is from a 
marketing or nonmarketing source because some magazine ads look like editorial 
 content and some magazine articles mention the names of advertisers. On the other 
hand, consumers who visit the Allrecipes.com site—where brands such as Kraft sponsor 
some content—can tell that it is a nonmarketing source for home cooks to swap recipes 
and cooking tips.15 Connecting with a virtual community that is structured around 
 consumers’ common interests (such as cooking) can be a credible, effective way for 
marketers to reach a targeted group.16

Use personal sources to enhance two-way communication

Marketing efforts may be more effective when personal information sources are used. 
Hosts of home shopping parties are credible as sales representatives because “people 
want to buy from people they like and know,” says the head of Tastefully Simple, which 
sells gourmet foods through such parties.17 Some companies encourage managers and 
employees to write blogs, informal online journals with personal opinions and ideas 

about various topics. Some of Wal-Mart’s buyers now 
blog about products—what they like and what they 
don’t like —because, says an offi cial, “It puts real per-
sonality out there in a real conversation.”18

Use a mix of sources to enhance impact

Because marketing and nonmarketing sources differ in 
their impact, the effect on consumers may be greatest 
when marketers use complementary sources of infl u-
ence. A vitamin marketer, for example, found that al-
though word of mouth had historically sustained the 
company, competition forced it to achieve greater 
reach through advertising. Similarly, given the compe-
tition from nonbank service providers, word-of-mouth 
referrals are less effective at enticing consumers to try 
or to stay with a particular bank.19 Some  companies are 

Nonmarketing Sources 
Enhance Credibility
Nonmarketing sources of infl u-
ence like Consumer Reports can 
have a powerful impact on 
 consumers’ purchase decisions 
because they are regarded as 
highly credible. 

Exhibit 15.3
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stimulating referrals by rewarding customers with discounts 
or prizes when they refer other people.20 

Opinion Leaders
A special source of social influence is the opinion 
leader, someone who acts as an information broker 
between the mass media and the opinions and behav-
iors of an individual or group. Opinion leaders have 
some position, expertise, or fi rsthand knowledge that 
makes them particularly important sources of relevant 
and credible information, usually in a specifi c domain 
or product category. Thus, Serena Williams is an opin-
ion leader for sports apparel, not for computers. In 
rural India, the village headman serves as an opinion 
leader for TVs, cell phones, and many things. “If I tell 
[the villagers] I like a particular brand, they’ll go out 
and get it,” says the headman of Kaler, a tiny town in 
Punjab.21

Opinion leaders are regarded as nonmarketing sources 
of influence, a perception that adds to their credibility. 
They are not necessarily well-known people; they may be 
friends and acquaintances or professionals like doctors, 
dentists, or lawyers who advise patients and clients. While 
fi lm critics, restaurant reviewers, and Consumer Reports 
may be opinion leaders for some offerings, celebrities and 
models may be opinion leaders for other offerings. Opin-

ion leaders are part of a general category of gatekeepers, people who have special 
infl uence or power in deciding whether a product or information will be dissemi-
nated to a market. For example, the Chinese government acts as a gatekeeper, pro-
hibiting viewing of sexually explicit TV shows and music videos from other countries 
as well as politically sensitive blogs.22

Researchers studying opinion leaders have observed several characteristics.23

Opinion leaders tend to learn a lot about products, are heavy users of mass media, 
and tend to buy new products when they are fi rst introduced. Opinion leaders are 
also self-confi dent, gregarious, and willing to share product information. They may 
become opinion leaders because of an intrinsic interest in and enjoyment of cer-
tain products—in other words, they have enduring involvement with a product cat-
egory.24 Opinion leaders might also like the power of having information and 
sharing it with others, or they may communicate information because they believe 
that their actions will help others.25

Opinion leaders have influence because they generally have no personal 
stake in whether their opinions are heeded, so their opinions are perceived as 
unbiased and credible. They are also regarded as knowledgeable about acquisi-
tion, usage, and disposition options because of their product knowledge and ex-
perience. These characteristics explain why digital camera buyers value the 
comments of opinion leaders like David Pogue, a New York Times technology 
columnist, and why camera marketers want Pogue to review their products. 
However, simply because they serve as information brokers does not mean that 
information only flows from opinion leaders to consumers. Indeed, opinion 

Opinion leader An individual 
who acts as an information 
broker between the mass 
media and the opinions and 
behaviors of an individual or 
group.

Gatekeepers Sources 
that control the fl ow of 
 information.

Celebrities as Opinion 
Leaders
Nonmarketing sources can yield 
powerful infl uences because 
they are often seen as more 
 objective and less biased.

Exhibit 15.4
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leaders often get information by seeking it from consumers, manufacturers, and 
retailers.26

Whereas opinion leaders are important sources of infl uence about a particular 
product or service category, researchers have also identifi ed another special source 
of infl uence—a market maven, someone who seems to have a lot of information 
about the marketplace in general.27 A market maven seems to know all about the 
best products, the good sales, and the best stores.

Marketers use several tactics to infl uence opinion leaders.

Target opinion leaders

Given their potential impact and the fact that they are both seekers and providers of 
marketplace information, an obvious strategy is to identify and target opinion leaders 
directly.28 For instance, because Esther Bushell leads 10 book clubs in Connecticut, pub-
lishers send her early copies of new books and arrange for some authors to meet with 
Bushell and her clubs.29

Use opinion leaders in marketing communications

Although opinion leaders’ influence may be less effective when delivered through a 
marketing source, their expertise and association can still support an offering. As an 
alternative, marketers may use a simulated opinion leader. For example, major TV 
networks do not allow medical professionals or actors playing them to endorse a 
product. Instead, Mentadent toothpaste has used dentists’ wives, husbands, and 
children because their affiliation with real experts presumably gives them some 
 credibility.30 (See Exhibit 15.4.)

Refer consumers to opinion leaders

Marketers can and do ask consumers to contact a knowledgeable opinion leader. Many 
prescription drug ads do this by suggesting that consumers consult their doctors 
(opinion leaders) about how the advertised product can help them. One U.K. ad cam-
paign for NiQuitin CQ Lozenges, a nicotine replacement therapy product, focused on 
pharmacists who can suggest products for consumers who want to quit smoking. After 
a month, recommendations by pharmacy personnel sales were 5 to 20 percent higher 
than before the campaign—and consumer sales increased by as much as 34 percent in 
some areas.31 

Market maven A consumer 
on whom others rely for 
 information about the 
 marketplace in general.

Reference Groups as Sources of Infl uence

Social infl uence is exerted by individuals such as opinion leaders as well as by spe-
cifi c groups of people. A reference group is a set of people with whom individuals 
compare themselves for guidance in developing their own attitudes, knowledge, 
and/or behaviors.
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Types of Reference Groups
Consumers may relate to three types of reference groups: aspirational, associative, 
and dissociative. Aspirational reference groups are groups we admire and wish to 
be like but are not currently a member of. For example, a younger brother may 
want to be like his older brother and other older children. According to one U.S. 
study, consumers aged 18 to 34 most often admire celebrities for their possessions, 
traits, or lifestyles.32 Given the high respect accorded to education in Korea, teach-
ers often serve as an aspirational reference group for students there.

Associative reference groups are groups to which we actually belong, such as a 
clique of friends, an extended family, a particular work group, a club, or a school 
group. The gender, ethnic, geographic, and age groups to which you belong are also 
associative reference groups with whom you may identify (see Exhibit 15.5). Even 
consumers who think of themselves as individual-minded react well to products 
linked to appropriate associative reference groups.33

Associative reference groups can form around a brand, as is the case with clubs 
like the HOG (Harley Owners Group), which is made up of Harley-Davidson fans 
(see Exhibit 15.6). A brand community is a specialized group of consumers with a 
structured set of relationships involving a particular brand, fellow customers of that 
brand, and the product in use.34 Members of a brand community not only buy the 
product repeatedly, but they are extremely committed to it, share their information 
and enthusiasm with other consumers, and infl uence other members to remain 
loyal.35 Interestingly, such communities may survive even after the brand is dis-
continued.36

Dissociative reference groups are groups whose attitudes, values, and behav-
iors we disapprove of and do not wish to emulate. “Gangsta rap” groups promot-
ing violence are dissociative reference groups for some people. U.S. citizens serve 
as dissociative reference groups to religious groups in some Arab countries, and 
neo-Nazis serve as dissociative reference groups for many people in Germany 
and the United States. Research shows that country music fans are a dissociative 
reference group for some in the United States—even though these consumers 
may secretly like the music itself.37 Note that the infl uence of dissociative refer-
ence groups can depend, in part, on whether a product is consumed in public or 
in private.38

Aspirational reference 
group A group that we  admire 
and desire to be like.

Associative reference 
group A group to which we 
currently belong.

Brand community A special-
ized group of consumers with a 
structured set of relationships 
involving a particular brand, 
fellow customers of that brand, 
and the product in use.

Dissociative reference 
group A group we do not 
want to emulate.

Elites•  are high in peer status and social involvement and are somewhat involved in 
 academics.

Athletes•  are high in peer status and social involvement but only slightly involved in 
 academics.

Deviants•  are in the middle on peer status and social involvement and low on academic 
 involvement. They tend to rebel against school.

Academics•  are high in academic involvement, in the middle on peer status, and relatively 
low on social involvement.

Others•  tend to be relatively low in peer status, social involvement, and academic 
 involvement.

High School Reference 
Groups
Researchers have found that no 
matter where you went to high 
school, the classmates you hung 
around with were likely to be-
long to one of fi ve categories: 
elites, athletes, deviants, aca-
demics, and others. What cate-
gory were you in, and what did 
students at your school call your 
group? What “other” groups 
 existed in your school?

Exhibit 15.5

Source: Steve Sussman, Pallav Pokhrel, Richard D. Ashmore, and B. Bradford Brown, “Adolescent Peer Group Identifi -
cation and Characteristics: A Review of the Literature,” Addictive Behaviors, August 2007, pp. 1620–1627. 
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The influence of various reference groups has some important implications for 
 marketers.

Associate products with aspirational reference groups

Knowing their target consumers’ aspirational reference group enables marketers to as-
sociate their product with that group and to use spokespeople who represent it. 
 Because celebrities are an aspirational reference group for some, many companies use 
celebrities to endorse their products, as Nokia has done by hiring rappers to promote its 
cell phones to people who admire these rappers.39

Accurately represent associative reference groups

Marketers can also identify and appropriately represent target consumers in ads by ac-
curately refl ecting the clothing, hairstyles, accessories, and general demeanor of their 
associative reference groups.40 To sell products like skateboards and mountain-climbing 
equipment, for example, many sports marketers develop promotions featuring actual 
skateboarders and mountain climbers.41

Help to develop brand communities

Harley-Davidson has built brand communities, partly through a special website for the 
Harley Owners Group and its 1 million worldwide members.42 Another example is the Bos-
ton Red Sox baseball team, whose website is home to the Kid Nation and Red Sox Nation 
brand communities, with 35,000 members worldwide.43

Avoid using dissociative reference groups

When appropriate, companies should not use dissociative reference groups in their 
 marketing. McDonald’s decided to avoid using Ronald McDonald in its promotions in the 
Middle East because it knew that religious Muslims would not consider a zany, brightly 
colored clown to be an idol.44 Similarly, some marketers drop celebrity spokespeople who 
commit crimes or exhibit other behavior that is offensive to the target market. 

Focal
CustomerCustomer

Marketer

Brand

Product

Customer-Centric Model of Brand Community

Customer-Centric Model 
of Brand Community
A consumer who is a member of 
a brand community thinks 
about brand names (e.g., Harley 
Davidson), the product category 
(e.g., motorcycles), other cus-
tomers who use the brand 
(e.g., HOG members), and the 
marketer who makes and 
 promotes the brand. James H. 
McAlexander, John W. Schouten 
and Harold Koenig (2002). 
“Building Brand Community”, 
Journal of Marketing, 66(1), 
38–54.

Exhibit 15.6
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Characteristics of Reference Groups
Reference groups can be described according to the degree of contact, formality, 
and similarity among members; group attractiveness, as well as their density, 
 degree of identifi cation, and strength of the ties connecting members.

Degree of Contact
Reference groups vary in their degree of contact. We may have direct and extensive 
contact with some reference groups like our immediate circle of friends or family 
but may have less contact with others like gangsta rappers. Reference groups with 
which we have considerable contact tend to exert the greatest infl uence.45 A group 
with which we have face-to-face interaction, such as family, peers, and professors, 
is a primary reference group. In contrast, a secondary reference group is one that 
may infl uence us even though we have no personal contact with most of its mem-
bers. We may be members of groups like an Internet chat group or a musical fan 
club. Although we may interact with some members of the group only through 
such impersonal communication channels as newsletters, its behavior and values 
can still infl uence our behavior.

Formality
Reference groups also vary in formality. Groups like fraternities, athletic teams, 
clubs, and classes are formally structured, with rules outlining the criteria for group 
membership and the expected behavior of members. For example, you must satisfy 
certain requirements—gaining admission, fulfi lling class prerequisites—before you 
can enroll in particular college courses. Once enrolled, you must follow specifi ed 
rules for conduct by coming to class on time and taking notes. Other groups are 
more ad hoc, less organized, and less structured. For example, your immediate 
group of friends is not formally structured and probably has no strict set of rules. 
Likewise, an informal group of local residents may form a neighborhood watch 
group. People who attend the same party or vacation on the same cruise also may 
constitute an informal group.

Homophily: The Similarity Among Group Members
Groups vary in their homophily, the similarity among the members. When groups are 
homophilous, reference-group infl uence is likely to be strong because similar people 
tend to see things in the same way, interact frequently, and develop strong social ties.46

Group members may have more opportunity to exchange information and are more 
likely to accept information from one another. Because senders and receivers are sim-
ilar, the information that they share is also likely to be perceived as credible.

Group Attractiveness
The attractiveness of a particular peer group can affect how much consumers con-
form to the group.47 When members perceive a group as being very attractive, they 
have stronger intentions to conform to what the group does—even its illicit con-
sumption behavior. This situation implies that making substance abusers seem less 
attractive may help U.S. children and teens resist illicit activities.

Density
Dense groups are those in which group members all know one another. For 
 example, an extended family that gets together every Sunday operates as a dense 
social network. In contrast, the network of faculty at a large university is less dense 

Primary reference group 
Group with whom we 
have physical face-to-face 
 interaction.

Secondary reference group 
Group with whom we do not 
have direct contact.

Homophily The overall simi-
larity among members in the 
social system.
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 because its members have fewer opportu-
nities to interact, share information, or in-
fluence one another. In Korea, network 
density varies by geographic area. A rural 
village may have high density because its 
families have known each other for genera-
tions whereas many of the 10 million resi-
dents of Seoul may not know one  another, 
so network density there is low.

Degree of Identifi cation
Some characteristics of an individual 
within a group contribute to the ways in 

which groups vary. One is the degree of identifi cation that a consumer has with a 
group. Just because people are members of a group does not mean that they use it 
as a reference group. Even though people may be Hispanic or senior citizens, they 
need not necessarily regard similar individuals as part of their reference group.48

The infl uence that a group has on an individual’s behavior is affected by the extent 
to which he or she identifi es with it. One study found that consumers who attend 
sporting events were more likely to buy a sponsor’s products when they strongly 
identifi ed with the team and viewed such purchases as a group norm.49 Moreover, a 
marketing stimulus that focuses attention on consumers’ identifi cation with a cer-
tain group (such as ethnic or religious identity) and is relevant to that identifi cation 
will more likely elicit a positive response.50

Tie-Strength
Another characteristic describing individuals within a group is tie-strength.51 A 
strong tie means that two people are connected by a close, intimate relationship 
often characterized by frequent interpersonal contact. A weak tie means that the 
people have a more distant, nonintimate relationship with limited interpersonal 
contact. Exhibit 15.7 illustrates these concepts.

The characteristics of reference groups have some important implications for marketers.

Understanding information transmission

Homophily, degree of contact, tie-strength, and network density can signifi cantly infl u-
ence whether, how much, and how quickly information is transmitted within a group. 
Within dense networks, in which consumers are in frequent contact and are connected 
by strong ties, information about acquiring, using, and disposing of an offering—or 
 related offerings—is likely to be transmitted quickly. The best way for marketers to dis-
seminate information rapidly within a market is to target individuals in dense networks 
characterized by strong ties and frequent contact.

Formal reference groups as potential targets

Formal reference groups can provide marketers with clear targets for marketing efforts. 
For example, Mothers Against Drunk Driving can target formal groups like local PTAs, 
school boards, and so on. To build anticipation for trips to Hong Kong Disneyland, Disney 
targeted the 70 million members of China’s Communist Youth League, arranging story-
telling programs and character visits.52

Tie-strength The extent to 
which a close, intimate 
 relationship connects people.

Strong tie
Weak tie

Keshia

Anne

Kyeung

MariaTyrone

Jeff

Tie-Strength and Social 
Infl uence
The thick red line shows that 
Anne has strong ties to three 
school friends: Maria, Kyeung, 
and Keshia. The thin red line 
 indicates that Anne is less 
closely tied to Jeff, someone she 
knows from her health club. 
 Another thin red line indicates 
that Maria does not have a 
close relationship with her 
 distant cousin Tyrone. If you 
were a marketer, whom would 
you target in this network? 
Why? 

Exhibit 15.7
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Homophilous consumers as targets

Marketers may use the concept of homophily to market their products. If you log on to 
Amazon.com and fi nd a book you like, the recommendation system points you to more 
books you might like based on the purchases of consumers who bought the fi rst book. 
The principle is that you might share the reading tastes of people that the site consid-
ers to be similar to you.

Targeting the network

Sometimes it makes sense for marketers to target the network itself. Verizon Wireless, 
for example, offers one large pool of monthly cell phone minutes to be shared among 
family members. Health clubs target networks when they offer consumers a discount if 
a friend joins. Marketers may also encourage referrals by asking consumers to “tell a 
friend about us.”

Understanding the strength of weak ties

Although weak ties may seem to have little potential for marketers, the opposite is true. 
Because weak ties often serve as “bridges” connecting groups, they can play a powerful 
role in propagating information across networks. 53 In Exhibit 15.7, for instance, Maria is 
a bridge between her close friends and her distant cousin. Once she gives information to 
Tyrone, he can communicate it to others with whom he has ties. In fact,  researchers 
have found that word of mouth spreads more effectively among people with weak ties; 
this phenomenon contributed to higher sales during a buzz marketing program for the 
Rock Bottom Restaurant and Brewery.54

Marketers can use weak ties to identify new networks for marketing efforts. For ex-
ample, direct-selling organizations like Tupperware and Cutco and charitable groups like 
the American Cancer Society target individual consumers as selling (or fundraising) 
agents and rely on their interpersonal networks to reach others.55 Individuals can tap 
not only consumers with whom they have strong ties but also those with whom they 
have weak ties. Girl Scouts sell cookies to friends and relatives as well as to neighbors, 
parents’ coworkers, and people shopping at grocery stores. These are called embedded 
markets because the social relationships among buyers and sellers change the way 
that the market operates.56 Thus, your social relationship with a seller may infl uence the 
way that you react to his or her selling efforts. You are more likely to buy Girl Scout 
cookies from a neighbor’s daughter than from a girl you have never met because you 
want to remain on good terms with your neighbor. 

Reference Groups Affect Consumer Socialization
One way that reference groups infl uence consumer behavior is through socialization, 
the process by which individuals acquire the skills, knowledge, values, and attitudes 
that are relevant for functioning in a given domain. Consumer socialization is the 
process by which we learn to become consumers and come to know the value of 
money; the appropriateness of saving versus spending; and how, when, and where 
products should be bought and used.57 Through socialization, consumers learn 
 consumption values as well as gain the knowledge and skills for consumption.58

 Consumer socialization can occur in many ways, as the following sections show.

People as Socializing Agents
Reference groups like family and friends play an important role as socializing 
agents. Parents may, for example, instill values of thriftiness by directly teaching 
their children the importance of saving money, letting the children observe them 

Embedded markets Markets 
in which the social relation-
ships among buyers and  sellers 
change the way the market 
operates.

Consumer socialization The 
process by which we learn to 
become consumers.
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being thrifty, or rewarding children for being thrifty. One study found that direct 
teaching was most effective for instilling consumer skills in younger children and 
observational learning was most effective for older children.

Intergenerational infl uence—information, beliefs, and resources being transmit-
ted from one generation (parents) to the next (children)—affects consumers’ acquisi-
tion and use of certain product categories and preferred brands (see Exhibit 15.8).59

Research shows that children are using brand names as cues for consumer deci-
sions by the time they are 12 years old.60 Note that parenting styles and socializa-
tion patterns vary from culture to culture.61 In individualistic cultures like Australia 
and the United States (see Chapter 14), in which many parents are relatively per-
missive, children develop consumer skills at an earlier age. In contrast, children in 
a  collectivist culture such as India, in which parents tend to be stricter, understand 
advertising practices at a later age.

Moreover, parents affect socialization by infl uencing what types of products, TV 
programs, and ads their children are exposed to and how much control they have 
over buying products that they want. Some observers worry that exposure to these 
socializing agents encourages children to see the acquisition of material goods as a 
path to happiness, success, and achievement.62 Some parents are very concerned 
about their children’s exposure to violent and sexually explicit programming and 
products and actively regulate what their children watch and what games they 
play.63 Even grandparents can play a powerful socializing role. This factor explains 
why the Offi ce of National Drug Control Policy advertises to encourage grandpar-
ents to talk to their grandchildren about drugs. Grandparents’ less emotionally 
charged relationship with their grandchildren sometimes makes them better infor-
mation sources than parents.64

Intergenerational 
Infl uence
Kids, parents, and grandparents 
can infl uence one another’s 
consumption decisions.

Exhibit 15.8
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The effect of reference groups as socializing agents can change over time. 
 Parents have substantial infl uence on young children, but their infl uence wanes as 
children grow older and interact more with their peers.65 Similarly, your high school 
friends probably had a more powerful effect on your values, attitudes, and behav-
iors when you were a teen than they do now. Because we associate with many 
groups throughout our lives, socialization is a lifelong process.

The Media and the Marketplace as Socializing Agents
TV programs, movies and videos, music, video games, the Internet, and ads can 
also serve as socializing agents. Boys are sometimes depicted in ads as more knowl-
edgeable, aggressive, active, and instrumental to actions than girls are; these sex 
role stereotypes can affect children’s conceptions of what it is like to be a boy rather 
than a girl.66 Consumer products may be used as socializing agents, a situation in 
which our childhood toys might have influenced who we are and what was ex-
pected of us.67 Parents are likely to give boys sporting equipment, military toys, and 
vehicles. In contrast, they are more likely to give girls dolls, dollhouses, and domes-
tic toys.68 Studies show that children of 20 months can already distinguish “boy” 
toys from “girl” toys. These effects seem to occur at least in part because parents 
encourage the use of what they consider sex-appropriate toys and discourage 
cross-sex interests, especially for boys.69 However, as children mature, they can be-
come more suspicious of media and marketplace socializing agents; teens tend to 
be particularly skeptical of advertising claims.70

Normative Infl uence

Thus far you have learned about various sources of infl uence—general, special, 
and groups. These sources can exert two types of infl uence, normative and infor-
mational (see Exhibit 15.9). Assume that you are at a dinner interview with a pro-
spective employer who tells you that she is a vegetarian. You may be reluctant to 
order beef, which you love, because you want to make a good impression.

Normative influence, which is what you experienced in the hypothetical 
 example, is social pressure designed to encourage conformity to the expectations 
of  others.71 Chapter 5 discussed normative infl uences in the context of how they 
 affect intentions and consumption decisions. The term normative infl uence derives 
from norms, society’s collective decisions about what behavior should be. For ex-
ample, we have norms for which brands and stores are “in” as well as norms that 
discourage stealing and impulse buying.72 Morals also exert normative infl uence 
about what is right and wrong, and they can strongly infl uence attitudes—as they 
do in people’s views of cigarette smoking, for example.73

Normative infl uence implies that consumers will be sanctioned, punished, or 
ridiculed if they do not follow the norms,74 just as it also implies that they will be 
rewarded for performing the expected behaviors. To illustrate, a prospective boss 
may reward you with a job offer or deny you a job, depending on your behavior in 
the interview. Middle-school girls impose sanctions by treating classmates differ-
ently when they do not conform to the dress norm.75

How Normative Infl uence Can Affect Consumer Behavior
Normative influence can have several important effects on consumption 
 behaviors.

Norms Collective decisions 
about what constitutes 
 appropriate behavior.
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Brand-Choice Congruence and Conformity
Normative infl uence affects brand-choice congruence—the likelihood that con-
sumers will buy what others in their group buy. If you compare the types of clothes, 
music, hairstyles, and cars that you buy with the selections of your friends, you will 
probably fi nd that you and your friends make similar choices.76 The presence of 
others can infl uence the enjoyment of shared stimuli (such as going to a movie to-
gether) and affect congruence as well.77 Friends, relatives, and others in your social 
network may also infl uence the types of goods and services that you buy as gifts.78

Simply rehearsing what to say in anticipation of discussing a particular brand pur-
chase with others can change the way that consumers think and feel about the 
product and its features.79

Normative infl uence can also affect conformity, the tendency for an individual 
to behave as the group behaves. Conformity and brand-choice congruence may be 
related. For instance, you might conform by buying the same brands as others in 
your group do,80 although brand-choice congruence is not the only way for you to 
conform. You may also conform by performing activities that the group wants you 
to perform, such as participating in initiation rites or acting in the way that the 
group acts. For example, your actions at a party might depend on whether you are 
there with your parents or your friends. In each case, you are conforming to a cer-
tain set of expectations regarding appropriate behavior. One study found that the 
norms established by social and brand relationships can infl uence consumer be-
havior as well.81

Pressures to conform can be substantial.82 Research examining group pressure 
toward underage drinking and drug consumption found that students worried 
about how others would perceive them if they refused to conform to the group’s 
expected behavior. Other studies have shown that conformity increases as more 
people in the group conform. However, identity-based thinking (“I am an environ-
mentalist”) is very strong and resistant to conformity pressures.83 Note that confor-
mity varies by culture. Compared with U.S. consumers, for example, Japanese 
consumers tend to be more group oriented and conform more to group desires.

Brand-choice congruence 
Purchase of the same brand 
as members of a group

Conformity The tendency to 
behave in an expected way.

Sources of Infl uence and 
Types of Infl uence
Marketing and nonmarketing 
sources, special infl uence 
sources, and certain groups can 
affect consumer behavior by ex-
erting normative and/or infor-
mational infl uences.

Exhibit 15.9

Sources of Influence

SOURCES OF INFLUENCE

• Marketing or nonmarketing source
• Delivered personally or by mass media
• Differ in reach, capacity for two-way
 communication, credibility

SPECIAL INFLUENCE SOURCES

• Opinion leaders
• Market mavens

GROUPS AS INFLUENCE SOURCES

• Aspirational
• Associative
• Dissociative
• Groups vary in contact, formality,
 homophily, density, identification,
 tie-strength

Exert Influence

NORMATIVE INFLUENCE
• Can affect brand choice congruence,
 conformity, compliance, or reactance,
 ac1

INFORMATIONAL INFLUENCE

• Affected by characteristics of the
 product, the consumer, and the
 influencer
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Compliance versus Reactance
Compliance, a somewhat different effect of normative influence, means doing 
what someone explicitly asks you to do. You are complying if, when asked, you fi ll 
out a marketing research questionnaire or purchase the products sold at a home 
party. Parents comply with children by purchasing foods or toys or allowing activi-
ties (such as parties) that kids request. In a virtual community, members may not 
comply as readily with the group’s desires because the members are anonymous 
and can withdraw at will.84

When we believe our freedom is being threatened, a boomerang effect occurs 
and we engage in  reactance —doing the opposite of what a person or group wants 
us to do. For example, if a salesperson pressures you too much, you may engage in 
reactance by refusing to buy whatever he or she is trying to sell.85 Reactance can 
occur in brand communities too. When a member feels too much pressure to per-
form certain rituals or assume certain roles, desire to participate in the community 
or buy the brand in the future may be lowered.86

Social-Relational Theory
According to social-relational theory consumers conduct their social interac-
tions according to (1) the rights and responsibilities of their relationship with 
group members, (2) a balance of reciprocal actions with group members, 
(3) their relative status and authority, and (4) the value placed on different ob-
jects and activities. In turn, these relationships and their unspoken rules wield 
normative infl uence on consumer behavior.87 For instance, consumers may re-
gard as taboo transactions in which they are asked to pay for something held to 
have morally signifi cant value, such as love, friends, family, or even votes in an 
election. Taboos based on cultural or historical elements may also apply to buy-
ing and selling transactions.88

What Affects Normative Infl uence Strength
The strength of normative infl uence depends on the characteristics of the product, 
the consumer, and the group to which the consumer belongs.

Product Characteristics
Reference groups can infl uence two types of decisions: (1) whether we buy a prod-
uct within a given category and (2) what brand we buy. However, whether reference 
groups affect product and brand decisions also depends on whether the product is 
typically consumed in private or in public and whether it is a necessity or a  luxury.89

As Exhibit 15.10 shows, mattresses and hot-water heaters are considered privately 
consumed necessities, whereas digital cameras and DVD players are considered 
publicly consumed luxuries. This exhibit refl ects predictions about when reference 
groups will affect these decisions.

One prediction is that because we must buy necessity items, reference groups 
are likely to have little infl uence on whether we buy such products. However, ref-
erence groups might exert some infl uence on whether we buy a luxury item. For 
 example, your friends will probably not infl uence whether you buy tissues, a ne-
cessity you would buy in any case. But friends might infl uence whether you get 
an iPod, in part because luxury products communicate status—something that 
may be valued by group members. Also, luxury items may communicate your 
special interests and values and thus convey who you are and with whom you 
associate.

Compliance Doing what the 
group or social infl uencer 
asks.

Reactance Doing the oppo-
site of what the individual or 
group wants us to do.
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A second prediction is that products consumed in public—such as the cars we 
drive—give others the opportunity to observe which brand we have purchased 
(whether it is a Hummer or a Prius). In contrast, few people see which brand of 
mattress we buy because we consume this product in private. Different brand im-
ages communicate different things to people, so reference groups are likely to have 
considerable influence on the brand we buy when the product is publicly con-
sumed but not when it is privately consumed. Moreover, a publicly consumed 
product provides opportunities for sanctions, whereas it would be difficult for 
groups to develop norms and sanctions for violations when the product is con-
sumed privately. Therefore, reference groups infl uence product category choice for 
luxuries but not for necessities and they infl uence brand choice for products con-
sumed in public but not for those consumed in private.90

The signifi cance of the product to the group also affects normative infl uence.91

Some products designate membership in a certain group. A varsity sports jacket 
may signify team membership and play a signifi cant role in designating in-group 
and out-group status. The more central a product is to the group, the greater the 
normative infl uence the group exerts over its purchase. Finally, whether a product 
is perceived as embarrassing may also infl uence acquisition and consumption be-
havior that occurs in a more public setting.92

Consumer Characteristics
The personalities of some consumers make them readily susceptible to infl uence 
by others.93 The trait of competitiveness, for instance, can infl uence conspicuous 
consumption behavior.94 Thus, ads for high-end Dixie Chopper riding lawn mow-
ers ask: “Do you want bragging rights? This mower will make you the envy of your 
competition.”95 Several researchers have developed the scale of “susceptibility to 
interpersonal infl uence,” which includes the fi rst six items shown in Exhibit 15.10. 
Consumers who are susceptible to interpersonal influence try to enhance their 

Reference Group 
Infl uences on Publicly 
and Privately Consumed 
Products
Reference groups tend to 
 infl uence consumption of a 
product category only when the 
product is a luxury (not a 
 necessity). Reference groups 
tend to infl uence consumption 
of a particular brand only when 
the product is consumed in 
 public (not when it is consumed 
in private). Give some examples 
of your own to illustrate the 
 matrix.

Exhibit 15.10
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 self-image by acquiring products that they think others will approve of. These 
 consumers are also willing to conform to others’ expectations about which prod-
ucts and brands to buy.

In addition, a personality characteristic called “attention to social comparison 
information” (ATSCI) is related to normative infl uence. Exhibit 15.11 shows several 
items from an ATSCI scale. People who are high on this personality trait pay close 
attention to what others do and use this information to guide their own behavior. 
For example, research shows that people feel lower self-esteem when they are ex-
posed to idealized ad images of fi nancial success or physical attractiveness.96 When 
consumers are susceptible to normative infl uence, they tend to react more posi-
tively to communications highlighting product benefi ts that help them avoid social 
disapproval.97

Tie-strength also affects the degree of normative influence. When ties are 
strong, individuals presumably want to maintain their relationships with others, 
so they are therefore motivated to conform to the group’s norms and wishes.98

Normative influence is also affected by a consumer’s identification with the 
group.99 When a member of a group such as a family or subculture does not iden-
tify with that group’s attitudes, behaviors, and values, normative reference-group 
infl uence will be weak.

Group Characteristics
Finally, the characteristics of the group can impact the degree of normative infl u-
ence. One characteristic is the extent to which the group can deliver rewards and 
sanctions, known as the degree of reward power or coercive power.100 To illustrate, 
your friends probably have more infl uence over your clothing choices than your 
neighbors do because friends have greater coercive power. That is, they are better 
able to deliver sanctions if they consider your clothing inappropriate or out of style. 

Coercive power The extent to 
which the group has the 
 capacity to deliver rewards 
and sanctions.

Measuring Susceptibility 
to Interpersonal 
Infl uence and Attention 
to Social Comparison 
Information

Exhibit 15.11

Items
Indicating 

Susceptibility to
Interpersonal

Infl uence

1. I rarely purchase the latest fashion styles until I am sure my friends approve of them.

2. If other people can see me using a product, I often purchase the brand they expect me to buy.

3. I often identify with other people by purchasing the same products and brands that they purchase.

4. To make sure that I buy the right product or brand, I often observe what others are buying and using.

5. If I have little experience with a product, I often ask my friends about the product.

6. I frequently gather information from friends or family about a product before I buy it.

Items
Indicating

Attention to 
Social 

Comparison 
Information 

1.  It is my feeling that if everyone else in a group is behaving in a certain manner, this must be the proper 
way to behave.

2. I actively avoid wearing clothes that are not in style.

3. At parties, I usually try to behave in a manner that allows me to fi t in.

4. When I am uncertain about how to act in a social situation, I look to the behavior of others for cues.

5. I tend to pay attention to what others are wearing.

6.  The slightest look of disapproval in the eyes of a person with whom I am interacting is enough to make 
me change my approach. 

Individuals differ in whether they are susceptible to infl uence from others and whether they pay atten-
tion to what others do. What conclusions can you draw about yourself based on your answers to these 
questions? What implications do these questions have for marketers?
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Group cohesiveness and group similarity also affect the degree of normative infl u-
ence.101 Cohesive groups and groups with similar members may communicate and 
interact on a regular basis. Thus, they have greater opportunity to convey  normative 
infl uences and deliver rewards and sanctions. Also, research shows that if a com-
pany calls consumers’ attention to their cultural identity, their increased awareness 
of their membership in a particular group can infl uence their decisions based on 
group norms.102 Normative infl uence tends to be greater when groups are large and 
when group members are experts.103 For example, you might be more inclined to 
buy a bottle of wine recommended by a group of wine experts than one recom-
mended by a casual acquaintance.

Marketers can take a variety of actions based on normative infl uences and the factors 
that affect their strength.

Demonstrate rewards and sanctions for product use/nonuse

Marketers may be able to create normative infl uence by using advertising to demon-
strate rewards or sanctions that can follow from product use or nonuse. For example, 
beer or liquor ads sometimes show friends approving of the purchase or consumption of 
the advertised brand.

Create norms for group behavior

Marketing organizations may create groups with norms to guide consumers’ behavior. 
Members of Weight Watchers who adhere to the norms (by losing weight) are rewarded 
with group praise. Because infl uence is greater when consumption is public, another 
strategy is to make a private behavior public. Having group discussions about eating 
behaviors is one way that Weight Watchers makes private information public.

Create conformity pressures

Marketers may also attempt to create conformity. For example, they may actively as-
sociate a product with a certain group so that their product becomes a badge of group 
membership. They may simulate conformity by showing actors in an ad behaving simi-
larly with respect to a product, as some antismoking campaigns do by portraying teens 
who do not smoke.104 Conformity may also be enhanced by publicizing others’ confor-
mity, a situation that happens at Tupperware parties and at charity fundraisers like 
telethons.

Use compliance techniques

With the foot-in-the-door technique, marketers try to enhance compliance by get-
ting a consumer to agree fi rst to a small favor, then to a larger one, and then to an even 
larger one. For example, a salesperson may fi rst ask a consumer his or her name and 
then ask what the person thinks of a given product. After complying with these re-
quests, the consumer may be more inclined to comply with the salesperson’s ultimate 
request to purchase the product.105

With the door-in-the-face technique, the marketer fi rst asks the consumer to 
comply with a very large and possibly outrageous request, then presents a smaller and 
more reasonable request. For example, a salesperson might ask a consumer whether she 
wants to buy a $500 piece of jewelry. When the consumer says no, the salesperson might 
then ask if she wants to buy a set of earrings on sale for only $25.106 Because the 

Foot-in-the-door technique A 
technique designed to induce 
compliance by getting an indi-
vidual to agree fi rst to a small 
favor, then to a larger one, and 
then to an even larger one.

Door-in-the-face technique A 
technique designed to induce 
compliance by fi rst asking an 
individual to comply with a 
very large and possibly outra-
geous request, followed by a 
smaller and more reasonable 
request.
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 consumer perceives that the requester has given something up by moving from a large 
to a small  request, he or she may feel obligated to reciprocate by responding to the 
smaller request.

A third approach is the even-a-penny-will-help technique.107 Here, marketers ask 
the consumer for a very small favor—so small that it almost does not qualify as a 
favor. Marketers collecting money for a charity may indicate that even a penny will 
help those in need. Salespeople making cold calls may tell prospective clients that even 
one minute of their time will be valuable. Because people would look foolish denying 
these tiny  requests, they usually comply and, in fact, often give an amount appropriate 
for the  situation.

Ask consumers to predict their behavior

Simply asking consumers to predict their own behavior in taking a certain action often 
increases the likelihood that they will actually behave in that way.108 For example, a 
marketer of products containing recycled parts might ask consumers to predict their 
behavior in supporting the environment by buying or using products made with re-
claimed materials.109 This request may remind consumers that they have not been doing 
enough to live up to their own standards in supporting the environment—in turn, lead-
ing to purchases that will fulfi ll the consumers’ self-prophecy.

Provide freedom of choice

Because reactance usually occurs when people feel that their freedom is being threat-
ened, marketers need to ensure that consumers believe that they have freedom of 
choice. For example, a salesperson might show a consumer a variety of DVD players, dis-
cussing the advantages of each. In this situation the consumer will feel a greater sense 
of control over whether to buy at all, and if so, which item to buy.

Use expert service providers who are similar to target customers

Some research shows that consumers are more likely to comply with what a service pro-
vider asks (and be more satisfi ed with the outcome) when the provider and customer 
have similar attitudes and when the expert clarifi es the customer’s role.110 

Even-a-penny-will-help 
 technique A technique 
 designed to induce compli-
ance by asking individuals to 
do a very small favor—one 
that is so small that it almost 
does not qualify as a favor.

Informational Infl uence

In addition to normative infl uence, reference groups and other infl uence sources 
can exert informational infl uence by offering information to help a person make 
decisions.111 For example, chat groups on Internet travel sites exert informational 
infl uence by providing travel tips to prospective travelers. Friends exert informa-
tional infl uence by telling you which movie is playing at the local theater, and the 
media exert informational influence by reporting that certain foods may be 
health hazards.

How Informational Infl uence Can Affect Consumer Behavior
Informational infl uence can affect how much time and effort consumers devote to 
information search and decision making. If you can get information easily from a 
friend, you may be reluctant to conduct an extensive, time-consuming information 
search when making a decision. Therefore, if you want a new cell phone, and a 
trusted friend says that the one he just bought is the best he has ever had, you 
might simply buy the same one.

Informational infl uence 
The extent to which sources 
 infl uence consumers simply by 
providing information.
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Factors Affecting Informational Infl uence Strength
The extent to which informational infl uence is strong or weak depends on the char-
acteristics of the product, of the consumer and the infl uencer, and of the group.

Product Characteristics
Consumers tend to be susceptible to informational influence when considering 
complex products such as electronic appliances that consumers cannot easily un-
derstand how to use.112 They are also more susceptible to informational infl uence 
when they perceive product purchase or usage to be risky.113 Thus, consumers may 
be affected by information that they receive about cosmetic surgery, given its formi-
dable fi nancial and safety risks. Consumers may also be more open to informational 
infl uence when they themselves cannot tell the difference between brands.114

Consumer and Infl uencer Characteristics
Characteristics of both the consumer and the infl uencer affect the extent of infor-
mational influence. Such influence is likely to be greater when the source or 
group communicating the information is an expert,115 especially if the consumer 
either lacks expertise or has had ambiguous experiences with the product. For 
example, given their lack of knowledge and confi dence about the home-buying 
process, fi rst-time home buyers may carefully consider the information conveyed 
by experts such as real estate agents. Personality traits, such as consumers’ sus-
ceptibility to reference group infl uence and attention to social comparison infor-
mation, also infl uence the extent to which consumers look to others for cues on 
product characteristics.116

Like normative infl uence, informational infl uence is affected by tie-strength. 
Individuals with strong ties tend to interact frequently, a situation that provides 
greater opportunities for consumers to learn about products and others’ reactions 
to them. Note that informational infl uence may actually affect the ties between in-
dividuals. When people establish social relationships that involve sharing informa-
tion, for example, they may become friends in the process.117

Finally, culture may affect informational infl uence. One study found that U.S. 
consumers were more likely than Korean consumers to be persuaded by informa-
tion-packed ads. Because the Korean culture often focuses on the group and group 
compliance, Korean consumers may be more susceptible to normative infl uence 
than U.S. consumers are.118

Group Characteristics
Group cohesiveness also affects informational infl uence. Specifi cally, members of 
cohesive groups have both greater opportunity and perhaps greater motivation to 
share information.

Marketers can apply informational infl uence in several ways.

Create informational infl uence by using experts

Because source expertise and credibility affect informational infl uence, marketers can 
use sources regarded as expert or credible for the product category, as Saucony does 
when it uses sports stars in its ads. (See Exhibit 15.12).
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Create a context for informational infl uence

Marketers should try to create a context for informa-
tional infl uence to occur. One way to do this is by host-
ing or sponsoring special product-related events where 
people can talk to one another about the company’s 
products. Another way is to allow online chats or blogs 
in a special area of a product’s or company’s website. 
Marriott International’s website invites public reaction 
to the CEO’s regular blog posts and podcasts.119

Create informational and normative 
infl uence

Marketing efforts may be most successful when both 
normative and informational infl uences are involved. 
One study found that only 2 percent of consumers do-
nated blood in the absence of any type of infl uence, 
but between 4 and 8 percent did so when either infor-
mational or normative influence was present. How-
ever, when both forms of influence were used, 
22 percent of the consumers donated blood.120 Also, 
because source similarity enhances both normative 
and informational influence, advertisers might 
 enhance infl uence by using sources that are  similar to 
their target audience. Using web-based recommenda-
tion systems is another approach to using both 
 normative and informational infl uence.121 

Descriptive Dimensions of Information

In the context of consumer behavior, information can be described by the dimen-
sions of valence and modality.

Valence: Is Information Positive or Negative?
Valence describes whether the information is positive or negative. This distinction 
is very important because researchers have found that negative and positive infor-
mation affect consumer behavior in different ways.122 More than half of dissatisfi ed 
con sumers engage in negative word of mouth. Moreover, dissatisfi ed consumers 
talk to three times more people about their bad experiences than satisfi ed consum-
ers do about their good experiences.123 People who like to post online comments 
about products react more to negative information than do people who read with-
out posting—perhaps because the posters want to make it look like they have high 
standards.124

Researchers hypothesize that people pay more attention to and give more 
weight to negative information than they do to positive information.125 Negative 
information may be diagnostic—that is, it has more signifi cance because it seems 
to tell us how offerings differ from one another. Most of the information we hear 
about offerings is positive, so negative information may receive more attention 

Valence Whether information 
about something is good (pos-
itive valence) or bad (negative 
valence).

Informational Infl uence 
from Experts
Athletes are often great 
 endorsers for sports products 
because they exert infl uence 
by virtue of their expertise in 
the product category.

Exhibit 15.12
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 because it is surprising, unusual, and different.126 Negative information may also 
prompt  consumers to attribute problems to the offering itself, not to the consumer 
who uses it.127 Thus, if you learn that a friend got sick after eating at a new restau-
rant, you may attribute the outcome to bad food rather than to your friend’s eating 
too much. 

Modality: Does Information Come from Verbal 
or Nonverbal Channels?
Another dimension describing influence is the modality through which it is 
 delivered—is it communicated verbally or nonverbally? Although norms about 
group behavior might be explicitly communicated by verbal description, con-
sumers can also infer norms through observation. For instance, a consumer may 
learn that a particular brand of can openers is bad either by observing someone 
struggling with it or by hearing people discuss their experiences with the 
 product.

The Pervasive and Persuasive Infl uence of Word of Mouth
Marketers are especially interested in word of mouth, which can affect many con-
sumer behaviors. Your neighbor may recommend a hair stylist, or you may over-
hear a stranger say that Nordstrom’s semiannual sale is next week.128 Or you may go 
to a new movie because your friend said it was great. In fact, word of mouth before 
a movie is released and during its fi rst week in theaters has been shown to strongly 
influence other consumers’ movie-going intentions.129 More than 40 percent of 
U.S. consumers ask family and friends for advice when selecting a doctor, a lawyer, 
or an auto mechanic, although men and women differ in how often they seek ad-
vice and from whom.130 Moreover, research shows that positive word of mouth is 
more common than negative word of mouth.131

Not only is word of mouth pervasive; it is also more persuasive than written in-
formation is.132 One study found that word of mouth was the top source affecting 
food and household product purchases. It was seven times more effective than 
print media, twice as effective as broadcast media, and four times more effective 
than salespeople in affecting brand switching.133 Online forums, blogs, websites, 
and e-mail can potentially magnify the effect of word of mouth because consumers 
can tell others about good or bad experiences with just the click of a mouse. More 
than 15 million people are active bloggers, and many more read blogs.134 Thus, 
many companies monitor mentions of their product on blogs and websites. Volks-
wagen, for instance, views blogs as “fi rst, a listening post for [the company] and, 
second, as a medium or device by which we can state our position,” according to 
the public relations manager.135

Viral marketing, a rapid spread of brand/product information among a pop-
ulation of people, is powerful and credible because the source is not the mar-
keter and because the message is delivered personally. The nonprofi t Girl Scouts 
of America has used viral marketing to sell its cookies, for instance. It posts 
cookie commercials on YouTube and other sites where visitors can stumble 
across them and share them with other people. It also set up a MySpace page for 
the annual cookie sale, complete with profiles for Thin Mints and its other 
 cookies.136

Viral marketing Rapid spread 
of brand/product information 
among a  population of people.
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Word of mouth can have a dramatic effect on consumers’ product perceptions and an 
offering’s marketplace performance. Many small businesses such as hairstylists, piano 
instructors, and preschools cannot afford to advertise and rely almost exclusively on 
word-of-mouth referrals. Doctors, dentists, and lawyers often rely heavily on word of 
mouth because they fear that extensive advertising will cheapen their professional 
image. Moreover, success in some industries (such as entertainment) is ultimately tied 
to favorable word of mouth.

Preventing and responding to negative word of mouth

Marketers must act to prevent negative word of mouth and to rectify it once it oc-
curs.137 Rather than ignoring complaints, fi rms that empathize with consumers’ com-
plaints and respond with free goods or in another meaningful way will be more 
successful at reducing negative word of mouth. For example, zoos have been under fi re 
from activists who fear that animals are being mistreated. So when an alligator escaped 
over a wall before the Los Angeles Zoo opened one morning, zoo offi cials did not try to 
hide the escape. Instead, they called in the media to show that “he‘s a very smart, 
healthy gator.”138 In the event of a major crisis, companies must take defi nite steps to 
restore consumer confi dence (see Exhibit 15.13).139

Engineering favorable word of mouth

In addition to creating quality offerings,140 marketers can try to engineer favorable 
word of mouth by targeting opinion leaders and using networking opportunities at 
trade shows, conferences, and public events. For instance, Panasonic, Sony, and all of 

Restoring Public Trust
Professional crisis managers 
 recommend these steps when 
a company is under siege.

Exhibit 15.13

”If you don’t have an answer or a solution to
the problem, you better be able to tell your
audiences that you’re working on one,”says 
Rich Blewitt, president of Rowan & Blewitt.

• Recognize that speed is crucial.
Being one step behind when evidence of
wrongdoing surfaces not only damages your
credibility, but also hinders your ability to
control the spin, says Victor Kamber, CEO
of The Kamber Group.

• Hide what you know.

A company must ”seem to want to come to
the aid of the people in the crisis first, and
[put] their own corporate interests last,”
says Larry Kramer, managing director at
GCI Group.

• Place customers’ interests above your own.

Make this crisis the No. 1 priority. ”You’ve
got to have a bunch of people who drop
everything and just deal with this,“says Mark
Braverman, principal, CMG Associates Inc.

• Get tied down in the day-to-day details of running
   the company.

As the massive Tylenol recall showed, sac-
rificing a product‘s image in the short term
can demonstrate responsibility over the
long haul.

• Take a long-term view.

Even if you’ve done nothing wrong but con-
sumers think you have, their view is what
matters, says Steven Fink, president of
Lexicon Communications Corp.

• Forget that public perception is more important
   than reality.

DO: DON’T:
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their competitors mount elaborate displays to draw media and buyer attention to 
new products during the  gigantic Consumer Electronics Show, which draws 140,000 
attendees to Las Vegas every January.141

Handling rumors and scandals

Rumors are a special case of negative word of mouth.142 Scandals can also touch off 
negative word of mouth—even affecting a company’s competitors.143 Companies should 
be aware of what consumers are saying about their brands and products,144 offl ine and 
online, and be ready to deal with rumors and scandals.145

Do nothing. d  Often companies prefer to do nothing because more consumers may actu-
ally learn about a rumor from marketers’ attempts to correct it. However, this strategy 
can also backfi re. When Nike was accused of condoning low wages and abusive condi-
tions in its Asian factories, its image suffered when it did not respond vigorously to the 
attacks. The company has since responded in various ways, including putting links to 
labor standards on its website and severing ties with suppliers that violate those 
 standards.146

Do something locally.  d Some companies react locally, putting the rumor to rest on a 
case-by-case basis. Procter & Gamble sent a packet of information about its man- 
in-the-moon symbol, long rumored to connote devil worship, only to those consumers 
who called its hotline. In such cases, companies should brief staff members about the 
rumor and how they should respond to consumers.

Do something discreetly.  d Companies may want to respond discreetly to a rumor. For 
example, when rumors circulated that oil companies were contriving oil shortages out 
of greed, the fi rms ran a public relations campaign highlighting their socially desirable 
activities. They did not mention the rumor, but the gist of the campaign clearly ran 
contrary to the rumor’s content.

Do something big.  d At times, companies may respond with all the media resources at 
their disposal. They may use advertising to directly confront and refute the rumor, 
 create news refuting the rumor, conduct media interviews to communicate the truth, 
and hire credible outside opinion leaders to help dispel the rumor. When rumors circu-
lated in Alaska that Interbake Foods was discontinuing Sailor Boy Pilot Bread, Inter-
bake sent its regional business manager to Anchorage to set the record straight. He 
told the Anchorage Daily News that the crackers were being produced in a different 
factory with new ovens, and he distributed samples at a local Costco, requesting 
 customer feedback.147

Tracking word of mouth

Whether word of mouth is positive (like referrals) or negative (like rumors),  companies 
may want to try to identify the source of it. Marketers can find out where consumers 
heard the information and then ask all of those sources where, in turn, they heard 
the story.148 Marketers can also ask consumers about specific details that they heard 
from the source to track the distortion of information and find the key sources 
 perpetuating the distortions. Then the company can follow up by, for example, 
 thanking or rewarding individuals who communicate positive word of mouth and 
 provide referrals. 



Summary

Consumers are infl uenced by many sources—market-
ing and nonmarketing, and those that are delivered 
through the mass media and those that are delivered 
personally. Consumers regard nonmarketing sources 
as more credible than marketing sources. Information 
delivered personally has less reach but more capacity 
for two-way communication than does information 
from mass-media sources. Marketers may want to 
 target opinion leaders who are sources of influence 
because they are experts in a product category.

Reference groups, people with whom individuals 
compare themselves, may be associative, aspirational, 
or dissociative, and they can be described according to 
their degree of contact, formality, homophily, group 
attractiveness, density, identifi cation, and tie-strength. 
 Reference groups may play a powerful socializing role, 
influencing consumers’ key actions, values, and 
 behaviors.

These infl uence sources exert normative and in-
formational infl uence. Normative infl uence tends to 
be greater for products that are publicly consumed, 
considered luxuries, or regarded as a significant as-
pect of group membership. Normative influence is 
also strong for individuals who tend to pay attention 
to social  information. Social-relational theory sug-
gests that the unspoken rules of relationships with 
group members wield normative influence on con-
sumer behavior. Strong ties and identification with 
the group increase the likelihood that consumers will 
succumb to normative infl uences. Finally, normative 
infl uence is greater when groups are cohesive, mem-
bers are similar, and the group has the power to de-
liver rewards and sanctions.

Informational infl uence operates when individu-
als affect others by providing information. Consumers 

are most likely to seek and follow informational infl u-
ence when products are complex, purchase or use is 
risky, and brands are distinctive. The more expert the 
infl uencer and the more consumers are predisposed 
to listen to others, the greater the informational infl u-
ence. Informational influence is also greater when 
groups are more rather than less cohesive. Social 
 infl uence varies in valence and modality. Negative in-
formation is communicated to more people and given 
greater weight in decision making than positive infor-
mation is. Marketers are particularly interested in 
word of mouth, both positive and negative. 

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How do sources of infl uence differ in terms of mar-
keter domination and delivery?

 2. Why do companies sometimes target opinion lead-
ers for marketing attention?

 3. What are the three types of reference groups, and 
how can these groups be described?

 4. How might consumers respond to normative 
 infl uence?

 5. What three techniques can marketers use to en-
courage consumer compliance?

 6. Differentiate between information valence and 
modality.

 7. Why is word of mouth so important for marketers?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ 
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 
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Whether they go with Sprint, T-Mobile, AT&T, Verizon 
Wireless, or another cell phone service carrier, consum-
ers often choose and use a calling plan based on what 
their friends use. Although brand loyalty may play a role, 

many people are particularly concerned about whether 
they can call or text other in-network customers for 
free and when they can make or receive other calls 
without charge. It is a matter of  dollars and sense: On 

Who Makes the Call to Switch Carriers?

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e


some service plans, the cost of calling or texting friends 
who use other carriers— especially during periods of 
peak pricing—can add up quickly.

A growing number of consumers are making pur-
chase and consumption decisions based on who is 
switched into or out of a carrier’s network. These deci-
sions are complicated by the fact that carriers usually 
require customers to sign a one- or two-year contract 
and pay a hefty fee if they want to switch carriers before 
the end of the contract. Once their contracts are up, 
however, some consumers will follow their friends from 
carrier to carrier, switching phones in the process, so 
that they can talk and text whenever they like. Friends 
who do not switch may wind up getting fewer calls and 
text messages, keeping their calls and messages short, 
or waiting to talk or text until off-peak hours.

For example, after a friend switched from Sprint to 
T-Mobile because so many in her group were using the 
carrier, one college student observed, “We used to talk 
every day all day. Now I only hear from her after 9 p.m. so 
that she doesn’t use her minutes.” To stay connected 
without spending a fortune, this student plans to sign 
with T-Mobile as soon as her contract with Sprint expires.

Carrier choices can bring in-network friends closer 
while impeding communications with out-of-network 
friends. “I try not to talk to those who don’t have Sprint. 
I don’t have minutes to waste,” explains a 23-year-old 
Sprint customer. On the other hand, this customer be-
came better friends with a casual acquaintance after 
both realized that with the Sprint network in common, 
they could call each other as often as they liked.

For their part, the carriers recognize that these 
 dynamics can greatly infl uence decisions and usage. 
Sprint, for instance, moved the start of its “night” pe-
riod up to 7 P.M. instead of using the 9 P.M. start time 
that many competitors have set, giving customers two 
additional hours of lower-priced, off-peak calling time. 
T-Mobile began offering a plan that allows customers to 

specify fi ve out-of-network phone numbers that they 
can then call free at any time. More carriers are also 
 introducing fl at-rate plans with unlimited calling.

Not everyone wants to talk, however. Verizon Wire-
less examined its records and found that a growing 
number of its 66 million customers were using cell 
phones more for texting rather than for calling. In any 
given month, customers were sending more than 
10 billion text messages (New Year’s Day is Verizon 
Wireless’s busiest text day of the year while Halloween 
is its busiest day for video and photo messages). On the 
basis of this research, the company introduced plans 
that allow for unlimited text, video, photo, and instant 
messages. Users on these plans pay for voice phone 
calls by the minute.

Because most cell phones are preset to work only on 
a specifi c network, switching carriers generally means 
switching phones. This change is not a big obstacle 
for consumers who want the latest technology, but it 
represents an extra expense—and a bit of a learning 
curve—for those who like their current cell phone. 
 Because of this cost, Verizon Wireless recently opened 
its network to allow customers to “bring their own 
phones” (as long as the phones have been tested for 
compatibility).149

Case Questions
 1. What characteristics of the reference group are 

likely to be involved when consumers switch to the 
cell phone service carrier used by most of their close 
friends?

 2. How does normative infl uence affect carrier choice? 
What are the marketing implications for Sprint and 
other carriers?

 3. What role is informational infl uence likely to play in a 
consumer’s decision to switch carriers after his or 
her friends have switched?
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Consumer Behavior 
Outcomes and Issues
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 16  Adoption of, Resistance to, 

and Diffusion of Innovations
 17  Symbolic Consumer Behavior
 18  Ethics, Social Responsibility, 

and the Dark Side of 
Consumer Behavior and 
Marketing

Part Five examines the outcomes of and 
issues related to many infl uences and 
processes discussed in Parts Two, Three, 
and Four. Chapter 16 builds on the topics 
of decision making and group processes 
by exploring how consumers adopt inno-
vative offerings and how their adoption 
decisions affect the spread (diffusion) of 
a new offering through a market. This 
chapter also looks at factors that make a 
difference in consumers’ resistance to an 
innovation, an adoption of an innovation, 
and the diffusion of an offering through 
a marketplace.

Chapter 17 discusses the fascinating 
topic of symbolic consumer behavior. 
Both goods and services can have deeply 
felt and signifi cant meanings for consum-
ers, symbolic meanings affected by ritu-
als related to acquisition, consumption, 
and disposal. Moreover, the meaning of 
an offering can be transferred through 
gift giving.

Chapter 18 examines the dark side of 
consumer behavior and marketing, in-
cluding some negative outcomes of ac-
quisition behaviors (such as compulsive 
buying) and key ethical issues related to 
consumer behavior (such as whether mar-
keting efforts promote obesity). This fi nal 
chapter also explores important social re-
sponsibility issues in marketing.
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• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)



INTRODUCTION

A Taste for Innovation

H ow will hungry consumers react to new menu items? Panera Bread and McDonald’s 
face this challenge all the time. Panera adds a new dish to its menu every eight weeks 

to boost sales and satisfy loyal customers who seek variety. When Panera’s head of product 
development created a new salad not long ago, he noted growing consumer interest in 
whole grains and tasted some of the unusual ingredients used by chefs in chic restaurants. 
Putting these trends together, he created a grilled salmon salad with wheat berries and 
Meyer lemon juice that received a favorable response when tested in 30 Panera units. The 
salad is now on the menu in all 1,000 Panera units. The chain is also testing menu innova-
tions to build its breakfast and dinner business.

McDonald’s was targeting drive-through customers when its director of culinary in-
novation first cooked up a grab-and-go taco/quesadilla combination featuring chicken 
and melted cheese. The “tacadilla” did not do well in consumer tests, so the head chef 
revamped it, wrapping chicken strips, ranch sauce, shredded cheese, and lettuce in a 
flour tortilla. This Snack Wrap tested so well that it was launched in all U.S. markets 
within six months—a rapid entry when compared with the 18 to 24 months usually 

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Describe how innovations 
can be classifi ed in terms of 
their type, the benefi ts they 
offer, and their breadth.

2. Explain how consumers 
adopt an innovation, why 
they might resist adoption, 
and why marketers must 
understand the timing of 
adoption decisions.

3. Defi ne diffusion and 
discuss how diffusion curves 
relate to the product life 
cycle.

4. Outline the main factors 
that affect adoption, 
resistance, and diffusion, 
and show how marketers can 
use their knowledge of these 
factors to market more 
effectively.

Adoption of, Resistance to, and 
Diffusion of Innovations

Chapter 16
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needed to introduce a new menu item. It has become McDonald’s most successful new 
product introduction ever.1

The way that restaurant chains develop and market new menu items illustrates some of 
the factors that infl uence consumers’ decisions about innovative offerings, the subject of 
this chapter (see Exhibit 16.1). First the chapter describes types of innovations, which can 
vary in both novelty and benefi ts. The Snack Wrap, for instance, was new to McDonald’s, 
 distinctly different from the chain’s usual hamburger fare, and offered the benefi t of 
 convenience. Next we examine what affects whether consumers will resist a new product 
(like McDonald’s “tacadilla”) or adopt it (like Panera’s grilled salmon salad). The fi nal section 
 examines the factors affecting how quickly a new product spreads, or diffuses, through a 
market.

The ability to develop successful new products is critical to a company’s sales 
and future growth. Selling 10 million iPhones in the product’s fi rst year not only 
boosted Apple’s profi ts; it also established the company as a formidable competi-
tor in a  lucrative product category in which it had had no previous experience.2

Innovation is so important to Nestlé’s future that the top management team re-
ceives monthly reports on the ten most promising products in development.3

Given the role that new products play in a company’s sales and profi tability, it is 
very important for marketers to understand new products and what drives their 
success.

Defi ning an Innovation
A new product, or an innovation, is an offering that is new to the marketplace. 
More formally, an innovation is a product, service, attribute, or idea that consum-
ers within a market segment perceive as new and that has an effect on existing con-
sumption patterns.4 McDonald’s Snack Wrap was new to its drive-through 
customers, for instance. Services such as movie downloads and identity fraud 
insurance can be innovations, as can ideas. For example, social marketers have 
been active in persuading consumers to adopt such ideas as practicing safe sex and 
preventing bullying.

Products, services, attributes, packages, and ideas are innovations if they are 
perceived as being new by consumers, whether or not they actually are new. When 
Propecia was introduced as a drug to reduce male baldness, few consumers real-
ized that it is really the same drug that is sold as Proscar and used to treat pros-
tate  problems.5 On the other hand, although products can be marketed as new 
offerings, they can fail if consumers do not view them as providing any unique 
benefi ts.6

Marketers also define an innovation with respect to a market segment. 
 Because of the nation’s small home kitchens and ingrained traditions, the 

Innovation An offering that is 
perceived as new by consum-
ers within a market segment 
and that has an effect on 
 existing consumption 
 patterns.

Innovations
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 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
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• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

ADOPTION OR RESISTANCEINNOVATIONS DIFFUSION

FACTORS AFFECTING ADOPTION, RESISTANCE, AND DIFFUSION

• Perceived value
• Uncertainty
• Consumer learning requirements

• Social relevance
• Legitimacy and adaptability
• Social factors

Consumers may decide to adopt (e.g., purchase) or resist adopting a new offering (an innovation). 
 Diffusion refl ects how fast an innovation spreads through a market. Adoption, resistance, and diffusion 
can be infl uenced by the type of innovation, its breadth, its characteristics, and the social system into 
which it is introduced.

Chapter Overview: 
Adoption of, Resistance 
to, and Diffusion of 
Innovation

Exhibit 16.1
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 automatic  dishwasher is seen as an innovation in Japan, where only 7 percent of 
households own one.7 Consumers in Third World countries may regard  certain 
appliances and electronic gadgets as entirely new, even though  Americans and 
consumers in other Western countries regard these items as near necessities.

Innovations can bring about changes in acquisition, consumption, and dispo-
sition patterns. Thanks to high-speed Internet access, a growing number of con-
sumers are shopping online rather than visiting stores.8 Microwave ovens have 
changed the way we cook, e-mail has changed the way we communicate, and 
digital cameras and camera phones have changed the way we take photographs 
and share them with others. Increased attention to recycling has brought about 
innovations such as recyclable and reusable packaging. Finally, online auction 
sites such as eBay provide an innovative way for consumers to dispose of un-
wanted items.

Marketers classify innovations in three main ways: in terms of (1) the innovation’s 
type (2) the type of benefi ts it offers, and (3) its breadth.

Innovations Characterized by Degree of Novelty
One way to characterize innovations is to describe the degree of change that they 
create in our consumption patterns.9

A d continuous innovation has a limited effect on existing consumption 
 patterns; it is used in much the same way as the products that came before it. 
McDonald’s Snack Wrap is an example of a continuous innovation. It has 
 different ingredients and tastes different than other wraps do, but we eat it in 
much the same way that we eat other wraps. Not surprisingly, most new prod-
ucts are continuous innovations.

A d dynamically continuous innovation has a pronounced effect on consump-
tion practices. Often these innovations incorporate a new technology. Digital 
cameras were dynamically continuous innovations when they were introduced 
because they changed the way that consumers viewed, stored, and printed 
 pictures. The cameras have dramatically affected the sale of film and film 
 processing services. Now fewer than 200 million rolls of fi lm are sold each year, 
a steep decline from the more than 800 million rolls sold in 1999; because of 
lower demand, Stop & Shop and some other retailers have stopped offering 
photo processing services altogether.10

A d discontinuous innovation is a product so new that we have never known 
anything like it before.11 Airplanes and Internet service were once discontinu-
ous innovations that radically changed consumer behavior. Like dynamically 
continuous innovations, discontinuous innovations often spawn a host of 
 peripheral products and associated innovations. For example, after microwave 
ovens were introduced, marketers began offering new pans, temperature 
probes, food products, and cookbooks tailored specifically for microwave 
cooking.

Based on these three broad innovation types—continuous, dynamically continu-
ous, and discontinuous—innovations can be characterized more specifi cally ac-
cording to their degree of novelty on a continuum of newness (see Exhibit 16.2). 
Discontinuous innovations are the most novel and require the most behavioral 
change, whereas continuous innovations are the least novel and require the least 
behavioral change.

Continuous innovation An 
innovation that has a limited 
 effect on existing consump-
tion patterns.

Dynamically continuous 
 innovation An innovation 
that has a pronounced effect 
on consumption practices 
and often involves a new 
 technology.

Discontinuous innovation An 
offering that is so new that 
we have never known any-
thing like it before.
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Innovations Characterized by Benefi ts Offered
In addition to their degree of novelty, innovations can be characterized by the type 
of benefits that they offer. Some new products, services, attributes, or ideas are 
functional innovations because they offer functional performance benefi ts that 
are better than those provided by existing alternatives. For  example, hybrid vehicles 
are more fuel-efficient than traditional gasoline-powered vehicles, a functional 
 performance benefit that saves consumers money on fuel costs and reduces 
 pollution at the same time. Functional innovations often rely on new technology 
that makes the product better than  existing  alternatives. 

Aesthetic or hedonic innovations are new products, services, or ideas that ap-
peal to our aesthetic, pleasure-seeking, and/or sensory needs.12 New forms of 
dance or exercise, new types of music, new clothing styles, and new types of food 
all qualify as aesthetic or hedonic innovations.

Symbolic innovations are products, services, attributes, or ideas that have new 
social meaning. In some cases a symbolic innovation is a new offering that is used 
exclusively by a particular group of consumers. Using the innovation, therefore, 
conveys meaning about a consumer’s group membership. New styles of clothing 
that convey membership in a particular ethnic, age, or gender group may be 
 regarded as symbolic innovations.

In some cases the meaning of the product, not the product itself, is new. For exam-
ple, although condoms have been around for a long time, their meaning is now 
couched in terms of preventing the spread of AIDS as opposed to controlling concep-
tion. Earrings, once worn by women, are now fashionable for men as well. Finally, tat-
toos, once a symbol of machismo, have gained wide appeal and have different meanings 
among various consumer groups. Many new products also represent blends of inno-
vation types. Nutrition bars are designed to offer the functional benefi ts of protein and 
vitamins, with the hedonic benefi t of good taste. Exhibit 16.3 shows another example.

Functional innovation A new 
product, service, attribute, or 
idea that has utilitarian benefi ts 
that are different from or better 
than those of alternatives.

Aesthetic or hedonic innova-
tion An innovation that 
 appeals to our aesthetic, 
 pleasure-seeking, and/or 
 sensory needs.

Symbolic innovation A prod-
uct, service, attribute, or idea 
that has new social meaning.

Innovations vary in how much behavioral change they require on the part of consumers. Discontinuous 
innovations (products that are radically new when they are fi rst introduced) require considerable change 
in consumption patterns, whereas continuous innovations (often extensions of existing products) require 
very little change.

The Innovation 
Continuum

Exhibit 16.2

High Moderate

Discontinuous

Low

Behavioral Change Required

Dynamically Continuous Continuous

• Stereo
• Tape player
• CD player
• Digital music player

Phonograph

Computer

Telephone

• PC with TV tuner
• PC with DVD burner
• PC with wireless mouse

• Cell phone with
 Internet, email access
• Cell phone with global
 positioning system
• Touch screen cell phone

• Touch screen digital
 music player
• Video-capable digital
 music player

• Personal computer
• Notebook computer
• Palm computer

• Cordless phone
• Cell phone
• Smart phone
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Innovations Characterized by Breadth
Finally, innovations can be characterized in terms of their breadth, or the range of 
new and different uses for a particular product. Baking soda, for example, has en-
joyed a long life in part because it has innovation breadth; it has been used as a 
baking ingredient, a tooth polisher, a carpet deodorizer, and a refrigerator deodor-
izer. Tefl on, originally developed to keep food from sticking to cookware, is now 
used in oven mitts and other kitchen accessories. It is also used in men’s suits to 
help repel stains caused by spills.13

Blending Innovation 
Types
Innovations can include combi-
nations of functional, hedonic, 
or symbolic attributes, as is true 
of the product shown here.

Exhibit 16.3

Resistance versus Adoption

Because the success of their new offerings is so important to companies, marketers 
need to understand how a consumer or household chooses to buy or adopt an in-
novation. Initially, marketers are interested in learning whether consumers would 
even consider the adoption of an innovation or whether they would choose to re-
sist buying it. Marketers also want to know how consumers adopt products and 
how they decide whether to buy an innovation. Finally, marketers are interested in 
learning when a consumer would buy an innovation in relation to when other con-
sumers would purchase it. 

Whether Consumers Adopt an 
Innovation
Adoption will take place only if consumers do 
not resist the innovation. Consumers who resist 
an innovation choose not to buy it, even in the 
face of pressure to do so.14 Consumers some-
times resist adopting an innovation because it is 
simpler or seems preferable for them to con-
tinue using a more familiar product or service. 
Resistance may also be high if consumers think 
that using the new product would involve some 
risk. Battles between incompatible technology 
standards, for instance, have affected adoption 
of products such as DVD players over the past 
two decades.15 Exhibit 16.4 shows that consum-
ers often resist new technologies until they per-
ceive that the negative effects from having to 
deal with something new are outweighed by the 
positive effects the new product might bring.16

Research also indicates that consumers with 
low needs for change and cognition are most 
likely to resist innovations, whereas consumers 
with high needs for change and cognition are 
least likely to resist them.17

Note that resistance and adoption are sepa-
rate concepts. An individual can resist purchas-
ing an innovation without ever progressing to 

Adoption A purchase of an 
 innovation by an individual 
consumer or household.

Resistance A desire not to 
buy the innovation, even in 
the face of pressure to do so.
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the point of adoption. If an individual does adopt a product, he or she has presum-
ably overcome any resistance to purchasing that might have existed initially. Mar-
keters have to understand whether, why, and when consumers resist 
innovations— because the product will fail if resistance is too high. Typically, mar-
keters can use a number of tactics to  reduce consumers’ resistance to an innovation. 
As discussed later in this chapter, the characteristics of the innovation, the social 
system in which the consumers operate, and marketing tactics all infl uence con-
sumers’  resistance to innovations.

How Consumers Adopt an Innovation
Whether consumers choose to adopt or resist an innovation depends, in part, on 
whether they are prevention-focused or promotion-focused. Prevention-focused 
consumers, whose priority is safety and protection, are more likely to resist new 
offerings because of the perceived risk and uncertainty new offerings entail.18

 Promotion consumers, whose priority is advancement and growth, are more 
likely to adopt new offerings, at least when the risks are not salient.19

The way in which consumers adopt innovations can vary, depending on 
whether the adoption decision is a high-effort or a low-effort one. The high-effort 
hierarchy of effects, illustrated in the top half of Exhibit 16.5, corresponds to the 
high-effort information search, attitude formation, judgment, and choice pro-
cesses described in earlier chapters. Here, the consumer becomes aware of an in-
novation, thinks about it, gathers information about it, and forms an attitude 
based on this information. If his or her attitude is favorable, the consumer may try 

High-effort hierarchy of 
 effects A purchase of an inno-
vation based on considerable 
decision-making effort.

Eight Central Paradoxes 
of Technological 
Products
Consumers sometimes have 
mixed reactions to technologies 
because they create some of the 
paradoxes noted here. When 
the negative sides of these par-
adoxes are salient, consumers 
will likely resist an innovation.

Exhibit 16.4 Paradox  Description 

 Control/chaos  Technology can facilitate regulation or order, and technology 
can lead to upheaval or disorder.

 Freedom/enslavement  Technology can facilitate independence or fewer restrictions, 
and technology can lead to dependence or more restrictions.

 New/obsolete  New technologies provide the user with the most recently devel-
oped benefi ts of scientifi c knowledge, and new technologies are 
already or soon to be outmoded as they reach the marketplace.

 Competence/incompetence  Technology can facilitate feelings of intelligence or effi cacy, and 
technology can lead to feelings of ignorance or ineptitude.

 Effi ciency/ineffi ciency  Technology can facilitate less effort or time spent in certain ac-
tivities, and technology can lead to more effort or time spent in 
certain activities.

 Fulfi lls/creates needs  Technology can facilitate the fulfi llment of needs or desires, and 
technology can lead to the development or awareness of needs 
or desires previously unrealized.

 Assimilation/isolation  Technology can facilitate human togetherness, and technology 
can lead to human separation.

 Engaging/disengaging  Technology can facilitate involvement, fl ow, or activity, and tech-
nology can lead to disconnection, disruption, or passivity. 

Source: From David Glen Mick and Susan Fornier, “Paradoxes of Technology: Consumer Cognizance, Emotions, and 
Coping Strategies,” Journal of Consumer Research 25, September 1998, p. 126. Reprinted with permission of The 
University of Chicago Press. 
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the product. If the trial experience is favorable, the consumer may decide to adopt 
the new product.

Consumers’ motivation, ability, and opportunity (MAO) determine whether a 
high-effort adoption process occurs. A high-effort adoption process often takes 
place when consumers think the innovation incurs psychological, social, eco-
nomic, fi nancial, or safety risk. For example, the consumer may think that wearing 
a new style of clothing is socially risky and will wait for others to buy it fi rst. In ear-
lier times, consumers carefully considered the benefi ts of buying a DVD player be-
cause of the high cost of replacing an entire collection of videotapes or albums 
with DVDs.

Consumers are more likely to follow a high-effort decision-making process 
when the innovation is discontinuous (as opposed to continuous) because they 
know less about the innovation and must learn about it. Novice consumers need 
more information before they can understand and appreciate the benefi ts of a dis-
continuous innovation.20 Also, a high-effort adoption process may be used when 
many people are involved in the decision, as in a family or an organization.21

When the new product involves less risk (as might be the case with a continu-
ous innovation) and when fewer people are involved in the buying process, deci-
sion making may follow the low-effort hierarchy of effects illustrated in the bottom 
half of Exhibit 16.5. Here, consumers devote less decision-making effort to consid-
ering and researching the product before they try it, and then they form attitudes 
based on the trial. If their attitudes are positive, they may adopt the innovation. 
With a low-effort hierarchy of effects, the time between awareness of the innova-
tion and its trial or adoption may be brief.

Understanding whether consumers’ adoption decisions are based on a high- or low-effort 
adoption process has important implications for marketers. For example, if the adoption 
involves low effort, marketers need to do all they can to encourage trial. Because the time 
between trial and purchase is low, trial may be very effective at encouraging consumers to 
buy the product. When Meow Mix launched Wet Pouches cat food, it set up the Meow Mix 

Low-effort hierarchy of 
 effects  A purchase of an 
 innovation based on limited 
decision-making effort.

Awareness

The High-Effort Hierarchy of Effects

The Low-Effort Hierarchy of Effects

Information
collection/search Attitude formation Trial Adoption

Awareness Attitude formationTrial Adoption

The amount of effort we engage in before we decide to adopt an innovation varies. In some cases 
we engage in considerable effort (e.g., extensive information search and evaluation of an offering). 
In other cases the adoption process involves limited effort. In such cases we fi rst adopt the innovation 
and then decide whether we like it.

Adoption Decision 
Process

Exhibit 16.5
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Café in New York City and invited consumers to take product samples home or to bring 
their cats in to taste the different fl avors. The café was a big hit: The company gave away 
14,000 samples in only 12 days.22

If the adoption process is a high-effort one, marketers need to do all they can to 
reduce the perceived risk of adopting the innovation. For example, consumers have 
largely resisted adopting the Segway Human Transporter, a self-balancing scooter with 
a top speed of about 13 miles per hour and a range of 15 miles between battery charges. 
Some of this resistance may be due to the high price ($3,000 and up), some due to con-
sumers’ concerns about learning to ride, and some due to confusion over helmet rules. 
Although many consumers became aware of the product after media coverage of its in-
troduction, relatively few have actually seen or tried riding a Segway. Still, media cover-
age of Segways used for tourism and other purposes has given consumers more 
information. The company is also giving every buyer free training as well as a video on 
scooter safety and a detailed instruction manual.23 

When Consumers Adopt Innovations
Consumers differ in when they adopt an innovation. One framework identifi es fi ve 
adopter groups based on the timing of their adoption decisions, as shown in 
 Exhibit 16.6.24 The first 2.5 percent of the market to adopt the innovation are 
 described as innovators. The next 13.5 percent are called early adopters. The next 
34 percent are called the early majority. The late majority represent the next 
34 percent of adopters. The last 16 percent of the market to purchase the product 
are called laggards.

Characteristics of Adopter Groups
The adopter groups tend to exhibit different characteristics, as shown in the ex-
hibit. Research indicates, for example, that innovators who are enthusiastic about 
technology want to be the fi rst to get a new high-tech product, even if there are a 
few bugs or ineffi ciencies.25 Manufacturers of digital media centers—gadgets that 
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and laggards are the last. Cer-
tain characteristics are associ-
ated with each adopter group.

Exhibit 16.6



 C H A P T E R  16   •  Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion of Innovations 423

connect or incorporate a PC, TV, stereo, and other components of a high-tech home 
entertainment center—initially targeted innovators.26

Early adopters are visionaries in the product category. They admire a technologi-
cally new product not so much for its features as for its abilities to create a revolu-
tionary breakthrough in how things are done. One research company has suggested 
that app roximately 16 percent of U.S. households are technologically advanced 
families—early adopters. These families want faster, newer, and more ad-
vanced products that help make home and work life more efficient and fun. 
 Although they know that additional products that will follow the new product’s in-
troduction will likely be cheaper, faster, and easier to use than the innovation on the 
market right now, they do not want to wait for the future products. Technologically 
advanced families tend to be younger and better educated and to have more 
 children than the average U.S. family.27

The early majority are pragmatists, seeking innovations that offer incremental, 
predictable improvements on an existing technology. Because they do not like risk, 
they care deeply about who is making the innovation and the reputation of the 
company. They are interested in how well the innovation will fi t with their current 
lifestyle and the products they own now, and they are concerned about the innova-
tion’s reliability. They are price sensitive, and they are happy when competitors 
enter the market because they can then compare features and be more assured 
about the product’s ultimate feasibility.

Late-majority consumers are more conservative, wary of progress, and rely on 
tradition. They often fear high-tech products, and their goal in buying them is to 
not get stung. They like to buy preassembled products that include everything in a 
single, easy-to-use package. Laggards, the slowest group to adopt, are skeptics. Al-
though laggards may resist innovations, marketers can gain insights from under-
standing why this group is skeptical of an innovation. Why, for example, do some 
people shun PCs in favor of other methods of storing, analyzing, and communicat-
ing information? Do they fear losing or misplacing data not fi led in printed form? 
Do they worry about information security or fear they will never learn to use the 
product properly? Knowing the answers to these questions can help fi rms market 
more effectively to this group. The answers can also help companies develop add-
ons to the innovation that would resolve consumers’ fears.

Application of Adopter Group Categories
An important implication of adopter groups is that if an innovation is to spread 
through the market, it must appeal to every group. Unfortunately, many potentially 
useful innovations have never gained mass-market appeal because the marketing 
efforts for them did not acknowledge the characteristics of the adopter groups. This 
result was the case with short-lived products such as the Apple Newtown pen com-
puter and the Flooz system of online buying credits.28

Some researchers have criticized the fi ve-category scheme of adopter groups 
 because it assumes that these categories exist for all types of innovations. 
The  critics say that there may be more or fewer categories, depending on the inno-
vation.29 Also, the assumption that the number of consumers in the adopter cate-
gories forms a bell-shaped curve may not be true. For example, instead of attracting 
the percentages of adopters that form the bell-shaped curve in Exhibit 16.6, certain 
products may attract the first 1 percent of adopters as innovators, the next 
60  percent as early adopters, the next 30 percent as the early majority, the following 
5 percent as the late majority, and the last 4 percent as laggards.
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In fact, some researchers have rejected the defi nition 
of innovators as a certain percentage of people who 
have adopted a product just after it comes on the 
market. These researchers believe that innovators are 
instead those who make a decision to buy a new 
product despite the fact that they have not heard 
about it from others.30 Often such consumers do buy 
the product soon after it comes to market, but they 
do so based on their own feelings, not on the opin-
ions of others.

Other research suggests that examining the rate 
of use and variety of use can help marketers under-
stand how an innovation diffuses through the mar-
ket.31 As an example, the use-diffusion model in 

Exhibit 16.7 identifi es specifi c types of users of home technology such as PCs: in-
tense users (who have many uses for an innovation and show a high rate of use), 
specialized users (high rate of use but low variety of uses), nonspecialized users 
(high variety of uses but low rate of use), and limited users (low variety of uses 
and low rate of use).

Whether or not marketers accept the fi ve-category adopter scheme, they recognize 
that consumers who are the fi rst to buy a new product are important for several rea-
sons. First, because innovators adopt new products independently of the opinions of 
other people, they are more likely to be receptive to information about new products, 
including information provided by marketers. Second, by virtue of their experience with 
the innovation, they may also communicate information to others and thus exact nor-
mative and informational influence through the adoption decisions of others (see 
Chapter 15). Given these issues, many researchers want to better understand who in-
novators are and how they can be reached through marketing communications and ap-
propriate media.

Demographics

Several of the demographic variables described in Chapters 12 and 13 have been linked 
with innovators.32 For example, innovators tend to be younger, more affl uent, and bet-
ter educated than other consumers; laggards are older, have less income and education, 
and have lower occupational status. Religion is sometimes linked with innovation adop-
tion. Amish consumers, for example, avoid many innovations, including cars, electricity, 
and telephones.

The link between these demographic variables and innovativeness makes sense. 
First, highly educated people tend to be heavier users of media and therefore tend to 
learn about new products earlier than less educated people do. Second, high-income 
consumers can afford to buy innovations, and they may perceive less fi nancial risk in 
adopting something new. Demographic variables such as culture of origin have also been 
linked with innovativeness. Consumers in South Korea and Japan, for example, are 
 regarded as innovators for new technology, a factor that explains why these markets 
have become launching sites for new high-tech offerings such as services delivered via 
broadband Internet access.33
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Social infl uence

Innovators have been linked with the social infl uence factors discussed in Chapter 15.34 
They tend to have a great deal of social infl uence beyond their immediate groups, and 
they tend to be opinion leaders. Although this fi nding has not been observed in all re-
search, it makes sense that innovators have infl uence because their opinions are shared 
with and respected by nonadopters.

Personality

Several personality characteristics have also been linked with the adoption of innova-
tions.35 For example, innovators are high in their need for stimulation, are inner directed, 
and are less dogmatic than other consumers. However, the relationships between per-
sonality traits and innovativeness are not very strong.36 Innovators also do less plan-
ning and deliberate less than other consumers do when making buying decisions.37

Some researchers have proposed that rather than measuring “innate innovative-
ness” (as a personality trait), a better approach is to examine consumers’ willingness to 
be innovative in a specifi c consumption domain. For example, an innovator of alternative 
music might respond positively to statements like “In general, I am among the fi rst in 
my circle of friends to download a new alternative-rock CD album” or “I know the names 
of new alternative-rock acts before other people do.” Innovators in the area of fashion, 
however, might not respond similarly to these statements.38

Cultural values

Adoption of innovations has been linked with culture of origin and the values tied to the 
culture. One study of 11 European countries found that innovativeness was associated 
with cultures that value individualism over collectivism, those that value assertiveness 
over nurturing, and those that value openness to change over conservatism.39

Media involvement

Other research has suggested that innovators are frequent users of the media and rely 
extensively on external information.40 They tend to think of themselves as active seek-
ers and disseminators of information.41 This fi nding makes sense because to affect oth-
ers’ adoption decisions, innovators must not only get their information somewhere but 
must also be willing to transmit it.

Usage

Finally, innovators may be heavy users within the product category.42 Consumers who 
frequently drink soft drinks may be innovators of new beverages because they are in 
the market often and hence are likely to notice these new products. In addition, innova-
tors are usually experts in the product category, perhaps because of their usage and 
media involvement. 

Diffusion

As increasing numbers of consumers in a market adopt an innovation, the 
 innovation spreads or diffuses through the market. Whereas adoption refl ects the 
behavior of an individual, diffusion refl ects the behavior of the marketplace of con-
sumers as a group. More specifi cally, diffusion refl ects the percentage of the popu-
lation that has adopted an innovation at a specifi c point in time. To illustrate, cell 

Diffusion The percentage of 
the population that has 
 adopted an innovation at a 
 specifi c point in time. 
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phones are used by more than three-quarters of 
the population in the United States, Argentina, 
Chile, South Africa, and many European coun-
tries.43 (See Exhibit 16.8.)

Because marketers are interested in successfully 
spreading their offering through a market, they 
want to understand two important diffusion issues: 
how an offering diffuses through the market and 
how quickly it does so.

How Offerings Diffuse Through a Market
One way to examine how offerings spread through 
a market is to look at the pattern of adoption over 
time. From the marketers’ perspective, life would 
be easy if everyone adopted the new offering just as 
soon as it was introduced into the market. How-
ever, this occurrence is rarely the case; in fact, sev-
eral diffusion patterns have been identifi ed.

The S-Shaped Diffusion Curve
Some innovations exhibit an S-shaped diffusion 
curve, as shown in Exhibit 16.9(a).44 Following this 
pattern, adoption of the products begins relatively 
slowly; as the exhibit shows, a relatively small per-
centage of the total market has adopted the prod-

uct between time 1 and time 2 in the exhibit. After a certain  period, however, the 
rate of adoption increases dramatically, with many consumers adopting the prod-
uct within a relatively short period of time. Between times 2 and 3, a dramatic in-
crease occurs in the number of consumers adopting the product. Then adoptions 
grow at a decreasing rate, and the curve fl attens out.

To illustrate, the diffusion of microwave ovens was initially very slow. Then it 
increased dramatically as consumers became more aware of and knowledgeable 
about microwave technology and marketers introduced more products compatible 
with microwave cooking (recipes, snacks, cookware, and so forth). Now there is 
general acceptance of the microwave, and many consumers have one in their 
house or offi ce.

The Exponential Diffusion Curve
Another type of adoption curve is the exponential diffusion curve, illustrated in 
Exhibit 16.9(b).45 In contrast to the S-shaped curve, the exponential diffusion curve 
starts out much more quickly, with a large percentage of the market adopting the 
product as soon as it is available. However, with each additional time period, the 
adoption rate increases at a slower pace.

Factors Affecting the Shape of the Diffusion Curve
Many factors infl uence the ultimate shape of the diffusion curve. In general, mar-
keters might expect an S-shaped diffusion curve when the innovation is associated 
with some social, psychological, economic, performance, or physical risk. In such 
situations, consumers might wait to see how other people use and react to the 

S-shaped diffusion curve A 
diffusion curve characterized 
by slow initial growth followed 
by a rapid increase in diffusion.

Exponential diffusion 
curve A diffusion curve 
 characterized by rapid initial 
growth.

Diffusion of Cell Phones
Cell phones are diffusing more 
quickly in Africa than in other 
parts of the world, encouraging 
more manufacturers and service 
providers to enter markets such 
as Botswana.

Exhibit 16.8
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 innovation before adopting it. Diffusion may also be slow initially if consumers are 
not sure whether the product will be on the market for long or whether its use car-
ries high switching costs. The diffusion of computers and CD players followed this 
S-shaped curve. An S-shaped diffusion pattern might also occur when consumers 
are physically far apart, do not discuss the innovation with others, or do not share 
the same beliefs.

In contrast, when the innovation involves little risk, when switching costs are low, 
when consumers are similar in their beliefs and values, and/or when people talk 
often about the product and quickly disseminate knowledge throughout the social 
system, the product may have a rapid takeoff period that follows the exponential 
curve for diffusion. Note that these curves refl ect only the rate at which consumers in 
the market adopt a product, not the time period under analysis. In other words, an 
S-shaped or an exponential curve could refl ect diffusion that has occurred over a 
1-year or a 30-year period. Furthermore, the curves could refl ect the diffusion of ei-
ther a functional, symbolic, or hedonic innovation.

How Diffusion Relates to the Product Life Cycle
The product life cycle concept, illustrated in Exhibit 16.9(c), proposes that products 
initially go through a period of introduction, followed by relatively rapid growth as 
more competitors enter the market and more consumers adopt the product. With 
greater competition, weaker competitors drop out, and product sales plateau. At 
some point, however, consumer acceptance wanes, and product sales decline.

Product life cycle A concept 
that suggests that products go 
through an initial introductory 
period followed by periods of 
sales growth, maturity, and 
decline.

Diffusion and Product 
Life Cycle Curves
Several diffusion patterns have 
been identifi ed. (a) With an 
S-shaped diffusion curve, diffu-
sion starts out slowly, increases 
rapidly, and then fl attens out 
again. (b) With an exponential 
diffusion curve, many people 
adopt the innovation quickly. 
(c) The product life cycle curve 
depicts sales (not cumulative 
diffusion) of an offering over 
time.

Exhibit 16.9
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Product diffusion and the product life cycle are related but different concepts. 
Diffusion focuses on the percentage of the market that has adopted the product; 
diffusion is complete when 100 percent of the market has purchased the product. 
The product life cycle, on the other hand, deals with sales of the product over 
time. Moreover, diffusion curves are generally cumulative—that is, they continue 
to increase or at least level off over time. However, the product life cycle curve 
may decline as consumers decide not to purchase the product on future occa-
sions. For instance, after an innovation such as the rotary-dial telephone diffused 
through an entire market, it was replaced by another innovation, the touch-tone 
phone, and sales of the old product eventually declined as the new innovation 
took hold.

Marketers who understand a product’s life cycle can try to prevent that product’s 
 decline—perhaps by fi nding new uses for it. For example, nylon has enjoyed a long life 
cycle given the myriad uses to which it has been put since its introduction in the 
1940s—as an ingredient in clothing, rope, fi shing lines, and so on. Rand McNally is ex-
tending the life cycle of its detailed maps by packaging them in printed atlases, offering 
them in software form, and offering them for download to Web-enabled cell phones.46 
To the extent that marketers develop new uses for a product or encourage use innova-
tiveness, they can lengthen their product’s life cycle.

Marketers can also try to diagnose the likely life cycle pattern of their offering. Just 
as diffusion curves differ, so too are there different product life cycle curves. A fad is a 
successful innovation that has a very short product life cycle. Pokemon cards, scooters, 
and certain diets are examples of fads. When energy drinks such as Red Bull became a fad, 
Pepsi, Coca-Cola, and others launched energy drinks to capitalize on consumer interest.47 
Some fads experience a revival years after their fi rst appearance. Hula-Hoops came back, 
more than 40 years after the original fad, as a product to use to stay fi t.48

A fashion or trend is a successful innovation with a lengthier and potentially 
 cyclical life. For example, certain aesthetic styles like art deco run in fashion cycles, 
as do certain styles of clothing like cargo pants and platform shoes. Some types of 

foods, like Thai or Mexican, run in fashion 
cycles, as do certain consumption prac-
tices (e.g., breast versus bottle-feeding 
infants).  Polynesian-style restaurants 
were popular in the 1950s but fell out of 
fashion within a few decades. Today, they 
are back in New York City, Dallas, and other 
cities where new “tiki” restaurants are 
opening (see Exhibit 16.10).49 In contrast, a 
classic is a successful innovation that 
has a lengthy product life cycle. Jeans are 
an American classic, as are rock ’n’ roll 
music, Coca-Cola, and hamburgers.

Although the terms fad, fashion, and 
classic have most often been applied to 
aesthetic or hedonic innovations, they can 
also describe functional and symbolic in-
novations because the life cycle of these 
innovations similarly can be variable. 

Fad  A successful innovation 
that has a very short product 
life cycle.

Fashion A successful innova-
tion that has a moderately 
long and potentially cyclical 
product life cycle.

Classic A successful innovation 
that has a lengthy product life 
cycle.

Trend Toward Tiki
Polynesian-style restaurants like 
this one shown here are back in 
fashion.

Exhibit 16.10
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Infl uences on Adoption, Resistance, and Diffusion

Knowing that innovations may diffuse quickly or slowly through a market and that 
the success of a new product depends on how many people within the market 
adopt it, marketing managers need to understand the factors affecting resistance, 
adoption, and diffusion. A number of factors, including characteristics of the inno-
vation and of the social system into which it is introduced, are described below.

Characteristics of the Innovation
Characteristics of the innovation that can affect resistance, adoption, and diffusion 
include perceived value, benefi ts, and costs.

Perceived Value
Consumers perceive that an innovation has value if it offers greater perceived ben-
efits or lower perceived costs than existing alternatives do. Products with high 
 perceived value may be more readily adopted than those with low perceived value.

Perceived Benefi ts
An innovation’s value to consumers is affected by its perceived relative advantage,
the extent to which it offers benefi ts superior to those of existing products. Something 
new offers a relative advantage if it can help consumers avoid risks, fulfill their 
needs, solve problems, or achieve their goals—criteria that affect consumers’ adop-
tion decisions. In fact, research indicates that product advantage is one of the most 
important predictors of new-product success (see Exhibit 16.11).50 Note that a rela-
tive advantage is something the product does for the consumer—not something 
that exists in the product. Thus, the relative advantage of hybrid cars such as the 
Toyota Prius lies not in their features but rather in the owners’ ability to save money 
on gasoline and help save the environment.

However, if consumers do not perceive a new product’s advantage over the ben-
efi ts of existing alternatives or think the advantage is unimportant, the innovation 
will face resistance. Campbell Soup faced this situation, says a senior brand man-
ager for Soup at Hand. “We launched a soup in a plastic package, which was on the 
market for three years,” she says, “but the consumer could never understand what 
was different about the plastic package [as compared with] the can.”51

Consumers are likely to perceive a product’s benefi ts as being more valuable when 
they can adapt it for use in different contexts. Use innovativeness means using products 
in a new or creative way, as in the way that a consumer might use baking soda to solve 
problems like deodorizing a kitty litter box.52 In fact, use innovativeness on the part of its 
customers led Arm & Hammer to introduce a new kitty litter deodorizer product.

Perceived Costs
Another aspect of the value of a product is its perceived costs. The higher the pur-
chase cost, the greater the resistance, and hence the slower the diffusion. Con-
sider hybrid gas-electric cars like the Prius, which tend to have a higher initial 
cost than comparable conventional cars do. Although the higher perceived cost 
slowed its adoption at fi rst, the car’s relative advantage became apparent after the 
pump price of gasoline skyrocketed, resulting in higher demand for  fuel-effi cient 
cars. In contrast, DVD players have experienced much more rapid diffusion as 
manufacturing efficiencies have brought costs and prices down.53 Switching 
costs—the costs of changing from the current product to a new one—can also be 
an issue. Therefore, consumers who own many PlayStation games must weigh the 
perceived switching costs when they consider whether to buy a Nintendo Wii.

Relative advantage Benefi ts 
in an innovation superior to 
those found in existing 
 products.

Use innovativeness Finding 
use for a product that differs 
from the product’s original in-
tended usage.
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If consumers do not perceive that an innovation has a 
relative advantage, marketers may need to add one by 
physically redesigning or reengineering the innovation.

Communicate and demonstrate the 
relative advantage

The company must educate consumers who do not 
understand a product or its relative advantages. 
When Amazon.com introduced its Kindle wireless 
reading device, the company posted video demon-
strations on its website showing how the product 
works. For months after the reader’s launch, the Am-
azon homepage included a link to those videos and to 
additional product information.54 Another way to 
communicate an innovation’s advantage is through 
highly credible and visible opinion leaders. Amazon 
did this by sending Kindle samples to influential re-
viewers at the New York Times and other leading 
media outlets.

Use price promotions to reduce perceived 
costs

If consumers perceive that a product is too costly, 
the company can use special  price-oriented sales 
promotions such as price-offs, rebates, or refunds 
to reduce the perceived cost. FluMist, a nasal flu 

vaccine, offered a $25 mail-in rebate to increase adoption by reducing the product’s 
perceived cost as compared with that of flu shots.55 Marketers can also provide guar-
antees or warranties that make the product seem less expensive. Alternatively, the 
marketer may find a cheaper way to manufacture the product and pass on the savings 
in the form of lower prices for consumers, a strategy that marketers of digital 
watches used.

Provide incentives for switching

If innovations are not adopted because consumers think switching costs are high, mar-
keters might provide incentives for switching. This situation explains why razor compa-
nies often give away free razor handles to get consumers to switch to new-generation 
blades. Companies might also use advertising to inform consumers about the costs as-
sociated with not switching. Finally, marketers might be able to force their innovation to 
become the industry standard, for instance, by having such high quality, ease of use, or 
low price that they become the dominant alternative. 

Uncertainty
In addition to the characteristics of the innovation, uncertainty surrounding the 
innovation can affect its adoption, resistance, and diffusion. Several aspects of 
uncertainty are particularly important. One is doubt about what will become the 
standard in the industry. When Sony fi rst  introduced its PlayStation 3 game con-
sole, which included a Blu-ray DVD drive, a battle raged over whether Blu-ray or 

Relative Advantage
Innovations that have a clear 
relative advantage tend to be 
adopted more quickly.

Exhibit 16.11
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HD DVD would be the new DVD industry standard. Sales lagged behind projec-
tions until Blu-ray won and became the industry standard.56

Another aspect is uncertainty about the relative advantage of a product that 
requires the consumer to make signifi cant behavioral changes.57 Consumers are 
often more uncertain about the usefulness of a discontinuous (vs. a continuous).58

Surprisingly, giving consumers more information about a high-tech product that 
combines a new interface with new functionality actually makes consumers more 
uncertain about the product’s advantages. This  phenomenon may happen 
 because consumers pay more attention to the new interface and, in processing 
the information, reason through the possible  negative outcomes of product 
 adoption.59

A third aspect of uncertainty is the length of the product life cycle. Consumers 
are more likely to resist buying a fad than a fashion or a classic. For example, you 
may forgo spending $80 on spike-heeled shoes if you think they will go out of style 
soon. Concern over life cycle length is quite legitimate in clothing and high-tech 
markets, where products are frequently changed or improved.

When consumers resist innovations because they are worried about an offering’s short 
life cycle, marketers might show how adaptable the product is and hence how likely it is 
to have a long life cycle. For example, marketers of digital video recorders can address 
consumers’ fears of the product’s rapid obsolescence by demonstrating how their prod-
ucts may be upgraded, connected to advanced systems, or used in other ways that 
 extend the life cycle by continuing to deliver perceived value. 

Consumer Learning Requirements
A third characteristic affecting resistance, adoption, and diffusion is consumer 
learning requirements—or what consumers need to do to use the innovation 
 effectively. These learning requirements involve compatibility, trialability, and 
complexity.

Compatibility
Consumers often resist innovations because they see them as incompatible with 
their needs, values, norms, or behaviors.60 The more compatible the innovation is 
with consumers’ values, norms, and behaviors, the less their resistance and the 
greater the product diffusion. Clorox Disinfecting Wipes, a new-product hit, is com-
patible with the way that people have traditionally cleaned their kitchens and bath-
rooms, yet it also offers the relative advantage of convenience.61 On the other hand, 
Ziploc Tabletops “semi-disposable” plates were not completely compatible with the 
consumer behavior of throwing away disposable plates after one use. They were 
more durable than typical disposable plates but priced in line with low-end perma-
nent plates. As a result, S.C. Johnson eliminated the product less than two years 
after introducing it.62 Exhibit 16.12 shows another example of compatibility.

Some potentially serious consequences can arise when an innovation is in-
compatible with consumers’ values, goals, and behaviors. One case in particular is 
marketers’ attempts to encourage bottle-feeding by mothers in the developing na-
tions of Latin America, Africa, and Asia. Manufacturers’ ads showed pictures of 

Compatibility The extent to 
which an innovation is consis-
tent with one’s needs, values, 
norms, or behaviors.
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mothers with beautiful, fat, healthy ba-
bies. The ad copy read, “Give your baby 
love and Lactogen.”  (Lactogen is an in-
fant formula.) The modern look of the ad 
was attractive to upper-income, well-ed-
ucated consumers as well as to peasant 
families who aspired to be like the well 
educated. Unfortunately, most peasant 
families could not afford the expensive 
formula, so they diluted it with water, 
leaving their babies malnourished. Fur-
thermore, they were unfamiliar with 
practices like sterilizing nipples and bot-
tles; as a result, bacteria in these items 
made the babies sick. The lack of com-
patibility between the innovation and 
the consumers’ behavior therefore 
caused unanticipated problems.63

Trialability
 A second aspect of consumer learning re-
quirements is the trialability of the inno-
vation, the extent to which the product can 
be tried on a limited basis before it is ad-
opted. Products like microwaveable meals 
can be tested and tasted in just a few min-
utes. However, trialability is virtually im-
possible with innovations like laser eye 
surgery. Because a trial allows a consumer 
to assess the product’s relative advantages 
and potential risks, products that are easy 
to try tend to diffuse through the market 
more quickly than those that do not.

Trialability is often quite important to innovators and early adopters because 
they have little else on which to base the value of the innovation. Trialability can be 
less important for later adopters, who are likely to know many people who have 
 already adopted the innovation and who can therefore speak to its effi cacy.64

Complexity
Complexity is a fi nal learning requirement related to adoption and diffusion. Dif-
fusion is likely to be slow when consumers perceive they will have diffi culty under-
standing or using a new product. Products that are loaded with many features may 
appear useful, yet the fact that they have so many features leads them to be per-
ceived as being overly complex.65 In fact, consumers may form a lower evaluation 
of a complex product with novel attributes because they worry about the time 
needed to understand the new features.66 This perception is a problem for market-
ers because consumers tend to underestimate how well they can manage complex-
ity.67 Digital photography initially diffused at a relatively slow rate because 
consumers perceived complexity in learning to transfer digital images from the 
camera to the computer, fi guring out the software for enhancing images, and print-
ing high-quality photos.68 Other products, such as DVR players, have diffused more 
rapidly, in part because they are easy to use.

Compatibility
Products diffuse through a mar-
ket faster when they are com-
patible with consumers’ norms, 
values, and behaviors.

Exhibit 16.12

Trialability The extent to 
which an innovation can be 
tried on a limited basis before 
it is adopted.

Complexity The extent to 
which an innovation is compli-
cated and diffi cult to under-
stand or use.
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Marketers can use several tactics to reduce consumers’ resistance to innovations.

Enhance compatibility or reduce complexity

Marketers may be able to reposition an innovation so that it is viewed as more consis-
tent with consumers’ needs and values. Campbell’s soup enjoyed renewed popularity 
when it was repositioned away from taste and toward nutrition and low calories.69 
Sometimes, however, companies must redesign an offering to overcome incompatibility 
and reduce complexity. For example, the photo-sharing website Flickr houses more than 
2 billion images contributed by users worldwide. To make it easier for consumers to fi nd 
specifi c types of images, Flickr has added a feature that allows browsing by location as 
well as by keyword search. It also provides a virtual “how to” tour of the site and high-
lights key benefi ts of usage on its homepage. 70

Educate about compatibility

Companies can use promotions to show how their innovations actually are compatible 
with consumers’ needs, values, norms, or behaviors. For example, consumers in some 
developing nations are not used to modern medicine and the techniques employed to 
avoid diseases. One way that entities like the World Health Organization have dealt with 
this situation is to launch educational programs to demonstrate the value of vaccina-
tions and the procedures that can stop disorders like diarrhea.71 Advertising can also 
show how a new offering is easier to use or has more benefi ts than current alternatives 
do, even if it requires adopting new behaviors.

Use change agents

Another way to enhance perceived compatibility is to use change agents such as opinion 
leaders. Marketers in such diverse fi elds as farming equipment, medicine, and computers 
have aimed new products at infl uential and highly respected people who can be con-
vinced of a new product’s merits and who will then spread positive word of mouth to 
others.72

Fit with a system of products

Some marketers address incompatibility by designing the innovation to fi t with a sys-
tem of existing products. Procter & Gamble’s Mr. Clean AutoDry car cleaning sprayer was 
designed to be hooked up to any garden hose, making the product simple and easy for 
consumers to use. The rate of diffusion was “beyond our wildest dreams,” a P&G 
spokesperson comments.73

Force the innovation to be the industry standard

Marketers can sometimes work with regulators to require adoption of the innovation. For 
example, smoke detectors, seat belts, and lead-free gasoline are all innovations that have 
been forced into usage by government mandate. Manufacturers are introducing more hy-
brid cars because states’ clean-air requirements are mandating zero-emission vehicles.74

Use promotions to enhance trialability

Companies can stimulate trial through various promotions. Free samples, for example, 
encourage trial by people who might otherwise resist using the product. When Nutra-
Sweet was fi rst introduced, its makers overcame potential trialability problems by send-
ing millions of consumers free samples of gumballs sweetened with NutraSweet. 
The company chose this approach because NutraSweet is best experienced as an ingre-
dient in food products, not as a stand-alone product.
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Demonstrate compatibility and simplicity

Live demonstrations (at trade shows or conducted by salespeople) and demonstrations 
in ads and online videos can show a product’s ease of use and its compatibility with con-
sumers’ needs, values, and behaviors. Sales of Blendtec’s blenders increased by 500 per-
cent after the fi rm posted videos on YouTube to demonstrate how rugged the blenders 
are and how quickly and easily they work.75

Simulate trial

At times, a company may need to simulate trial rather than have consumers actually try 
the product. On Benjamin Moore’s website, consumers can use a “personal color viewer” 
to preview how different paint colors would look on the walls of different rooms. 

Social Relevance
A fourth major factor that affects resistance, adoption, and diffusion is the innova-
tion’s social relevance, particularly its observability and social value. Observability
is the extent to which consumers can see others using the innovation. In general, 
the more consumers can observe others using the innovation, the more likely they 
are to adopt it.76 For example, a new shoulder strap designed to distribute the 
weight of a golf bag gained acceptance among caddies after they saw others using 
the product.77 On the other hand, a new scale that announces your body weight is 
unlikely to be very observable because few people want to weigh themselves in 
public (or want others to hear their weight!).78 Thus, diffusion is also affected by the 
public or private nature of the product, as described in Chapter 15.

Social value refl ects the extent to which the product has social cachet, which 
means that it is seen as socially desirable and/or appropriate and therefore gener-
ates imitation, speeding diffusion. One study found that farmers adopted certain 
farming innovations because the innovations were expensive and thus had social 
prestige value. These studies also found that the earlier someone adopted the in-
novation, the more prestige was associated with it.79 Consumers sometimes adopt 
aesthetic innovations like new fashions, hairstyles, and cars based on the social 
prestige they confer on the user.

Although social value may enhance diffusion, the diffusion of a product based 
on a prestige image may actually shorten its life cycle because once a product is 
adopted by the masses, it is no longer prestigious. For example, designer jeans, 
once associated with prestige and exclusivity, lost prestige when everyone in the 
market started to wear them.80

Observability can be enhanced by the use of distinctive packaging, styling, and color or 
unique promotions,81 using the attention and perception enhancement techniques de-
scribed in Chapter 3. Also, associating the product with a well-known person (the way 
Gatorade Tiger is associated with golfer Tiger Woods) or creating ads to suggest that 
the consumer will be socially rewarded for using the product may enhance observability. 
An innovation’s social relevance can be heightened through advertising—particularly 
advertising that ties product use with potential social approval. Finally, marketers can 
enhance social value by associating the product with some social entity, cause, or value. 
Having a new beverage serve as the offi cial drink of the Olympic team might, for exam-
ple, enhance its social value. 

Social relevance The extent 
to which an innovation can 
be observed or the extent to 
which having others observe 
it has social cachet.
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Legitimacy and Adaptability
Legitimacy and adaptability also infl uence resistance, adoption, and diffusion, 
particularly for symbolic and aesthetic innovations.82 Legitimacy refers to the 
extent to which the innovation follows established guidelines for what seems ap-
propriate in the category. An innovation that is too radical or that does not de-
rive from a legitimate precursor lacks legitimacy. For example, rock ’n’ roll and 
later rap music were initially seen as deviant forms of music and thus diffused 
slowly. In contrast, part of the success of artists like k. d. lang stemmed from 
their ability to fuse two legitimate musical styles (country and rock) into a style 
that sounded new.

Adaptability, the innovation’s potential to fi t with existing products or styles, is 
another factor affecting adoption and diffusion (see Exhibit 16.13).83 For example, 
certain fashion or furniture is highly adaptable because  it can fi t with a variety of 
other fashion or furniture trends. Some functional products, such as cell phones, 
have high adaptability because they can perform a variety of functions.

Marketers may enhance legitimacy by demonstrating how the innovation came into 
being or marketing it in a way that is consistent with consumers’ perceptions of what 
is appropriate for the category. Frito-Lay did this when it tried marketing Latin-fla-
vored Doritos and Lay’s chips to Hispanic Americans. Adoption was slow because the 
targeted consumers “were looking for authentic flavors but didn’t expect to see them 
on those brands,” says Frito-Lay’s chief marketing officer. Instead, the firm started 

importing its Sabritones chile and 
lime wheat snacks from Mexico, ini-
tially stocking them only in stores 
serving Mexican American communi-
ties. Adoption was so enthusiastic 
that the product was soon made 
available in other outlets.84

Conversely, if consumers believe 
the product lacks adaptability, market-
ers can show that it has uses beyond 
its original function. For example, the 
makers of cranberry sauce ask con-
sumers to consider other uses for their 
product besides serving it as a condi-
ment at Thanksgiving dinner.85 

Characteristics of the Social 
System
Innovations diffuse rapidly or slowly 
in part because of product character-
istics and in part because of the char-
acteristics of the social system into 
which they are introduced. Both the 
kinds of people in the target market 

Legitimacy The extent to 
which the innovation follows 
established guidelines for 
what seems appropriate in 
the category.

Adaptability The extent to 
which the innovation can 
 foster new styles.

Product Adaptability
Innovations are more successful 
when they can be adapted to fi t 
consumers lifestyles.

Exhibit 16.13



436 P A R T  F I V E   •  Consumer Behavior Outcomes and Issues

and the nature of the relationships among the people in the social system will affect 
the innovation’s acceptance.

Modernity d . Resistance, adoption, and diffusion are affected by the social sys-
tem’s modernity, the extent to which the system’s consumers have a positive 
attitude toward change. Consumers in modern systems value science, technol-
ogy, and education and are technologically oriented in terms of the goods pro-
duced and the skill of the labor force.86 The more modern the social system, the 
more receptive its consumers are to new products.

Homophily. d The homophily, or overall similarity among members of the sys-
tem, affects acceptance. Diffusion is generally faster when consumers in the 
market are highly similar in education, values, needs, income, and other 
 dimensions.87 Why? First, the more similar people’s backgrounds are, the more 
likely they are to have similar needs, values, and preferences. Second, similar 
people are more likely to interact with one another and transmit information. 
Third, similar people tend to model each other. Also, normative infl uence is 
likely to be higher as homophily grows, increasing the pressure for adopting 
the innovation and speeding adoption and diffusion.

Physical distance. d  Diffusion tends to be slower when members of the social sys-
tem are spread apart. Some marketers in Japan have found that high school 
girls excel at setting trends. No doubt this ability is due to the physical and 
emotional proximity of girls and their tendency to talk about new products 
they have seen and used.88 Likewise, an innovation may experience slower dif-
fusion when consumers are physically separated.89

Opinion leadership. d  As noted in Chapter 15, people with credibility, such as experts 
or opinion leaders, can have considerable infl uence on product adoption and dif-
fusion because they may spread positive or negative product  information to oth-
ers.90 One study analyzing the diffusion of information about family-planning 
practices among women in a Korean village found that opinion leaders were 
very important sources of information. Not only was the information commu-
nicated by these women important, but the opinion leaders also served as 
bridges connecting spatially related but separate cliques in the village.91

Marketing efforts can infl uence resistance, adoption, and diffusion by affecting the so-
cial system. For example, if members of the target market are very different from one 
another, companies may need to use targeted communications that show the product’s 
relevance to consumers’ unique needs, values, or norms and may need to place the mes-
sages in specialized (target-market-specifi c) media to reach these consumers.

Companies might also identify consumers who have not adopted the innovation. 
According to research, nonadopters can be divided into three groups: (1) passive consum-
ers who have tried the product but are unlikely to provide much information to others 
about it; (2) active rejectors who have tried the product but are likely to provide unfa-
vorable word of mouth to others; and (3) potential adopters who have not yet tried the 
product but who may be infl uenced by active rejectors, active acceptors, or marketers. 
Different marketing strategies may be appropriate for different adopter and nonadopter 
groups.92 If potential adopters are unaware of the innovation, for instance, advertising 
can help build awareness and encourage adoption. Product improvements may, how-
ever, be necessary to attract active rejectors.

Modernity The extent to 
which consumers in the social 
system have positive attitudes 
toward change.
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Because marketing activities can infl uence diffusion by affecting both the innova-
tion and the social system, it is not surprising that the more intensive the marketing 
effort, the faster the innovation spreads through a market.93 As noted in Chapter 15, 
media coverage of an innovation (such as the iPhone) generally has more credibility than 
the company’s communications do. Targeting opinion leaders and targeting the network, 
rather than the consumer, can also stimulate positive word of mouth, as can new prod-
uct demonstrations at trade shows and in online videos. And marketers can take a num-
ber of steps to track word of mouth, generate positive word of mouth, and counteract 
negative word of mouth. 

Although innovations often offer relative advantages that may not have previously 
existed, they are not always good for society. One study examined the diffusion of 
the steel ax among a tribe of aborigines who lived in the Australian bush.94 Before 
the innovation was introduced, the stone ax had served as the tribe’s principal tool. 
It was used only by men and was awarded to them as a gift and as payment for 
work performed. It was generally regarded as a symbol of masculinity and respect. 
However, missionaries came into the social system with the steel ax and distributed 
it to men, women, and children. This distribution scheme disrupted the sex and 
age roles among tribal members and thus affected the social system.

Innovations may also have negative socioeconomic consequences. For exam-
ple, a study examining the diffusion of the CAT scanner through the medical com-
munity identifi ed two important sociological consequences. First, the innovation 
tended to diffuse to markets that were generally wealthy, leaving the technology 
unavailable to families who lived in poorer rural areas. Second, the innovation was 
expensive and was viewed as driving up health-care costs.95 Given these types of 
unanticipated social and economic consequences, we as consumers should be 
careful to avoid adopting a universally pro-innovation bias.

The Consequences of Innovations

Summary

Innovations are products, services, ideas, or attributes 
that consumers in a market segment perceive to be 
new. Innovations can be characterized as functional, 
symbolic, or hedonic and may vary in the degree of 
behavioral change their adoption requires. Product in-
novativeness ranges along a continuum from continu-
ous to discontinuous. Innovations may represent fads, 
fashions, or classics and hence may exhibit a short, 
moderate, or long life cycle. Marketers can extend a 
product’s life cycle by enhancing the breadth of the in-
novation and encouraging consumers to fi nd innova-
tive uses for familiar products.

Strategies for marketers of innovations include re-
ducing consumers’ resistance to innovations, facilitat-
ing consumers’ adoption of the innovation, and 

affecting the diffusion of the innovation through the 
marketplace. A high-effort as opposed to low-effort 
hierarchy-of-effects adoption process occurs when the 
innovation is seen as risky. Some individuals, called 
innovators, are among the fi rst to adopt new products 
independently of the decisions of other people. Com-
panies may target innovators because their adoption 
of products infl uences other consumers’ adoption de-
cisions through word of mouth or social modeling.

Resistance, adoption, and diffusion are affected 
by the characteristics of the innovation and the social 
system into which it is introduced. Overcoming resis-
tance is easiest when the innovation is perceived to 
provide value to consumers such as a relative advan-
tage, low price, or low switching costs. Resistance will 
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be lower when the innovation requires minimal 
learning and is highly compatible with consumers’ 
existing needs, values, and behaviors; easy to try; 
easy to use; and low risk. Innovations viewed as high 
in social relevance, legitimacy, and adaptability en-
counter less resistance than those regarded as low in 
such factors. The characteristics of the social system 
in which the innovation operates also affect resis-
tance, adoption, and diffusion. The denser the social 
network and the more homophilous consumers 
within the social system are, the more likely it is that 
adopters will transmit information to nonadopters, 
in turn affecting the likelihood of their adopting the 
product. However, it is possible that the diffusion of 
an innovation may entail some negative social and 
economic consequences.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. How can innovations be described in terms of de-
gree of novelty and types of benefi ts? How does the 
degree of novelty affect consumers’ behavioral 
change?

 2. What is the difference between adoption and diffu-
sion? How does the concept of resistance relate to 
adoption?

 3. Under what circumstances might a consumer fol-
low the high-effort hierarchy of effects in adopting 
an innovation?

 4. How can consumers be categorized in terms of 
their timing of adoption relative to that of other 
consumers?

 5. What is the product life cycle, and how does it dif-
fer from product diffusion?

 6. How do consumer learning requirements and social 
relevance affect resistance, adoption, and diffusion?

 7. What characteristics of the social system affect an 
innovation’s acceptance within a market?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course.

In a nation with 4 billion light sockets, one light bulb per 
household can make a real difference. If every U.S. 
household replaced one ordinary incandescent light bulb 
with a compact fl uorescent lamp (CFL), the energy saved 
would be enough to light 3 million homes. This single 
change would be the environmental equivalent of taking 
800,000 cars off the road and preventing 450 pounds of 
greenhouse gases from reaching the atmosphere. 
Change a light bulb, help the planet, slash energy costs—
sounds like a win-win situation.

Yet since the CFL’s invention more than 30 years 
ago, it has been slow to catch on. Meanwhile, the incan-
descent light bulb, which was commercialized more than 
a century ago, still accounts for more than 90 percent 
of all light bulbs sold in the U.S. Why have CFLs not been 
more popular? 

Higher price. •  One big reason that CFLs have not been 
big sellers is because each costs fi ve to seven times 
more than an incandescent light bulb does. A CFL can 
last up to twelve times as long as an incandescent 

bulb does, and installing even a few will make a no-
ticeable difference in a household’s monthly electric 
bill. However, the initial outlay has discouraged many 
people from making the switch.

Not the same old light bulb. •  A second reason is that 
CFLs do not work as well as incandescent bulbs do in 
certain circumstances, such as in fi xtures outfi tted 
with dimmers or in spotlights. Because the two 
types of bulbs are not completely interchangeable, 
consumers have to do at least a little research and 
possibly some experimentation to determine when 
they can and cannot install a CFL in place of an in-
candescent bulb. Instead, most consumers stay with 
what they know and keep buying the same type of 
bulbs they have always used.

Still too new. •  Until very recently, few CFLs could be 
found on store shelves; those that were available 
had to compete with rows and rows of incandes-
cent light bulbs. And CFLs were rarely featured in 

The CFL: Coming Soon to a Light Socket Near You

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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advertising. Despite some publicity, not everyone 
was getting the message about the CFL’s energy ef-
fi ciency and the long-term cost benefi ts of switch-
ing from incandescents.

Disposal concerns. •  Because CFLs contain a minute 
amount of mercury, they must be handled like haz-
ardous waste instead of being thrown away like or-
dinary light bulbs. Sylvania provides customers with 
special packaging to return burnt-out CFLs for recy-
cling by dropping them off at FedEx Kinko’s or at 
local post offi ces. However, even when consumers 
know about the benefi ts of CFLs, they may not know 
how to dispose of them safely.

Now the CFL is coming into its own amid a growing 
chorus of campaigns by retailers, manufacturers, utili-
ties, and government agencies. Wal-Mart is putting a 
major marketing push behind CFLs, featuring them in 
ads and on the Web to encourage its 100 million cus-
tomers to buy at least one new bulb. The retailer has 
even added CFLs to its back-to-school shopping list for 
eco-friendly products that it has posted on Facebook to 
reach “green teens.” Utilities such as Pacifi c Gas & Elec-
tric in California have given away free CFLs or have of-
fered CFLs at reduced prices to encourage customers to 
at least try the bulbs.

Major bulb manufacturers like General Electric, 
Philips, and Sylvania are helping to educate consumers 
about CFLs through on-package information and in 
marketing communications such as ads and media in-
terviews. With new government standards calling for 
the phase-out of regular incandescent light bulbs over 
the next 10 years, manufacturers are also testing ener-
gy-effi cient lighting alternatives such as low-heat in-
candescent bulbs, new halogen bulbs, and light-emitting 
diode (LED) bulbs. Soon light sockets all over America 
will be lit with CFLs and other new bulbs.96

Case Questions
 1. Would you characterize the CFL as discontinuous, 

dynamically continuous, or continuous? How does 
this level of innovation help to explain why CFLs 
have diffused relatively slowly through the market?

 2. Does the decision to adopt CFLs follow the high-
effort or low-effort hierarchy of effects? What are 
the implications for marketers who make or retail 
CFLs?

 3. How have the characteristics of the innovation and 
consumer learning requirements affected consum-
ers’ resistance to and adoption of CFLs?



LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Discuss how products, 
special possessions, and 
consumption activities gain 
symbolic meaning and how 
this meaning is conveyed 
from one consumer to 
another.

2. Highlight how marketers 
can infl uence symbolic 
meaning.

3. Distinguish between 
sacred and profane entities, 
and show why this distinction 
is important for marketing 
strategy.

4. Understand the process 
of gift giving and describe 
how marketers can use 
knowledge of this process to 
market more effectively.

Pampering Pets = Big Business

H ow much do Americans love their pets? Enough to spend $41 billion annually for 
pet-related goods, services, experiences, and activities—more than the total amount 

U.S. consumers spend to see movies, play video games, and buy music in a year. More 
than 60 percent of U.S. households have a pet, whether it is a cat, dog, fi sh, bird, rabbit, 
gerbil, lizard, pony, or another type of animal. Pampered pets are often treated as family 
members or an extension of their owners, who may name them, dress them in special 
clothing, buy them Christmas gifts, squirt perfume on them, photograph or videotape 
them, send cards to or from them, take them on vacation, get them massage therapy, and 
even buy them health insurance.

Pampering pets has created profi table opportunities for all kinds of businesses. Consum-
ers who once felt sad or guilty about leaving a pet alone when they were at work or board-
ing a pet when they were traveling now seek out pet day-care services, pet-friendly hotels, 
and  upscale boarding facilities like the TV-equipped private suites offered by PetSmart, the 
world’s largest pet product retailer. Special pets need special food, a situation that explains 
why fi rms like Procter & Gamble and Nestlé spend $300 million a year advertising a huge 
variety of pet foods and invest millions more in researching new meals, treats, and packaging. 

Symbolic Consumer Behavior
Chapter 17

INTRODUCTION
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And if beloved pets get sick, many owners will open their wallets wide to pay for special 
treatments, hospital care, and drugs.1

Pets can have symbolic meaning, the focus of this chapter. The fi rst section examines 
how symbolic meaning develops in products or consumption experiences, the functions 
symbolic consumption serve, and how symbolic consumption can affect our self-concept. 
The next section explains why some products are more meaningful than others. Some are 
special—even sacred—and require consumption practices to keep them so. The fi nal sec-
tion discusses how meaning is transferred from person to person through gift giving (see 
Exhibit 17.1). Knowing how symbolic meaning affects consumer behavior can help mar-
keters develop and identify target markets, create needs-satisfying offerings, and plan 
 appropriate communications.

To understand why some consumers pamper their pets, consider where the mean-
ing associated with pets and related offerings comes from and what functions these 
offerings and practices fulfi ll. As shown in Exhibit 17.2, this meaning can stem from 
either our culture or ourselves as individuals.

Meaning Derived from Culture
Part of the meaning associated with products comes from our culture (see 
Exhibit 17.3).2 Anthropologists suggest that we have cultural categories for such 
things as time (as in work time and leisure time), space (such as home, offi ce, and 
safe or unsafe places), and occasions (such as festive versus somber events). We 
also have cultural categories that refl ect characteristics of people, such as catego-
ries of gender, age, social class, and ethnicity.

Implicit in cultural categories are cultural principles—ideas or values that 
specify how aspects of our culture are thought about and evaluated. For example, 
the cultural principles associated with “work time” dictate time that is structured, 
organized, and precise. The principles associated with “leisure time” are quite dif-
ferent. Cultural principles give meaning to products. This explains why the clothing 
we associate with work time is also more structured and organized than the cloth-
ing we associate with leisure time. In addition, we have categories for occasions, 
including festive (vibrant, active, and energetic) and somber (dark, quiet, and inac-
tive) occasions. The clothing that we consider appropriate for those occasions mir-
rors these qualities.

We also have cultural principles linked with social status, gender, age, and ethnic-
ity. For example, the category “women” has historically been associated with concepts 
like delicate, whimsical, expressive, and changeable. In contrast, the category “men” 
has historically been associated with concepts like disciplined, stable, and serious. 
Marketers make products and consumers use them in ways that are consistent with 
these principles. Thus, women’s clothing has traditionally been more delicate, whim-
sical, expressive, and changeable than men’s clothing. Exhibit 17.3 indicates that by 
matching product characteristics with cultural principles and categories, we transfer 

Cultural categories The natu-
ral grouping of objects that 
 refl ect our culture.

Cultural principles Ideas or 
values that specify how asp ects 
of our culture are organized 
and/or how they should be 
perceived or evaluated.

Sources and Functions of Symbolic Meaning
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Products and consumption activities can symbolize something about ourselves and our relationships 
with others. In this chapter, we consider how products and consumption activities take on and communi-
cate meaning. We also show how some possessions and consumption activities take on special or even 
sacred meaning. Finally, we discuss how gift giving can symbolize how we feel toward a gift recipient.

Chapter Overview: 
Symbolic Consumer 
Behavior

Exhibit 17.1

the meaning associated with the cultural principle to the product. For example, we 
might classify certain clothing as “feminine” or as “suitable for work” because we 
associate it with the corresponding cultural principles and categories.

Exhibit 17.3 also shows that many agents can play a role in this association and 
matching process. First, product designers and manufacturers introduce new products 
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with characteristics that refl ect cultural principles. For example, the Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle has characteristics that make it “macho.” This fi t between cultural prin-
ciples and offerings explains why U.S. consumers perceive a rodeo as more authen-
tic if it reflects freedom, independence, and competition, qualities closely 
associated with the American West.3 Marketers may also confer meaning by associ-
ating their offerings with certain cultural categories or myths. Therefore, Harley-
Davidson develops clothing, accessories, and information that communicate what 
it means to be a “biker.”4

Meaning also comes from nonmarketing sources. Specifi c people may serve as 
opinion leaders who shape, refi ne, or reshape cultural principles and the products 
and attributes they are linked to (see Chapter 15). For example, Sex and the City star
Sarah Jessica Parker, who makes store appearances to promote her “Lovely” fra-
grance, may shape the type of products that women associate with sexual attrac-
tiveness.5 Sometimes groups on the margins of society can be agents of change, as 
when brash, distinctive street-smart clothing worn by inner-city teens infl uences 
what mainstream designers produce.6 Meaning derived from nonmarketing 
sources can sometimes go mainstream, as when Nike hired a former New York City 
graffi ti artist to design a distinctive limited-edition athletic shoe.7

Journalists also shape cultural principles and the products associated with 
them. For example, restaurant reviewers may determine whether a restaurant is 
associated with principles like status, and style editors may determine whether 
clothes are associated with young and hip categories or with others. Magazines like 
Runner’s World communicate meanings associated with the runner category, such 
as what runners are like, what they wear and eat, and what they like to do. Celebri-
ties like Miley Cyrus can also create meaning in products by how they use them. 
Through all of these sources, the meaning inherent in the product is transferred to 
the consumer.

Meaning Derived from the Consumer
In addition to the way that products derive symbolic meaning from the culture, 
consumers can develop their own individual meanings associated with products. 
Whether meaning stems from (1) the culture or the consumer, however, consump-
tion symbols can be used to say something (2) about the consumer as a member of 
a group or as a unique individual. Combining these two dimensions produces the 
emblematic, role acquisition, connectedness, and expressiveness functions of sym-
bols described next.

Group
member

Culture

Product meaning derives from:

Individual

Individual

Product
use defines
consumer as:

Role acquisition function

Emblematic function

Expressiveness function

Connectedness function

The Sources and 
Functions of 
Consumption Symbols
Consumers use products with 
various meanings to achieve a 
set of functions. Combined, 
these functions help defi ne the 
consumer’s self-concept.

Exhibit 17.2
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The Emblematic Function
Meaning derived from culture allows us to use products to symbolize our member-
ship in various social groups—what we call an emblematic function. Dresses are 
associated with women, and clerical collars are associated with priests. The music 
we listen to may symbolize our age, and the car we drive may symbolize our social 
status. Consciously or unconsciously, we use brands and products to symbolize the 
groups to which we belong (or want to belong8). At the same time, people who ob-
serve us using these products may consciously or unconsciously categorize and 
make inferences about us and the groups to which we belong (see Chapter 4). Just 
by looking at someone and his or her possessions, we might be able to tell whether 
that person is a member of the “surfer,” “fraternity type,” or “rich kid” social catego-
ries.9 In particular, offerings can serve as geographic, ethnic, or social class emblems.

Geographic Emblems
Products can symbolize geographic identifi cation. For example, brightly colored, 
loose-fi tting clothing symbolizes identifi cation with sunnier regions of the United 
States, such as California, Arizona, and Hawaii. The outdoorsy clothing made by 
Roots symbolizes places like Canada.10 Products may also symbolize geographic 
identifi cation with a region even if they are used by people who live elsewhere.

Ethnic Emblems
Products and consumption activities can symbolize identifi cation with a specifi c 
culture or subculture. African Americans sometimes wear African garb to symbol-
ize identifi cation with that culture. In India, Sikh men wear fi ve Ks as symbols of 
their ethnic and religious affi liation: kesh (hair), kada (bangle), kangha (comb), 
kacha (underpants), and kirpan (dagger). Some consumers use ethnic emblems of 
other cultures or subcultures to differentiate themselves.

Consumers also use food to express ethnic identity. For example, grilled 
chicken, chicken mole, and steamed yellowfi sh refl ect U.S., Mexican, and Chinese 
identities, respectively. Cornmeal serves as an ethnic emblem for Haitians immi-
grating to the United States.11 In addition, we can express ethnic identifi cation by 

Emblematic function The use 
of products to symbolize mem-
bership in social groups. 

Culturally Constituted World
• Cultural categories
 (time, place, space, people)
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 (regarding times, places,
 spaces, people)
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leaders, the media) can play a 
powerful role in this association 
process. The meaning associ-
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how and when we eat. Cultures differ in whether all elements of the meal are served 
at once or one item at a time.12 U.S. families typically eat dinner before 7:00 P.M., 
but dinnertime is much later in Spain and Italy.

Social Class Emblems
Products can also symbolize social class. In China, emblems of status include color 
TVs, cognac (for older consumers), and fine imported wine (for younger 
consumers).13 Among wealthy American consumers, symbols of social class include 
helicopters, backyard golf courses, private airplanes, and palatial homes.14 The 
 cultural principles of upper-upper-class membership include characteristics of 
 refi nement, understated restraint, and discipline. So too do the products and con-
sumption activities of this class.

Different social classes use different symbols in consumption rituals. For exam-
ple, higher and lower social classes in the United States differ greatly in the types of 
clothing they wear at holiday time, the importance they place on etiquette, the 
types of serving dishes they use at formal family dinners, and even the way that 
they serve certain foods. Countering this type of social-class emblematic function, 
a growing number of U.S. schools (both public and private) require students to 
wear uniforms. The purpose of this policy is to help curb gang activity, remove 
 social class emblems, reduce students’ anxiety about keeping up with peers, and 
encourage identifi cation with the school community.15

Gender Emblems
Food, clothing, jewelry, and alcoholic beverages are only some of the product cate-
gories associated with membership in the male and female gender categories. One
study of consumers in France revealed that meat and certain other foods are 
viewed as “man” foods, whereas celery and other foods are viewed as “woman” 
foods. The way that a food is eaten also refl ects its gender appropriateness: Steak 
and meats that may be cut roughly and chewed intensively are viewed in some cul-
tures as more consistent with male characteristics.16 Other researchers have found 
gender differences in food preferences, with boys preferring chunky peanut butter, 
for instance, and girls preferring the smooth variety. These preferences may be related 
to culturally derived associations with boys (rough) and girls (not rough).17

Large, rugged, powerful vehicles such as pickup trucks are often associated with 
male characteristics and, not surprisingly, marketed primarily to men. For instance, 
after Toyota redesigned its Tundra pickup truck, it launched the new product by 
sponsoring bass-fishing contests, livestock shows, and other events that attract 
men. It also offered free test drives at places that draw male shoppers, such as the 
sporting-goods chain Bass Pro Shops.18

Reference Group Emblems
Harley-Davidson merchandise is a good example of how products can serve as em-
blems of membership in a reference group (see Exhibit 17.4). One reason why 
 Harley consumers adopt “outlaw” symbols is that they like being members of a ref-
erence group with a counterculture ideology and independence. In general, con-
sumers like a reference group emblem (like a T-shirt with the Harley logo) more 
when an identity-consistent aspect of their self-concept (such as their image of 
themselves as fi ercely independent) has been activated.19 Varsity jackets, special 
hats, particular colors, or gang-designated jewelry may also symbolize reference 
group membership. Conversely, consumers may shun certain products to avoid 
being seen as members of a reference group—which, in turn, symbolizes 
 membership in another reference group. In the auto business, a backlash against 
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gas-guzzling SUVs is driving some consumers to buy fuel-efficient hybrid cars. 
Thus, these motorists become members of the group of consumers who act on 
their concerns about the environment by buying earth-friendly products.20

In addition to products, rituals are sometimes important indicators and affi r-
mations of group membership. For example, rituals like attending graduation may 
reinforce our membership in the “college graduate” group. Other rituals serve as 
public confi rmation that we have become members of a group. Among the upper-
upper class, the debutante ball is a ritual that formally introduces 16-year-old girls 
into the group of women eligible for dating.21

Marketers can play three roles in establishing the emblematic function of products.

Symbol development

Marketing can link a product and its attributes to a specifi c cultural category and its 
principles. When Toyota wanted to develop the symbolic associations of its redesigned 
Tundra pickup truck, it targeted opinion leaders it calls “true truckers,” men who work in 
rugged situations like construction or ranching, because “they’re the taste makers, the 
infl uentials,” a Toyota executive explained.22 Sometimes marketers need to ensure that 
product attributes are appropriately linked with cultural principles. Miller, for example, 
positioned the lite in Miller Lite as meaning “less fi lling and has fewer carbohydrates“—an 
appropriate attribute for men—rather than diet, which would have made the beer seem 
more feminine.23

Symbol communication

A company can use advertising to imbue a product with meaning through the setting for 
the ad (whether fantasy or naturalistic, interior or exterior, or rural or urban) and 
through other details such as the time of day and the types of people in the ad—their 

Reference Group 
Emblems
Jeans, black boots, and black 
leather jackets are just some of 
the reference group emblems 
associated with being a “biker.”

Exhibit 17.4
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gender, age, ethnicity, occupation, clothing, body postures, and so on.24 Each ad element 
reinforces the meaning associated with the product. This situation illustrates why ads 
for Toyota’s redesigned Tundra showcased the pickup’s brute strength and performance 
under harsh conditions, such as hauling extremely heavy loads.25

Symbol reinforcement

Firms can design other elements of the marketing mix to reinforce the symbolic image.26 

For instance, a company can use various pricing, distribution, and product strategies to 
maintain a product’s status image. It may give the product a premium price, distribute it 
through outlets with an upscale image, and incorporate certain features that are appro-
priate only for the targeted segment. However, marketers may hurt a product’s sym-
bolic image if the elements of the marketing mix clash with each other.

Symbol removal

Some marketers have made a business of helping consumers erase symbols associated 
with groups with which they no longer identify. For example, the tattoo removal market 
is growing. Consumers often want tattoos removed because they are emblematic of an 
earlier time of life or an abandoned reference group and therefore impede the develop-
ment of new personal identities.27 

The Role Acquisition Function
In addition to serving as emblems of group membership, offerings can help us feel 
more comfortable in new roles. This function is called the role acquisition function
(look back at Exhibit 17.2).

Role Acquisition Phases
Consumers fi ll many roles in their lives, and these roles constantly change. You may 
currently occupy the role of student, son or daughter, brother or sister, and worker. 
At some point in your life (perhaps even now), you may occupy the role of husband 
or wife, uncle or aunt, parent, divorcee, grandparent, retiree, widow or widower, 
and so on.

People typically move from one role to another in three phases.28 The fi rst phase 
is separation from the old role. This often means disposing of products associated 
with the role we are leaving, the way that children give up security blankets in their 
transition from baby to child. Consumers who are breaking up a relationship may 
symbolize the relationship’s end by giving away, throwing away, or destroying prod-
ucts that remind them of their former partners.29 The second phase is the transition
from one role to another, which may be accompanied by experimentation with 
new identities. During this transition, consumers may be willing to accept new pos-
sessions or styles that they otherwise would have rejected. Consumers may also 
construct a new identity through plastic surgery, dieting, new hairstyles, branding, 
body piercing, and tattooing. The fi nal phase is incorporation, in which the con-
sumer takes on the new role and the identity associated with it.

Use of Symbols and Rituals in Role Transitions
Exhibit 17.5 illustrates how and why we use symbols and rituals when we acquire a 
new role. We often feel uncomfortable with a new role because we are inexperi-
enced in occupying it and have little knowledge about how to fulfi ll it. A common 
reaction is to use products stereotypically associated with that role. For example, 
MBAs who are insecure about their job prospects are more likely than other MBAs to 
use symbols generally associated with the role of a businessperson.30 We often use a 

Role acquisition function The 
use of products as symbols to 
help us feel more comfortable 
in a new role.
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group of products to symbolize adoption of a new role. Having the right combination 
of products is important because without it we may not elicit the appropriate re-
sponse from others. Imagine the reaction you would get at work if you wore white 
socks or sneakers with a business suit.

Rituals are an important part of role transitions. For example, a number of rituals 
mark the transition from single to married status in the United States—engagement 
party, wedding shower, bachelor party, rehearsal dinner, wedding, reception, and 
honeymoon—each with relevant enabling products.31 The wedding itself includes 
clothing for the attendants, fl owers, wedding gown, musicians, a photographer, and 
so on. Funeral rituals in different cultures involve symbolic consumption activities 
such as presenting or consuming special foods, buying fl owers and cards, and dis-
playing pictures or valuables that refl ect on the deceased and the bereaved.32

Rituals often involve others whose participation helps validate the role transi-
tion. As Exhibit 17.5 shows, we use symbols and engage in rituals to get feedback 
from  participants about whether we are fulfi lling the role correctly. This feedback, 
called refl exive evaluation, helps us feel more confi dent in our role and thus vali-
dates our new status. Newly minted MBAs, for example, feel more confi dent in their 
role when experienced businesspeople acknowledge them as fellow businesspeo-
ple. The next section focuses on marital role transitions and products as symbols of 
this transition process.

Marital Transitions
Products are often an important component in the transition from single to mar-
ried status. As part of separating from the old phase, the couple must decide 
which of their possessions to dispose of and which to move to their new house-
hold. Often presents from old boyfriends or girlfriends are discarded, as are prod-
ucts symbolizing one’s former single status. As part of the incorporation phase, 
the couple acquires new products that are culturally appropriate for the married 
role and that help them create a mutual history. Clearly, different cultures have 
different marital rituals. For example, the mother-in-law often gives the keys to 

Refl exive evaluation Feed-
back from others that tells us 
whether we are fulfi lling the 
role correctly.

New role due to
transitions

Lack of knowledge/
confidence

Use of products and
engagement in rituals 
to establish role

Enhanced
Role Confidence

Reflexive evaluation
from others

Self-Concept

When we fi rst enter a new role (e.g., parenthood), we may lack some role confi dence. As a result, we 
engage in activities (e.g., have baby showers) and buy groups of products (e.g., strollers) typically 
associated with that role. These activities and products, along with the way that others react to our 
behaviors, enhance our role confi dence.

Exhibit 17.5
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the house to a Hindu bride following the wedding, symbolically handing over the 
charge of running the house.

A similar process operates in the transition from married to divorced status. Here, 
each person takes back what was his or hers, and they divide their joint possessions. 
People may deliberately dispose of possessions that remind them of the other per-
son. As one set of researchers notes, “Jettisoning symbols of the ex-spouse . . . may be 
psychologically necessary in the process of ending the relationship.”33 Some people 
destroy possessions, an action that perhaps serves several functions—symbolically 
representing the destruction of the marriage, punishing the ex-spouse, and elimi-
nating possessions that symbolize the marriage.

People may have diffi culty fulfi lling other symbolic functions as a result of ending 
a marriage. For example, one spouse may no longer have the conspicuous consump-
tion items that once communicated social status. Thus, someone who loses a house 
and a car (two important symbols of social prestige) may feel a loss of identity. On the 
other hand, people may acquire products symbolic of their new single status during 
this role transition, as some people do by purchasing a sports car at this time.

Cultural Transitions
Consumers also may change roles when they move to a new culture, often aban-
doning or disposing of old customs and symbols and adopting new ones in the 
process. Research suggests that Mexican immigrants faced different and sometimes 
diffi cult experiences in moving to the United States.34 Among these were living in 
densely grouped housing, shopping in stores with a sometimes overwhelming 
number of choices, and dealing with unfamiliar currency. Another study shows that 
Indians moving to the United States needed to acquire status symbols that they did 
not need in India, where caste and family designate class membership.35

Expatriates often face frustrating and formidable barriers to inclusion in a new 
culture. To reduce these barriers, they may participate in local events and rituals, 
adapt consumption to local customs, and become brand conscious, even though 
they may hold on to certain aspects of their home culture, like food, language, vid-
eos, photos, and jewelry.36 Whether someone abandons or retains possessions that 
symbolize the old role may depend on how long the role is expected to last. The 
study of expatriates from India showed that consumers held onto possessions remi-
niscent of their culture of origin because they still considered the possibility of 
someday returning to India.

Social Status Transitions
Newly wealthy individuals, the “nouveaux riches,” use possessions—usually osten-
tatious ones—to demonstrate their acquired status and validate their role. This be-
havior is consistent with the model of symbols and role transitions in Exhibit 17.5, 
which shows the importance of refl exive evaluation from others to indicate suc-
cessful role performance. As one author notes, “Consumer satisfaction is derived 
from audience reactions to the wealth displayed by the purchaser in securing the 
product or service rather than to the positive attributes of the item in question.”37

Marketers can apply their knowledge of consumers’ role transitions in several ways.

Role transitions and target consumers

Consumers in transition represent an important target market for many firms (see 
 Exhibit 17.6). As Procter & Gamble’s global marketing officer says, “Newlyweds are in 
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some ways the  ultimate consumer.”38 Many compa-
nies target engaged couples who will soon buy offer-
ings related to the wedding, honeymoon, and new 
housing. A campaign from De Beers’s Diamond Trad-
ing Company targets women with messages reinforc-
ing how wearing jewelry on different hands can 
symbolize marriage or self- expression. The tag line is 
“Your left hand says ‘we.’ Your right hand says ‘me.’ “  39

Role transitions as a means for 
developing inventory

Because product disposition can be an important aspect 
of role separation, marketers of secondhand products 
can acquire inventory by marketing to people engaged 
in role transitions. For example, secondhand stores 
might target college students before graduation, know-
ing that in their role transitions many may wish to dis-
pose of student- related paraphernalia such as furniture 
and clothing. Similarly, online auction sites such as eBay 
profi t when consumers decide to dispose of items made 
obsolete or  irrelevant by role transitions.

Role transitions and product promotions

Marketers may fi nd it useful to promote their prod-
ucts as instrumental in incorporating a new role. For 
example, marketers tout everything from shower fi x-
tures to stock shares as acceptable wedding gifts. 
Bloomingdale’s is one of many retailers targeting 
partners planning same-sex marriages, and wedding 

registries are showing up in places as diverse as Ace Hardware and the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art stores.40 Baby gift registries have become a $240 million business, helping 
new parents acquire products that are important to their new role.41

Selling product constellations

Marketers can stress the importance of groups of products to consumers in the process 
of role acquisition.42 Businesses featuring product constellations include websites such 
as TheKnot.com and WeddingChannel.com, which offer access to one-stop shopping for 
wedding apparel, photographers, fl orists, limousines, catering companies, and related 
offerings. Company advertising can suggest that consumers will earn positive refl exive 
evaluation from others if they use an appropriate constellation of products associated 
with a given role.

Managing rituals

Marketers can also be instrumental in developing services that help in planning and im-
plementing rituals surrounding transitions, as funeral homes do by performing services 
in the death ritual. 

The Connectedness Function
Although the meaning of offerings that serve emblematic or role acquisition func-
tions comes from the culture, product meaning can also come from the groups 
consumers belong to (review Exhibit 17.2).43 Products and consumption activities 

Role Transitions
Consumers who take on new 
roles often rely on products to 
help them feel more comfort-
able in their role status.

Exhibit 17.6
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that serve the connectedness function express our membership in a group and 
symbolize our personal connections to signifi cant people, events, or experiences in 
our lives (see Exhibit 17.7). For example, you may particularly like a painting or a 
hat because it was a gift from a close friend. Heirlooms and genealogy studies con-
nect people with their ancestors; family photos connect them to their descendants. 
People may also value concert programs, ticket stubs, and other souvenirs as re-
minders of special people, events, and places.44

Other products and acts can also symbolize connectedness. For instance, Chinese 
consumers use large round tables in restaurants to symbolize wholeness and the 
group’s connectedness; Chinese New Year celebrations emphasize family ties. During 
Muslim feasts, everyone shares food from a community plate; those who ask for a sep-
arate plate are considered rude. Rituals such as the U.S. celebration of Thanksgiving 
may also symbolize connectedness. Often family members show their commitment 
by attending the Thanksgiving gathering—even if they have to travel long distances. 
Moreover, cultures like those of the United States and England emphasize family 
 connectedness during the Christmas ritual. In other cultures, such as those of some 
Eskimo villages in Alaska, the Christmas ritual has more of a community focus.45

Each family maintains its own traditions that foster connectedness. Members 
often strongly resist deviating from these traditions (such as trying a new stuffi ng 
recipe). Many families foster connectedness by looking at old family photographs or 
videos and telling family stories. Other families pass certain cherished objects from 
one generation to the next as symbols of the family’s connectedness, with each 
owner acting as guardian of the special possessions.46 This sense of connectedness 
may not only reaffi rm social ties but may also make us nostalgic about past times.

The Expressiveness Function
As a symbol, a product has the potential to say something about our uniqueness.47

This expressiveness function reflects how unique we are, not how we relate to 
other people. According to research, Eastern European youths like Western products 
because these offerings are used to create a distinct appearance that sets them 

Connectedness function The 
use of products as symbols of 
our personal connections to 
signifi cant people, events, or 
experiences.

Expressiveness function The 
use of products as symbols to 
demonstrate our uniqueness—
how we stand out as different 
from others. 

Rituals that Foster 
Connectedness
Products often play an impor-
tant role in consumption rituals, 
such as those that connect peo-
ple to one another.

Exhibit 17.7
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apart from others.48 We express our unique personalities through offerings like 
clothing, home decoration, art, leisure activities, and food consumption. We might 
fi nd certain product categories, such as hairstyles or music, particularly appropri-
ate for indicating who we are as individuals.49 Some consumers use body piercing, 
branding, and tattooing to symbolize their individuality and expressiveness.50

The connectedness and expressive functions lead to several marketing implications. 
For example, marketers may wish to invoke feelings of nostalgia by connecting their 
product with people, places, or events (see Chapter 7). Marketers of toys and games, 
movies, and music have successfully encouraged consumers to connect these prod-
ucts with special times in their lives.51 Pacific Cycle revived the Schwinn Sting-Ray 
 bicycle brand to tap into family connectiveness by offering retro styles that Mom and 
Dad enjoyed as children. “This is an opportunity [for parents] to allow their kids to 
have similar experiences with a similar bike,” says Kristen Rumble, who heads branding 
and creative services. In addition, marketers can suggest that their products enhance 
uniqueness. Pacific Cycle does this by joining with Orange County Choppers to offer 
accessories that can be used to customize Sting-Ray bikes. “It offers a hobby for a 
dad and his son, or even his daughter, too, to trick out a bike the way dad tricks out 
his car,” Rumble notes.52 

Multiple Functions
A given product may serve several of the functions we just described. A set of crys-
tal wine goblets received as a wedding present from the bride’s grandparents could 
serve an emblematic function because their high price tag communicates social 
status. They may also serve a role acquisition function, helping the newlyweds to 
internalize their new marital roles. Because they were a present from grandparents, 
the goblets may also serve a connectedness function—symbolizing the newlyweds’ 
special relationship with their grandparents. Finally, if the goblets are personally 
appealing to the couple, they may symbolize the newlyweds’ individual aesthetic 
tastes, thus also serving an expressiveness function. We are not always aware of a 
product’s symbolic function. We may expect certain types of gifts when we go 
through role transitions like graduation and marriage, but we are probably not con-
scious of the fact that these products are helping us adjust to our new roles. Finally, 
we may really like an item that we received as a gift without realizing that we are 
reacting in this way because it serves as a reminder of the gift giver.

Symbols and Self-Concept
The symbolic functions of products and consumption rituals are important be-
cause together they help to defi ne and maintain our self-concept, our mental con-
ception of who we are.53 Social identity theory proposes that we evaluate brands in 
terms of their consistency with our individual identities.54 According to the theory, 
our self-concept can be decomposed into many separate identities called actual 
identity schemas, including student, worker, daughter, and so on. These identities 
may be driven, at least in part, by the roles that we fulfi ll. Some identities may be 
especially salient or central to our self-concept. Our actual identity may be shaped 
by an ideal identity schema—a set of ideas about how the identity that we seek 
would be realized in its ideal form.

Actual identity schemas The 
set of multiple, salient identities 
that refl ect our self-concept.

Ideal identity schema A set 
of ideas about how the iden-
tity would be indicated in its 
ideal form.
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Our actual and ideal identity schemas infl uence which products we use and 
which consumption practices we engage in, even among consumers who object to 
the overcommercialization of contemporary culture55 (see Chapter 18 for more 
about the dark side of marketing). Our actual identity might affect which symbols 
of ourselves (such as family photos or personal mugs) we bring to our workplace to 
refl ect who we are.56

The fact that possessions help to shape our identity may explain why people 
who lose their possessions in natural disasters or war and people who are in institu-
tions like the military, nursing homes, or prisons sometimes feel a loss of identity.57

Indeed, loss of possessions can induce a state of grief that resembles the death of a 
loved one. Some institutions, such as the military and prisons, deliberately strip in-
dividuals of their possessions to erase old identities.58 On the other hand, millions of 
consumers have personal websites, blogs, and other online places where they use 
words, images, audio, links, and other elements to construct and project identities 
digitally, shaping and sharing their self-concept with cyberspace friends.59

Marketers need to consider several implications stemming from the preceding concepts.

Marketing and the development of consumer self-concepts

Marketers can play a role in both producing and maintaining an individual’s self- concept. 
Although products may help defi ne who we are, we also maintain our self-concept by 
selecting products with images that are consistent with it. For example, a Karastan ad 
invites women to “Make a statement. Your own” by using the brand’s carpeting to dis-
play their fashion sense in the home. “When they’re in this mode, they’re decorating 
divas,” comments an executive at Karastan’s ad agency.60

Product fi t with self-concepts

Marketers should understand how their product fi ts with the identities of their target 
consumers and try to create a fi t between the image of the brand and the actual or 
ideal identity of the consumer. The more similar a product’s image is to a consumer’s 
self-image, the more the consumer likes the product.61 In Japan, Nissan markets a kawaii 
(cute) version of its Pino minicar, with touches like hubcaps in the shape of snowfl akes, 
targeting young women who see themselves as cute and approachable.62

Product fi t with multiple self-concepts

Because self-images are multifaceted, marketers must also determine whether prod-
ucts consistent with one aspect of the target customers’ identity may be inconsistent 
with another aspect. For example, a new father may react negatively to disposable dia-
pers because even though the product is consistent with his new parent identity, it is 
inconsistent with his environmentally conscious identity.

Advertising fi t with self-concepts

Finally, ads should appeal to the identity concept appropriate for the targeted seg-
ment’s gender and culture.63 Thus, some ads that target women might emphasize mu-
tual reliance, whereas some ads that target men might emphasize autonomy. Similarly, 
ads geared toward consumers in China might stress culturally appropriate themes of 
group goals and achievement, whereas ads for U.S. consumers might stress culturally 
appropriate themes of personal goals and achievement. 
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Special Possessions and Brands

We may feel emotionally attached to certain possessions (such as an afghan made 
by a family member) and certain brands (such as an Apple iPod) because we see 
them as part of ourselves.64 However, some products come to hold a special, valued 
 position in our minds, whether or not they are relevant to our self-concepts (see 
Exhibit 17.8).65 For example, one consumer may regard his lawn mower as a special 
possession because it is very functional, whereas another may view her skis as spe-
cial because they provide such enjoyment, yet neither consumer may view these 
items as relevant to their self-concept.66 This section looks at what makes a brand 
or product special to a consumer.

Special Brands
A brand becomes special to consumers when they feel emotionally attached to it in 
some way. As this emotional connection strengthens, consumers become more 
likely to buy the special brand over and over again. Ultimately, a special brand may 
be able to command a price premium and will retain loyal customers even after a 
crisis such as a product recall.67

Types of Special Possessions
Although almost any possession can be special, re-
searchers have found that special possessions typi-
cally fall into one of several categories: pets, 
memory-laden objects, achievement symbols, and 
collections.68

Pets
As illustrated in the opening example, U.S. consum-
ers tend to regard their pets as very special. Now that 
71 million U.S. households keep a pet, retailers such 
as PetSmart and Petco see higher demand for gour-
met pet food and other premium products.69 Petco’s 
CEO states, “People keep projecting onto their ani-
mals how they feel about themselves and what they 
want in their own life. The premium pet-food craze 
very much refl ects human interest in better diets.”70

Not every culture treats pets as special possessions. 
For example, cats and dogs are not treasured as pets 
in the Middle East, and dog owners in Korea typi-
cally feed their pets leftovers rather than dog food.

Memory-Laden Objects
Some products acquire special meaning because 
they evoke memories or emotions of special people, 
places, or experiences.71 Examples include heir-
looms, antiques, souvenirs, and gifts from special 
people. You may value a ticket stub—otherwise just 
a piece of paper—because it evokes memories of 
going to see your favorite band in concert. 

Special Possessions
Products like collectible coins 
can become special possessions 
to some consumers.

Exhibit 17.8
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Such  possessions can be therapeutic for elderly people because they evoke links to 
other people and happy times. Several researchers report the case of an individual 
who had to sell a favorite automobile because of a divorce but saved the license 
plates as a memento of this special possession. Many consumers consider photo-
graphs special because they are reminders of special people, and they create “shrines” 
by displaying photos on bureaus, mantles, and pianos.72 Possessions that symbolize 
connectedness clearly have the potential to become special.

Achievement Symbols
People also regard possessions that symbolize achievement as special. One 
 researcher who studied the Mormon migration to Utah in the 1800s found that peo-
ple often moved possessions that demonstrated competence. For example, men 
brought tools, and women brought sewing machines and other objects that had a 
practical function but also symbolized domestic achievement.73 Modern-day sym-
bols of achievement might include college diplomas, sports trophies, recognition 
plaques, or even conspicuously consumed items like Rolex watches or Porsches.

Collections
Collections are special possessions for many people. Common collectible items 
include model cars, sports memorabilia, seashells, minerals, coins, and childhood 
objects like baseball cards and dolls.74 Uncommon collectibles include spark plugs 
and drain tiles. Firms like the Bradford Exchange, the Franklin Mint, GovMint.
com, and the Danbury Mint produce collectible items for consumers, but rarity 
makes some items particularly special: A collector paid more than $1 million for a 
locomotive-shaped weather vane that came from the top of a train station in 
Rhode Island.75

Collectors often view their collections as extensions of themselves—sometimes 
symbolizing an aspect of their occupation, family heritage, or appearance. Re-
searchers have studied a grocery store owner who collected antique product pack-
ages, an engineer who collected pocket watches, a woman named Bunny who 
collected rabbit replicas, and wealthy women who collected monogrammed silver 
spoons.76 For some, collections represent a fantasy image of the self. For example, 
men who collect baseball cards may be keeping alive the fantasy of themselves as 
ball players. As is often the case with people who have special possessions, collec-
tors tend to believe that they take better care of their collections than anyone else 
would.77

The Characteristics that Describe Special Possessions
Special possessions have several distinct characteristics.78 First, consumers will not 
sell them at market value, if at all, and often buy special possessions with little re-
gard for their price. We could never, for example, sell at any price our family pet or 
a quilt made by our grandmother. Collectors may pay exorbitant prices to acquire 
particularly sought-after objects like rare coins.

Second, special possessions (like our family dog) have few or no substitutes. In-
surance may pay to replace furniture that was damaged in a fi re, but new furniture 
cannot compensate for heirloom pieces that were passed down through generations. 
In fact, consumers see special possessions as irreplaceable because of their associa-
tions with certain events and people in the consumers’ lives.79 A third characteristic is 
that people will not discard special possessions, even when they lose their functional 
value. Children are often reluctant to part with security blankets and stuffed animals 
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and will keep these favorite objects until they are mere threads of fabric. Do your par-
ents still keep your old report cards and pictures that you drew for them?

Special possessions are not always used for their original purpose. Some people 
who buy Altoids “Curiously Strong” mints retain the tin container to keep small 
special possessions safe.80 Some consumers believe that a prized possession will 
lose valued properties if it is used to fulfill its original function. One study de-
scribed a woman who collected nutcrackers but would not consider using them to 
crack nuts.81

Finally, consumers frequently personify special possessions. Some name indi-
vidual items in a collection, name their houses, or use a feminine or masculine 
pronoun when referring to their cars or boats. Perhaps even more signifi cant, we 
may treat these possessions as though they were our partners, feeling such com-
mitment and attachment that we are devastated by their loss.82

Why Some Products Are Special
Possessions take on special meaning for several reasons, including their symbolic 
value, mood-altering properties, and instrumental importance. Exhibit 17.9 shows 
more specifi c reasons that underlie these three general categories.

Take a possession that you regard as special, and answer the following questions using a 7-point scale (1 = not true of me; 7 = very 
true of me). 

This possession is important to me because it . . . 

Sy
m

bo
lic

 V
al

ue

Symbolizes personal history

Represents achievement

Facilitates interpersonal ties

Demonstrates status

Is self-expressive

Represents interpersonal ties
Reminds me of particular events or places
Is a record of my personal history

Required a lot of effort to acquire or maintain
Reminds me of my skills, achievements, or goals
Reminds me of my relationship with a particular person
Reminds me of my family or a group of people that I belong to
Represents my family heritage or history

Allows me to spend time or share activities with other people

Has social prestige value
Gives me social status
Makes others think well of me

Allows me to express myself
Expresses what is unique about me, different from others

M
oo

d-
A

lt
er

in
g 

Pr
op

er
ti

es

Provides enjoyment

Is spiritual

Is appearance related

Provides enjoyment, entertainment, or relaxation
Improves my mood
Provides comfort or emotional security

Provides a spiritual link to divine or higher forces

Is beautiful or attractive in appearance
Improves my appearance or the way I look

U
ti

lit
ar

ia
n 

Va
lu

e

Is utilitarian

Has fi nancial aspects

Allows me to be effi cient in my daily life or work
Has a lot of practical usefulness
Provides me freedom or independence

Is valuable in terms of money

Source: Adapted from Marsha Richens, “Valuing Things: The Public and Private Meanings of Possessions,” Journal of Consumer Research 21, December 1994, 
pp. 504–521. 

Reasons Why 
Possessions Are Special
Take a possession that you re-
gard as special. Most likely it is 
special to you because it has 
symbolic value, mood-altering 
properties, and/or utilitarian 
value.

Exhibit 17.9
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Symbolic value.  d Possessions may be special, in part, because they fulfi ll the em-
blematic, role adoption, connectedness, and expressiveness functions noted 
earlier in the chapter. For example, we may value art, heirlooms, and jewelry 
because they express our style or because they were gifts and tie us to special 
people.83 Thus, consumers are very reluctant to part with a possession that has 
symbolic meaning because it was acquired from a much-loved family member 
or close friend.84

Mood-altering properties.  d Possessions may be special because they have mood-
altering properties. For example, trophies, plaques, collections, and diplomas 
can evoke feelings of pride, happiness, and joy.85 Pets can evoke feelings of com-
fort. A consumer in one study described her refrigerator as a special possession 
because making snacks always cheered her up. Others cited music players and 
music as favorite possessions because these put consumers in a good mood.86

Instrumental importance.  d Possessions may also be special because they are 
 extremely useful. A consumer who describes her cell phone or computer as 
special because she uses it constantly to get things done throughout the day is 
referring to this possession’s instrumental value.

Consumer Characteristics Affect What Is Special
Social class, gender, and age are among the background characteristics that affect 
the types of things that become special to each of us.

Social class.  d One study examined the meanings that people of different social 
classes in England gave to their possessions. People in the business class were 
concerned about possessions that symbolized their personal history and self-
development. Unemployed people were concerned about possessions that had 
utilitarian value.87 In addition, consumers who aspire to a higher social class 
may use particular possessions to associate themselves with that social class, 
even misrepresenting those products to support the self-image of belonging to 
the higher class.88

Gender.  d For men, products are special when they symbolize activity and physi-
cal achievement and when they have instrumental and functional features. On 
the other hand, women often value symbols of identity and products that sym-
bolize their attachment to other people.89 A study of consumers in Niger and 
the United States found that women’s special possessions were those that sym-
bolized their children’s accomplishments or connected consumers to others. 
For U.S. women, these possessions included heirlooms and pictures; for the 
Nigerian women, they included tapestries, jewelry, and other items passed on 
through generations. Men chose objects that showed material comfort and 
possessions that indicated mastery over the environment.90 Men are more 
likely to collect cars, books, and sports-related objects, and women are more 
likely to collect jewelry, dishes, and silverware.91 Exhibit 17.10 identifi es special 
possessions by gender and ages.

Age.  d Although individuals have special possessions at all ages, what they regard 
as special changes with age. As Exhibit 17.10 shows, stuffed animals are very 
important for children, music and motor vehicles are highly prized among ad-
olescents, and photographs take on increasing importance as consumers enter 
adulthood and old age.
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Rituals Used with Special Possessions
We often engage in rituals designed to create, energize, or enhance the meaning of 
special possessions. These rituals can occur at the acquisition, usage, or disposition 
stage of consumption.

At the acquisition stage, possession rituals enable the consumer to claim per-
sonal possession of new goods.92 When you buy new jeans, for example, you may 
change the length, cut them at the knees, or add embellishments. You may adorn a 
new car with personal markers like personalized license plates, favorite CDs, a spe-
cial scent, seat covers, and so on. When you move to a new house or apartment, 
you hang pictures, buy curtains, and position the furniture.

Possession rituals for previously owned goods include wiping away traces of the 
former owner.93 For example, when you buy a new home, you thoroughly clean it, 
tear down old wallpaper, and take down personal markers like the name on the 
mailbox. However, it is not always possible to wipe away meaning. In China, for ex-
ample, consumers often build new houses because of a sense that older structures 
are “contaminated” by the former occupants.

Possession rituals Rituals we 
engage in when we fi rst ac-
quire a product that help to 
make it “ours.” 

Age Males Females

Middle childhood Sports equipment*
Stuffed animals
Childhood toys
Small appliances
Pillows, blankets

Stuffed animals*
Dolls
Music
Jewelry
Books

Adolescence Music
Sports equipment
Motor vehicles
Small appliances
Clothing

Jewelry
Stuffed animals
Music
Clothing
Motor vehicles
Small appliances

Early adulthood Motor vehicles
Music
Photographs
Jewelry
Memorabilia
Artwork

Jewelry
Photographs
Motor vehicles
Pillows, blankets
Stuffed animals

Middle adulthood Photographs
Jewelry
Books
Sports equipment
Motor vehicles
Small appliances

Dishes, silverware
Jewelry
Artwork
Photographs
Memorabilia
Furniture

Late adulthood Small appliances
Photographs
Motor vehicles
Artwork
Sports equipment

Jewelry
Dishes, silverware
Photographs
Religious Items
Furniture

*Items are listed in order from most to least frequently cited. 
Source: Adapted with permission from N. Laura Kamptner, “Personal Possessions and Their Meanings: A Life-Span 
Perspective,” in ed. Floyd W. Rudmin, To Have Possessions: A Handbook on Ownership and Property, Special Issue, 
Journal of Social Behavior and Personality 6, no. 6, 1991, p. 215. 

Frequently Named 
Special Possessions 
by Age and Gender
The possessions that we regard 
as special may vary by cultural 
category (e.g., age and gender). 
Girls differ from boys and older 
consumers differ from younger 
ones in the possessions that 
they regard as special. Can you 
think of other examples using 
other cultural categories (e.g., 
social class)?

Exhibit 17.10
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At the consumption stage, consumers may engage in grooming rituals to bring 
out or maintain the best in special products.94 Some consumers spend hours wash-
ing and waxing their cars or cleaning house before visitors arrive. Sometimes the 
grooming ritual extends to you personally, as when you spend a lot of time making 
yourself look good for a special event.

Finally, when the offering loses its symbolic meaning, consumers engage in 
divestment rituals—wiping away all traces of personal meaning.95 For example, 
many people remove the address labels before giving away magazines that they 
subscribe to or delete personal files before selling or donating a computer. We 
might even get rid of a possession in stages, moving it from the living room to the 
basement before fi nally selling it or throwing it away.

Disposing of Special Possessions
People dispose of special possessions for different reasons and in different ways. 
Studies show that older consumers make disposition decisions when experiencing 
periods of crisis, when moving to an institution, when approaching death, and 
when marking rites of passage and progression—although some transfer special 
possessions only after death through a will. Sometimes the consumer hopes that 
giving the object to a relative will invoke memories, express love, or lead to a sym-
bolic immortality; at other times the consumer seeks to control disposition deci-
sions and timing. An older consumer generally considers which recipient will best 
appreciate the special object’s meaning, continue to use or care for it, or uphold 
family traditions, or he or she may simply give it to the person who asks for it fi rst.96

Grooming rituals Rituals we 
engage in to bring out or 
maintain the best in special 
products.

Divestment rituals Rituals en-
acted at the disposition stage 
that are designed to wipe away 
all traces of our personal mean-
ing in a product.

Although many possessions are considered special, some are so special that they 
are viewed as sacred. Sacred entities are people, things, and places that are set 
apart, revered, worshiped, and treated with great respect. We may fi nd such entities 
deeply moving, and we may feel anger and revulsion when they are not respected. 
In contrast, profane things are those that are ordinary and hence have no special 
power. Profane objects are often distinguished from sacred ones by the fact that 
they are used for more mundane purposes.97

Movie stars, popular singers, historic fi gures like John F. Kennedy and Martin 
Luther King Jr., and religious leaders such as the pope, Buddha, and Gandhi are re-
garded by many people as sacred. The sacred status of famous people is exempli-
fi ed by the crowds visiting the graves of celebrities like Princess Diana and driving 
by or visiting homes of living or dead celebrities, such as Elvis’s Graceland. Japa-
nese and American baseball fans regard Seattle Mariners slugger Ichiro Suzuki as 
sacred. Suzuki paraphernalia is popular, Japanese reporters cover all his games, 
and fans travel from afar to watch him play.98

One reason why heirlooms and photographs of ancestors take on sacred status 
is that we may view our ancestors as heroes. A similar phenomenon explains why 
we treat items associated with famous statesmen such as George Washington and 
Winston Churchill as sacred. Although not part of our actual past, these heroes 
were instrumental in formulating national identities. Consumers demonstrate their 
reverence by visiting the places that mark these historic fi gures.99

Many consumers also regard as sacred such objects as national fl ags, patriotic 
songs, art, collections, family recipes, and the Bible and such places as museums, the 

Sacred entities People, 
things, and places that are set 
apart, revered, worshiped, and 
treated with great respect.

Profane things Things that 
are ordinary and hence have 
no special power.

Sacred Meaning
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Alamo, the Taj Mahal, and the Great Wall of China (see Exhibit 17.11). These sacred 
objects and places evoke powerful emotions, sometimes causing people to weep or 
feel choked up when viewing them. In addition to sacred people, objects, and places, 
we may identify certain times and events, religious holidays, weddings, births, 
deaths, and grace before meals as sacred. Sacred entities involve some mystery or 
myth that raises them above the ordinary.100 The pope, for example, is viewed as 
being almost godlike. And legendary figures such as Jim Morrison, Elvis Presley, 
 Marilyn Monroe, and John F. Kennedy are associated with mystery. Second, sacred en-
tities have qualities that transcend time, place, or space. When you enter the Alamo, 
you may feel as if you are back in the period when the historic fi ghting took place.

Sacred objects also possess strong approach/avoidance characteristics and cre-
ate an overwhelming feeling of power and fascination. For example, you may 
simultaneously desire to be close to but also watch from a distance people you 
view as heroes and heroines. Encountering sacred entities may evoke certain feel-
ings, such as ecstasy or the sense of being smaller and humbler than the sacred en-
tity. For instance, some people may feel that they have accomplished little in life in 
comparison with the achievements of heroes like Martin Luther King Jr. Some peo-
ple feel humbled by the mass of humanity represented by the Vietnam Memorial. 
Moreover, sacred objects can create strong feelings of attachment, such as the need 
to take care of and nurture the sacred entity. Often sacred objects involve rituals 
that dictate how we should behave in the object’s presence, such as the right and 
wrong way to treat the American fl ag.

Sacredness may be maintained by scarcity and exclusivity.101 For example, the 
sacred status of special works of art derives from their uniqueness and the fact that 
their high price maintains their exclusivity. Entities that were once sacred can be 
made profane if they are not treated with due respect or if their sacred status is 
eliminated through commercialization. We can feel anger and disgust at the pro-
faning of a sacred person or sacred object. In one study, some Star Trek fans said 
they were “barely” able to “stand watching the show” because of the way that the 
series was being commercially exploited.102

Sacred People, Objects, 
and Places
Some people like Elvis, and 
some places like Graceland are 
so special, they attain a sacred 
status.

Exhibit 17.11
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Marketers need to be aware of the sacred meanings of people, objects, places, and 
events.

Creating and maintaining sacredness

Sometimes marketers create sacredness in objects or people. For example, the promot-
ers of a famous movie star might heighten his sacred status by creating or enhancing 
his mystery and myth, making him exclusive, and promoting the powerful emotional 
 effect he has on people. Marketers may also help maintain sacredness—for example, by 
keeping the price of sacred objects like collections, fi ne art, and rare jewelry very high.

Avoiding the profaning of sacred objects

Unsophisticated marketers sometimes profane sacred objects through commercializa-
tion. Some consumers believe that Elvis Presley has been profaned by commercial Elvis 
paraphernalia. Selling religious trinkets outside the sacred properties of certain religious 
sites may profane these places as well.

Product involvement in sacred activities and rituals

 In some cases, marketers sell products regarded as instrumental to the continuation or 
conduct of sacred occasions and rituals. Marketers like Hallmark Cards profi tably capital-
ize on sacred rituals such as Christmas celebrations by selling products (tree ornaments, 
ribbons, wrapping paper, cards) regarded as important parts of these events. 

This chapter has shown how consumers invest products, times, activities, places, 
and people with symbolic meaning. Some meanings enhance the special and/or 
sacred status of the product, and some are instrumental in developing or maintain-
ing the consumer’s self-concept. Another important aspect of symbolic consump-
tion involves transferring meaning from one individual to another through gifts of 
physical goods (such as clothing) or experiences (such as a gift card for a 
restaurant).103

The Timing of Gifts
Some gift-giving occasions are culturally determined and timed. In the United 
States, these include Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day, and Father’s Day.104 Koreans cel-
ebrate the 100th day of a baby’s life, and families in China celebrate when a baby is 
one month old. Koreans also give gifts to elders and family members on New Year’s 
Day. Consumers in cultures around the world also celebrate various gift-giving hol-
idays such as Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa.105

Some gift-giving occasions are culturally prescribed but occur at a time that is 
specifi c to each individual.106 These are often the transitions discussed earlier: an-
niversaries, graduations, birthdays, weddings, bridal and baby showers, retirement 
parties, and religious transitions such as baptism, fi rst communion, or bar mitzvah. 
Still other gift-giving occasions are ad hoc, as when we give gifts as part of a recon-
ciliation attempt, to celebrate the birth of a child, to cheer up someone who is ill, or 
to thank someone for helping us.

The Transfer of Symbolic Meaning Through Gift Giving
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Three Stages of Gift Giving
Gift giving consists of three stages, as shown in Exhibit 17.12. In the gestation stage,
we consider what to give the recipient. The presentation stage occurs with the ac-
tual giving of the gift. Finally, in the reformulation stage, we reevaluate the rela-
tionship based on the gift-giving experience.

The Gestation Stage
The gestation stage before a gift is given involves the motives for and emotions sur-
rounding giving, the nature and meaning of the gift, the value of the gift, and the 
amount of time spent searching for the gift.

Motives for and Emotions Surrounding Giving During the gestation stage we 
develop motives for gift giving.107 On the one hand, people may give for altruistic 
reasons —to help or show love for the recipient. For example, a relative may give a 
large cash gift to help a young couple start their married life. We may also give for 
agnostic reasons because we derive positive emotional pleasure from the act of 
giving. Or we may give a gift for instrumental reasons, expecting the recipient to 
give something in return, as when a student gives a teacher a small gift in hopes 
of a higher grade. Consumers may also give for purely obligatory reasons because 
they feel the situation or the relationship  demands it. Indeed, sometimes we do 
not react positively to gifts given by others because we now feel the obligation to 
reciprocate.

Sometimes we give gifts because we want to reduce guilt or alleviate hard 
feelings. In divorce, for example, the spouse who feels responsible for the 
breakup tends to give the partner more than a fair share in what is called com-

pensatory giving.108 Sometimes people have 
antagonistic motives for gift giving. For example, 
if you are invited to the wedding of someone you 
do not like, you might give the couple something 
you think is not very beautiful. Sometimes giv-
ers feel anxiety about giving a gift.109 They may 
feel that the gift has to be absolutely perfect or 
worry if they lack the time or money to find a 
suitable gift.

The Appropriateness and Meaning of the Gift The 
appropriateness of the gift depends on the situa-
tion and the relationship between the gift giver 
and the recipient. For example, a worker would 
not give a boss a gift of lingerie because such 
items are too personal. Likewise, you would not 
give good friends a token wedding gift because 
the relationship dictates something more sub-
stantial. Although token gifts may not be appro-
priate on a clearly defi ned gift-giving occasion, 
they can be highly significant when no gift is 
 expected. Spontaneously giving a gift, even 
something small, can signify love and caring.110 

Gestation stage The first 
stage of gift giving, when 
we consider what to give 
someone.

Presentation stage The sec-
ond stage of gift giving, when 
we actually give the gift.

Reformulation stage The 
fi nal stage of gift giving, 
when we reevaluate the rela-
tionship based on the gift- 
giving experience.

Gestation Stage

• Motives
• Nature of the gift
• Value of the gift
• Search time

Presentation Stage

• Ceremony
• Timing and surprise
 elements
• Attention to the recipient
• Recipient’s reaction

Reformulation Stage

• Relationship bonding
• Reciprocation

A Model of the Gift-
Giving Process
The process of gift giving can 
be described in terms of three 
stages: (1) the gestation stage, 
at which we think about and 
buy the gift; (2) the presenta-
tion stage, at which we actually 
give the gift; and (3) the refor-
mulation stage, at which we re-
evaluate our relationship based 
on the nature of the gift-giving 
experience. At each stage we 
can identify several issues that 
affect the gift-giving process.

Exhibit 17.12
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Thus, you may feel quite touched when your signifi cant other buys you “a little 
something.” Token gifts are quite important for recipients with whom we do not 
have strong ties. It is appropriate and desirable to send holiday and birthday cards 
to people we see infrequently.111

The gift may also symbolize a particular meaning to the receiver.112 For exam-
ple, gifts can represent values we regard as appropriate for the recipient, such as 
domesticity for new brides and grooms or a new set of expectations. An engage-
ment ring symbolizes expectations regarding commitment and future fi delity, just 
as giving golf clubs at retirement symbolizes expectations regarding future leisure. 
Gifts can also be symbolic of the self, as when giving a piece of art or something 
that the giver has created.

The Value of the Gift The value of the gift is an important element of the gift-selection 
process. You might splurge on a Mother’s Day gift because you want your mother to 
know how much you love her. The consumer’s culture can infl uence decisions about 
the value of a gift. In Japan, for example, people lose face if the gift they receive ex-
ceeds the value of the gift they have given.113 Interestingly, consumers perceive that 
gifts they buy for others are more valuable, in economic terms, than gifts received 
from others. When giver and receiver had close connections, however, the receiver 
perceived higher economic value in the gift.114

The Amount of Time Spent Searching The amount of time spent searching for a gift 
symbolizes the nature and intensity of the giver’s relationship with the recipient. 
Men and women differ in how much time and effort they invest in the search for a 
gift. Women are reportedly more involved in holiday gift shopping than are men.115

Women also appear to spend more time searching for the perfect gift, whereas men 
are more likely to settle for something that “will do.”116

The Presentation Stage
The presentation stage describes the actual exchange of the gift. Here, the ritual or 
ceremonial aspects of the giving process become very important.117

Ceremony During the presentation stage, the giver decides whether to wrap the 
gift and, if so, how. Wrapping the present nicely in appropriate paper helps to de-
commodify, or make more personal, a mass-produced product.118 However, the 
importance of the gift packaging depends on the formality and spontaneity of the 
occasion. For  example, unanticipated gifts, such as a boss’s surprise gift to an 
assistant or a wife’s surprise gift to her husband, may be less formally wrapped 
and may even be  appropriate if left unwrapped.

Timing and Surprise Both the timing and the possibility of surprise may be important 
in gift giving. For example, although we know that gift giving is part of the Christmas 
ritual and that the wrapped gifts are even prominently displayed under the tree—
sometimes for days before the actual exchange—being surprised by what they con-
tain is often a key element. The excitement of unwrapping an item is heightened by 
having the recipient guess what the package contains. Although surprise is a valued 
part of the ritual, it is not always achieved. One study found that right before Christ-
mas, some husbands purchase items that have been chosen in advance by their 
wives. Here, the gift giving is an orchestrated event with the husband playing the role 
of “purchasing agent.”119
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Attention to the Recipient Paying attention to the recipient can be a critical dimension 
in the presentation stage. For example, attendees at wedding showers are expected to 
watch closely as the bride-to-be opens her gifts.

Recipient’s Reaction Another aspect is the reaction that the giver hopes to elicit from 
the recipient, the recipient’s actual reaction, and the giver’s response to the recipi-
ent’s reaction. If you spent a lot of time and effort looking for the perfect gift and 
then the recipient opens the package quickly and goes on to the next gift without a 
word, you will probably feel hurt. As noted earlier, you may also feel anxious at the 
presentation stage if you are not sure about whether the recipient will like your 
gift.120

The Reformulation Stage
The reformulation stage marks the third and fi nal stage of the gift-giving process. 
At this stage, the giver and the recipient reevaluate their relationship based on the 
gift-giving process.

Relationship Bonding A gift may affect the relationship between giver and recipient 
in different ways, as shown in Exhibit 17.13. A gift can either maintain, strengthen, 
or weaken the relationship between the giver and receiver. One study found that 
gifts could strengthen a relationship by communicating feelings of connection, 
bonding, and commitment. Gifts can also affi rm the relationship, validating exist-
ing feelings of commitment. Research suggests that a romantic relationship is likely 
to last longer when one member gives the other a gift to publicly announce their 
relationship. On the negative side, inappropriate gifts or those showing limited 
search effort or interest in the recipient’s desires can weaken a relationship, creat-
ing the perception that the relationship lacks bonding and connection.121

Reciprocation The reformulation stage also has implications for how and whether 
the recipient will reciprocate on the next gift-giving occasion. If you gave someone 
a nice gift on one occasion, you would generally expect the recipient to reciprocate 
on the next occasion. If, on the other hand, you gave a gift that weakened the tie 
between you and the recipient, the latter may not give you a very nice gift or may 
give no gift at all on the next gift-giving occasion.

Some kinds of gift-giving situations or recipients are exempt from reciproca-
tion.122 For example, if you give someone a gift because she is ill or has experi-
enced some tragedy (say, her house burned down), you will not expect her to 
reciprocate. However, if someone unexpectedly gives you a Christmas gift, you 
will usually feel guilty and want to rush out and buy him a gift, too. People of lim-
ited fi nancial means (children, students) or of lower status (a secretary as opposed 
to a boss) may be regarded as exempt from giving to higher status people. Thus, it 
is appropriate for parents to give their children gifts and expect nothing in return. 
Women have also been reported to feel less obligated to reciprocate in date- 
related gift giving, perhaps because of culturally prescribed notions regarding 
men’s generally higher economic power.123 Note that expectations of reciprocation 
depend on the culture and the relationship between the giver and the recipient. 
In China and Hong Kong, for instance, where gifts are commonly exchanged dur-
ing certain festivals and other important occasions, reciprocity is discouraged 
among family members and close friends because there is no need to build ties 
through gift giving.124
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Firms can build on several aspects of gift giving to market more effectively to consumers.

Promoting products and services as gifts

Many marketers promote their products for gift-giving occasions, and often gift-giving 
occasions are the primary focus of their business. Consider the greeting card industry, 
which gets its biggest U.S. sales boost from the Christmas/Hanukkah/ Kwanzaa season, 
when more than 2.2 billion cards are bought and sent.125 In some cases uncommon gifts 
are promoted as appropriate for various gift-giving occasions. For example, products 
from blenders and lingerie to stock certifi cates and power tools are touted as appropri-
ate Mother’s Day gifts. Mortgage companies now offer bridal registries to which gift 
givers can contribute money to the couple’s down payment or mortgage. Some retail 
outlets are known exclusively as “gift stores“. Here the services that the store provides 
to enhance the presentation of the gift and the salespeople’s abilities to point out gifts 
with special meanings may be important.

Relational Effect Description Experiential Themes

Strengthening Gift receipt improves the quality of the 
relationship between giver and recipi-
ent. Feelings of connection, bonding, 
commitment, and/or shared meaning 
are  intensifi ed.

Epiphany

Affi rmation Gift receipt validates the positive qual-
ity of the relationship between giver 
and recipient. Existing feelings of 
 connection and/or shared meaning 
are validated.

Empathy
Adherence
Affi rming farewell
Recognition

Negligible effect The gift-receipt experience has a mini-
mal effect on perceptions of 
 relationship quality.

Superfl uity
“Error”
Charity
Overkill

Negative confi rmation Gift receipt validates an existing nega-
tive quality of the relationship be-
tween giver and recipient. A lack of 
feelings of connection, bonding, and/
or shared meaning is  validated.

Absentee
Control

Weakening Gift receipt harms the quality of the re-
lationship between giver and recipient. 
There is a newly evident or intensifi ed 
perception that the relationship lacks 
connection, bonding, and/or shared 
meaning, but the  relationship remains.

Burden
Insult

Severing Gift receipt so harms the quality of the 
relationship between giver and recipi-
ent that the relationship is dissolved.

Threat
Nonaffi rming farewell

Source: Julie A. Ruth, Cele C. Otnes, and Frédéric F. Brunel, “Gift Receipt and the Reformulation of Interpersonal 
Relationships,” Journal of Consumer Research 25, March 1999, p. 389. Reprinted by permission of The University of 
Chicago Press. 

Possible Effect of Gift 
Giving on the 
Relationship
Gifts can have many different 
effects on a relationship—effects 
that range from strengthening 
to severing the relationship.

Exhibit 17.13
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Technology and gift shopping

Technology has created major changes in the gift-giving process. Online shopping is faster 
and more convenient than ever, and many retail sites invite consumers to post “wish lists” 
showing the gifts that they would like to receive for holidays, weddings, and other occa-
sions. Another major change affecting consumers and retailers is the growing use of gift 
cards, which have become a $26 billion business.126 Knowing that consumers who receive 
gift cards for Christmas often go shopping right after the holiday, retailers are stocking 
new, full-priced products as well as discounting seasonal merchandise for post-holiday 
shoppers. This strategy improves businesses’ profi t margins because recipients tend to 
spend more freely when they have a gift card.127

Alternatives to traditional gifts

Knowing that consumers are tiring of the commercialism, hassle, and materialism sur-
rounding gift-giving occasions like Christmas, some charities are asking consumers to 
instead give gifts to people in need. For example, the nonprofi t Heifer International’s holi-
day catalog invites consumers to purchase “gift” animals such as geese or bees to help 
families around the world become self-sufficient. For similar reasons, travel is being 
touted as a holiday gift. More two-income families have less time, more money, and more 
distance separating them from loved ones, creating a trend toward traveling and holding 
family reunions at posh resorts around the world.128 

Summary

Some offerings have symbolic meaning. Consumers 
use some products as conscious or unconscious 
badges that designate the various social categories to 
which they belong. Products and rituals hold symbolic 
significance when people undergo role transitions; 
serve as symbols of connection to meaningful people, 
places, and times; and are symbols of individuality and 
uniqueness. The symbolic uses of products and rituals 
affect the consumer’s self-concept.

Consumers regard some possessions and brands as 
very special, nonsubstitutable, and irreplaceable. 
These items may be purchased with little regard for 
price and are rarely discarded, even if their functional 
value is gone; they may not even be used for their orig-
inal purpose. We personify these possessions, may feel 
powerful emotions in their presence, and feel fear or 
sadness over their potential or actual loss. In part, pos-
sessions are special because they serve as emblems, 
facilitate role transitions, connect us to others, or ex-
press our unique styles. They are special because they 
indicate personal mastery and achievements or are 
mood enhancing. Background characteristics such as 
social class, gender, and age all infl uence the type of 
object someone regards as special.

Some entities (possessions, people, places, objects, 
times, and events) are so special that they are regarded 
as sacred. Sacred objects transcend time and space 
and have strong approach/avoidance powers and 
great fascination. Consumers care for and nurture 
these possessions and often devise special rituals to 
handle them. However, sacred objects can be profaned 
or made ordinary by commercialization, inappropri-
ate usage, or divestment patterns.

Gift giving is a process of transferring meaning in 
products from one person to another in three phases: 
gestation, presentation, and reformulation. Such oc-
casions are often culturally prescribed but may vary 
in the timing. The manner in which the first two 
phases of gift giving are enacted can affect the long-
term viability of the relationship between giver and 
recipient.

Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. Contrast the emblematic function of a product 
with the role acquisition function; also contrast the 
connectedness function of a product with the ex-
pressive function.



 2. What is refl exive evaluation, and how does it affect 
role acquisition?

 3. How does the ideal identity schema relate to a 
 person’s actual identity schemas?

 4. What are the three main reasons why possessions 
take on special meaning?

 5. Why do consumers engage in possession, groom-
ing, and divestment rituals?

 6. What are sacred entities, and how are they 
 profaned?

 7. Identify the three stages of gift giving, and explain 
how gift giving can affect relations between the 
giver and the recipient.

Auctioning pieces of the original Hollywood sign from 
1923, McDonald’s Happy Meals toys from 1979, Hawai-
ian postcards from 1897, and gum chewed by Britney 
Spears in 2004, eBay is the world’s largest marketplace 
for collectibles. The site facilitates the purchase of $60 
billion worth of goods and services every year, from 
 everyday objects to special somethings that draw hun-
dreds of people eager to make the winning bid; rare 
Happy Meal toys sell for about $200; the 1897 postcard 
(one of 160,000 postcards listed on any given day) went 
for $1,085; and Britney’s gum was purchased for more 
than $15,000.

What makes these items so special? Happy Meals 
collectibles may tap into adults’ nostalgia for childhood 
visits to McDonald’s. Postcards offer an opportunity to 
own a tiny piece of the past or a memento of a place 
that has personal meaning, such as the consumer’s 
hometown or honeymoon destination. And possessing 
gum chewed by Britney gives the purchaser a small but 
direct connection to a well-known celebrity.

According to eBay’s research, consumers who unin-
tentionally build a collection do so, in part, because they 
get pleasure from using these special items in daily life. 
Consumers who consider themselves collectors tend to 
buy more frequently and spend more money to expand 
their collections than others do. Some seek out specifi c 
items that have meaning because of family traditions, 
whereas others acquire items that represent their inter-
ests or aspirations. Even occasional collectors mob the 
eBay site when particular items are up for bid, as when 
60,000 people visited during a weeklong auction of Walt 
Disney memorabilia to benefi t a children’s charity. For 

$37,500, one consumer won the right to have his name 
and a funny saying etched on a mock tombstone fea-
tured in Disneyland’s Haunted Mansion attraction. A 
Disney spokesperson observed that the company has 
been part of the childhood experience for many people 
and “here was a chance to be part of that on a very big 
scale.”

Other online auction events are also satisfying con-
sumers’ cravings for acquiring that special something. 
When the St. Louis Cardinals tore down the old Busch 
Stadium, the team auctioned off the seats, pieces of the 
walls, dugout equipment, telephones, bathroom fi x-
tures, pennants, players’ lockers, and even the manag-
er’s clubhouse desk. After right fi elder Larry Walker 
autographed his locker plus a trash can, a telephone, 
and several other items, the lot sold for $11,553. In all, 
more than 17,000 fans bid on more than 50,000 pieces 
of the old stadium. “People want this stuff. It’s not 
about stuff being fancy or good-looking. It means 
something to people,” says a team offi cial.

Price is not always the primary concern. Consumers 
who yearn for a piece of history or a seat from a favor-
ite stadium may be willing to pay whatever they must 
to acquire that special something. Bidders sometimes 
get so caught up in the excitement that they pay more 
than they expected to spend. Of course, auction web-
sites like eBay frequently offer consumers the option of 
paying a fi xed price to buy something immediately, a 
means of avoiding the delay and uncertainty of partici-
pating in an auction. For auction enthusiasts, however, 
the process of buying from an online auction adds to 
the fun and the suspense—and gives the successful 

Buying that Special Something Online

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

 C H A P T E R  17   •  Symbolic Consumer Behavior 467

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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 2. Is it likely to be the symbolic value, mood-altering 
properties, or utilitarian value that would cause a 
consumer to bid high to have his name in Disney-
land’s Haunted Mansion?

 3. Under what circumstances might someone giving a 
gift of a used item bought on eBay be happy to tell 
the recipient about the price paid?

bidder a special story to tell about acquiring that spe-
cial something. 129

Case Questions
 1. Would a consumer who buys a Busch stadium seat 

tend to fi nd cultural meaning or emblematic mean-
ing in it? Why?
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, 
you will be able to

1. Contrast addictive, 
compulsive, and impulsive 
buying, and discuss their 
implications for marketers.

2. Explain why marketers 
need to understand the 
deviant behaviors of 
consumer theft, black 
markets, and underage 
drinking and smoking.

3. Discuss some important 
ethical questions facing 
marketers and what 
companies are doing in 
response to these issues.

4. Describe what consumer 
behaviors related to 
environmental consciousness 
and conservation mean for 
marketers today.

Kids’ Food Advertising Goes on a Diet

I n the United States, Canada, and Europe, more marketers are putting children’s food 
advertising on a diet. Burger King, Cadbury Adams, Campbell, Chuck E. Cheese, Coca-Cola, 

General Mills, Hershey, Kellogg, Kraft, Mars, McDonald’s, Nestlé, Pepsi, and Unilever are 
among the growing number of companies that have agreed to restrict what and how they 
advertise to children. Concerned about rising levels of childhood obesity, groups like the 
Center for Science in the Public Interest, the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, 
and the Children’s Food Campaign have been pressuring food marketers to change the ways 
that they target and communicate with children under 12 years old.

In response, food marketers have introduced lower fat, less sugary children’s foods and 
have changed their message and media strategies. For instance, General Mills is only using 
spokescharacters that appeal to children on healthy snacks and is launching a SpongeBob 
SquarePants line of frozen vegetables for children. Kellogg has stopped targeting children 
with print, broadcast, and online advertising for brands that do not meet nutritional criteria 
for low fat and limited sugar content. Many food marketers are putting half or more of their 
children’s advertising budgets toward promoting healthier eating choices and active life-
styles for the under-12 audience. To ensure that kids’ food advertising stays on a diet, the 

Ethics, Social Responsibility, 
and the Dark Side of Consumer 

Behavior and Marketing
Chapter 18

INTRODUCTION
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5. Show how consumers can 
resist marketing practices, 
both individually and in 
groups.

Better Business Bureau’s Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative will monitor 
marketers’ progress.1

As this example indicates, consumers and consumer groups sometimes question the use 
of certain marketing practices and try to force change. Ethical issues such as whether adver-
tising contributes to obesity represent part of the “dark side” of marketing. Other issues dis-
cussed in this chapter represent the dark side of consumer behavior: deviant consumer 
behaviors that stem from uncontrollable sources (compulsive buying, compulsive gambling, 
and smoking and alcohol addictions) as well as behaviors that are deviant because they are 
illegal (consumer theft, underage drinking and smoking, and black market transactions). The 
chapter also explores environmentally conscious behavior and conservation behavior, key 
issues in social responsibility. Finally, the chapter describes ways that consumers can, individ-
ually and in groups, resist marketing efforts or pressure marketers to take certain steps. 
Exhibit 18.1 summarizes these issues.

Much of this book has focused on the behavior of the average consumer in an 
 everyday consumption context. However, sometimes consumer behavior is 
 regarded as deviant if it is either unexpected or not sanctioned by members of the 
society. Such behavior may be problematic to the consumer and/or to society. As 
 Exhibit 18.2 indicates, some forms of deviant consumer behavior occur during the 
acquisition of the product, and some forms occur during product consumption.
Deviant consumer behavior includes addictive, compulsive, and impulsive 
 behavior; consumer theft; use of black markets; and underage drinking and smoking.

Addictive, Compulsive, and Impulsive Behavior
It is important make a distinction between addictive behavior (taking action as a 
result of a physiological dependency), compulsive behavior (an inability to stop 
doing something), and impulsive behavior (nonthoughtful action—acting on im-
pulse). Consumers can exhibit any of these behaviors with respect to acquisition or 
consumption, with problematic outcomes if consumers do not make an effort to 
exert self-control.2 The next sections examine each of these types of behavior.

Addictive Behavior
Addiction refl ects excessive behaviors typically brought on by a chemical depen-
dency. Addicted consumers feel a great attachment to and dependence on a product 
or activity and believe that they must use it to function.3 Individuals can become ad-
dicted to many goods and services, including cigarettes, drugs, alcohol, Internet use, 
and video games. In many cases, an addiction involves repeated use of a product, 
even if consumption is dangerous. Although addicted individuals may want to stop, 
they believe doing so is beyond their control (“I can’t help myself”). Often individu-
als feel shame and guilt about their addiction and try to hide it. Some addicted con-
sumers fi nd strength in programs like Alcoholics Anonymous and Smoke Enders.

Addictive behaviors can be harmful to addicts and to those around them. For 
 example, cigarette smoking is the number one preventable cause of death in the 

Addiction Excessive behavior 
typically brought on by a 
chemical dependency.

Deviant Consumer Behavior



 C H A P T E R  1 8   •  Ethics, Social Responsibility, and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior and Marketing 471

THE CONSUMER’S CULTURE

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
CORE

Consumer
Diversity
(Ch. 12)

Social Class and
Household Influences

(Ch. 13)

Psychographics:
Values, Personality,

and Lifestyles
(Ch. 14)

Social
Influences
(Ch. 15)

• Motivation, Ability, and
 Opportunity (Ch. 2)

• Exposure, Attention, and
 Perception (Ch. 3)

• Knowing and Understanding
 (Ch. 4)

• Attitude Formation and
 Change (Chs. 5–6)

• Memory and Retrieval
 (Ch. 7)

THE PROCESS OF MAKING DECISIONS

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR OUTCOMES

• Problem Recognition and Information Search (Ch. 8)

• Judgment and Decision Making (Chs. 9–10)

• Post-Decision Processes (Ch. 11)

• Adoption of, Resistance to, and Diffusion
 of Innovations (Ch. 16)

• Symbolic Consumer Behavior (Ch. 17)

• Ethics and the Dark Side of Consumer Behavior (Ch. 18)

DEVIANT CONSUMER
BEHAVIOR

• Addictive, compulsive, and
 impulsive behavior
• Consumer theft
• Underage drinking and smoking

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
AND MARKETING

• Environmentally conscious
 behavior
• Conservation behavior
• Consumer resistance

ETHICAL ISSUES
IN MARKETING

• Advertising to children
• Marketing and obesity
• Advertising and self-image
• Invasion of privacy

The topics in this chapter cover (1) deviant consumer behaviors, like addictive behavior and theft, 
(2) ethical issues like advertising to children, and (3) marketing and social responsibility, such as 
environmentally conscious behavior.

Chapter Overview: 
Ethics, Social 
Responsibility, and the 
Dark Side of Consumer 
Behavior and 
Marketing

Exhibit 18.1
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United States and a leading cause of cancer, cardiovascular disease, and chronic ob-
structive lung disease. Moreover, smokers use more health benefi ts, take more sick 
leave, and have more job-related accidents and injuries than nonsmokers do. Indeed, 
the annual cost of lower work productivity due to smoking exceeds $90  billion.4

 Although only 20 percent of the U.S. population now smokes,5 the most vulnerable of 
those who currently smoke or may soon smoke are aware of the habit’s ill effects.

Compulsive Behavior
Compulsive consumption is an irresistible urge to perform an irrational consump-
tion act. For example, consumers who bet twice their weekly salary on a race horse 
are not acting rationally, even though compulsive gamblers might behave this way. 
Similarly, eating two dozen donuts in one sitting is not rational, but compulsive eat-
ers might do just that. Some individuals buy compulsively, purchasing many items 
that they do not need and sometimes cannot afford; they gain satisfaction from buy-
ing, not from owning (see part a of Exhibit 18.3).6 Studies suggest that between 2 
and 16 percent of U.S. adults experience uncontrollable buying urges.7

Compulsive buying has a strong emotional component, and the emotions run 
the gamut from the most negative to the most positive.8 Compulsive buyers feel 
anxious on days when they do not buy; thus, compulsive buying may be a response 
to tension or anxiety. While in the store, compulsive buyers may feel great emotional 
arousal at the stimulation evoked by the store’s atmosphere. Buying brings an im-
mediate emotional high and a feeling of loss of control (see part b of Exhibit 18.3). 
This reaction is followed by feelings of remorse, guilt, shame, and depression.

Why do people buy compulsively? For one thing, compulsive buyers tend to 
have low self-esteem. In fact, the emotional high consumers experience from 
compulsive buying comes in part from the attention and social approval they get 
when they buy. The salesperson can provide considerable satisfaction—being a 
doting helper, telling consumers how attractive they look in a particular outfi t. 
Consumers can also feel that they are pleasing the salesperson and the company 
by making purchases. This attention and the feeling of pleasing others may tem-
porarily raise compulsive buyers’ self-esteem and reinforce buying behavior (see 
part c of Exhibit 18.3).

Compulsive consumption An 
irresistible urge to perform an 
irrational consumption act.

Why
Deviant?

Deviant acquisition
behavior

Physical/
psychological
abnormality

Compulsive buying

Consumer theft
Black markets

Addictive consumption
• smoking
• drugs
• alcohol

Compulsive consumption
• compulsive gambling
• binge eating

Underage drinking
Underage smoking
Drug use

Illegal
behavior

Deviant usage
behavior

Stage of the Consumer Behavior Process

Framework for Deviant 
Consumer Behavior
Consumer behavior may be devi-
ant because it involves a physical 
or psychological abnormality or 
involves a behavior regarded as 
illegal. Such deviant behaviors 
can be associated with the acqui-
sition or usage of offerings.

Exhibit 18.2
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A personality trait called fantasy orientation has been linked with compulsive 
buying. Buying makes compulsive buyers feel more important than they actually 
are. In addition, compulsive buyers tend to be somewhat alienated from society. 
Because consumers may feel as though they are friends with a salesperson who has 
sold them items on repeated occasions, they may feel less alienated than they oth-
erwise would. Family factors can play a role as well: Compulsive buyers are more 
likely to come from families whose members show compulsive or addictive behav-
iors, including eating disorders like binge eating.

The fi nancial, emotional, and interpersonal consequences of compulsive buy-
ing can be devastating. These consumers rely extensively on credit cards, have high 
credit card debt, and tend to pay only the minimum monthly balance. They are 
also more likely to write checks for purchases, even though they know they cannot 
afford them. And compulsive buyers are more likely to borrow money from others 
to make it from paycheck to paycheck (see part d of Exhibit 18.3).9 Finally, as part e 
of Exhibit 18.3 indicates, children, spouses, and friends can all be hurt by the 
spending habits of compulsive buyers.

Quotes from Compulsive 
Buyers
Compulsive buying can be an 
emotionally involving experi-
ence. Consumers may engage 
in compulsive buying to feel a 
thrill, gain attention, or feel 
that they are pleasing someone 
else. But this emotional high 
may be followed by serious 
 fi nancial and negative emo-
tional consequences.

Exhibit 18.3 Emotional Aspects of Compulsive Buying
a.  “I couldn’t tell you what I bought or where I bought it. It was like I was on automatic.”
  “I really think it’s the spending. It’s not that I want it, because sometimes I’ll just buy it 

and I’ll think, Ugh, another sweatshirt.”

b.  “But it was like, it was almost like my heart was palpitating. I couldn’t wait to get in to 
see what was there. It was such a sensation. In the store, the lights, the people; they were 
playing Christmas music. I was hyperventilating and my hands were starting to sweat, 
and all of a sudden I was touching sweaters and the whole feel of it was just beckoning 
to me. And if they had a SALE sign up, forget it; I was gone. You never know when you’re 
going to need it. I bought ten shirts one time for $10.00 each.”

  “It’s almost like you’re drunk. You’re so intoxicated; . . . I got this great high. It was like you 
couldn’t have given me more of a rush.”

Factors Infl uencing Compulsive Buying
c.  “The attention I got there was incredible. She waited on me very nicely, making sure it 

would fi t and if it didn’t, they would do this and that. And I guess I enjoyed being on the 
other end of that. I had no idea how I was going to pay for it. I never do.”

  “I never bought one of anything. I always buy at least two. I still do. I can never even go 
into the Jewel and buy one quart of milk. I’ve always got to buy two . . . It’s an act of 
pleasing. I had been brought up to please everybody and everyone around me because 
that was the way you got anything was to please. So I thought I was pleasing the store.” 

  Financial and Emotional Consequences of Compulsive Buying
d.  “I would always have to borrow between paychecks. I could not make it between pay-

checks. Payday comes and I’d pay all my bills, but then I’d piss the rest away, and I’d 
need to borrow money to eat, and I would cry and cry and cry, and everyone would say, 
‘Well just make a budget.’ Get serious. That’s like telling an alcoholic not to go to the li-
quor store. It’s not that simple.”

e.  “My husband said he couldn’t deal with this, and he said, ‘I’m leaving you. We’ll get a 
 divorce. That’s it. It’s your problem. You did it. You fi x it up.’”

  “I didn’t have one person in the world I could talk to. I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. I don’t do 
dope. But I can’t stop. I can’t control it. I said I can’t go on like this . . . My husband hates 
me. My kids hate me. I’ve destroyed everything. I was ashamed and just wanted to die.” 

Source: Thomas O’Guinn and Ronald Faber, “Compulsive Buying: A Phenomenological Perspective,” Journal of 
 Consumer Research, September 1989, pp. 147–157. © 1989 University of Chicago. All rights reserved. 
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A clinical screening test that incorporates many of these elements is shown in 
Exhibit 18.4.10

Another issue relevant to compulsive consumption is compulsive gambling, an 
affl iction affecting an estimated 6 to 9 million Americans. In one study, 85 percent 
of respondents aged 18 to 24 said that they had gambled, and 5 percent admitted 
having gambling problems.11 Nearly one-third of high school students say that they 
gamble regularly.12 These consumers are more likely to come from families in 
which other members have exhibited addictive behavior and they are more likely 
to be generally impulsive, and to view materialism as a measure of success.13 Scien-
tists have established a strong link between compulsive gambling and consump-
tion of alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs.14

Typically, compulsive gambling behavior evolves over a series of stages. Some-
times, but not always, the consumer fi rst experiences the pleasure of a “big win.”15

Next, gambling becomes more reckless, losses pile up, and gambling becomes a 
central force in the individual’s life. The compulsive gambler promises to stop gam-
bling, but cannot. Faced with rising debt and compulsive gambling urges, many 
gamblers engage in crimes like embezzlement. The final stage occurs when the 
gambler realizes that he or she has hit rock bottom.

Impulsive Behavior
Two specifi c types of impulsive behavior related to acquisition and consumption are 
impulsive buying and impulsive eating. An impulse is a sudden urge to act, as would Impulse A sudden urge to act.

1. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the statement below.
 Place an X on the line that best indicates how you feel.

Scoring equation = –9.69 + (Q1a x .33) + (Q2a x .34) + (Q2b x .50) + (Q2c x .47) + (Q2d x .33) + (Q2e x .38) + (Q2f x .31).
If scoring is ≤ –1.34, subject is classified as a compulsive buyer.

 a. If I have any money left at the end of
  the pay period, I just have to spend it.

Strongly
agree

Somewhat
agree

Strongly
disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

(1) (5)(2) (4)(3)

2. Please indicate how often you have done each of the following things by placing an X on the appropriate line.

 a. Felt like others would be horrified if they
  knew of my spending habits

Very often Often NeverRarelySometimes
(1) (5)(2) (4)(3)

 b. Bought things even though I couldn’t
  afford them

 c. Wrote a check when I knew I didn’t have
  enough money in the bank to cover it

 d. Bought myself something in order to
  make myself feel better

 e. Felt anxious or nervous on days I didn’t
  go shopping

 f. Made only the minimum payments on
  my credit cards

A Clinical Screening Test 
for Compulsive Buying
Do you have compulsive buying 
tendencies? Take this screening 
test to fi nd out.

Exhibit 18.4
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happen when you fi nd yourself doing something based on an emotional whim rather 
than on a reasoned, nonemotional analysis.16 Some consumers seem to have impul-
sive personalities, buying impulsively on a consistent basis.17 However, other consum-
ers may behave quite rationally in most situations but behave impulsively in situations 
that make the action (e.g., buying/eating) easy to do or extremely attractive. You might 
buy a magazine impulsively or order a cupcake from a café just because it is in front of 
you and looks good18 or because you see someone else doing so.19 Interestingly, buy-
ing one thing on impulse may make you more likely to buy a second item impulsively, 
perhaps because the initial purchase creates an impulse-buying mind set.20

Impulsive behavior is also affected by the consumer’s prevention or promotion 
focus. Impulsive eaters who are exposed to foods with hedonic appeal, such as choco-
late cookies, may develop a promotion focus on the spot. Doing this can cause impul-
sive eaters to put more emphasis on the positives of consumption (such as enjoying 
the taste) than on the potential risks (such as gaining weight) when they make their 
decision to have the treat.21

Do marketing activities encourage addictive, 
compulsive, and impulsive behaviors?

Some might argue that marketing activities encourage such behaviors. For example, 
cigarettes are heavily promoted in the United States, and the nicotine in cigarettes is 
addictive. Public policy makers clearly view marketers as perpetuating this form of 
addictive consumption. Some countries have banned cigarette advertising and require 
warning labels on cigarette packages, actions that affect marketing practices.

Industry and marketing practices may also perpetuate behaviors like compulsive 
gambling.22 Gambling is a fast-growing $900 billion industry, legal in many states and 
prevalent on many Indian reservations.23 Seeing the potential for higher revenue, some 
states spend millions of dollars advertising their lottery programs (see Exhibit 18.5). 
 Singapore recently lifted a ban on casinos to boost tourism and job growth.24 Online 
gambling has grown into a $12 billion industry—even though U.S. citizens cannot legally 

bet in online casinos.25 And, although 
research on this issue is scarce, it 
seems quite likely that enticing sales, 
attractive displays, doting salespeople, 
and easily available credit foster com-
pulsive buying.

Marketing activities that deal 
with addictive and compulsive 
consumption

Some marketing activities aim to re-
duce addictive and compulsive con-
sumption. For example, some states 
and casinos have established hotlines 
to help compulsive gamblers. Many 
 casinos post signs and distribute fl yers 
mentioning sources of help for gam-
bling problems. Still, some people are 

Forms of Gambling
Casinos and lotteries represent 
common forms of gambling.

Exhibit 18.5
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concerned that growth in the gambling industry will be followed by increases in the 
number of consumers who become compulsive gamblers and/or an increase in gambling 
opportunities for those already hooked.

Marketing activities that stimulate impulsive behavior

Marketers may also be accused of encouraging consumers to buy or consume impulsively. 
Indeed, in grocery stores, some goods like candy and magazines are called “impulse items” 
and are placed right at the cash register so that consumers do not even have to search 
for them. Other marketing activities may make the product or the environment that it is 
in so enticing that consumers focus too strongly on how much they want the product 
rather than on whether they need it. 

Consumer Theft
Whereas compulsive buying refl ects an uncontrollable desire to purchase things, 
consumer theft refl ects a desire to steal things.

Prevalence of Consumer Theft
For U.S. retailers, shoplifting is pervasive and signifi cant, with yearly merchandise 
losses topping $41.6 billion.26 The average U.S. shoplifting theft involves $855 worth 
of merchandise (in the United Kingdom, the fi gure is $312).27 Consumer theft is a 
 problem for nonretailers as well as for retailers.28  Automobile insurance fraud; hotel 
theft; credit card fraud; theft of cable TV services; piracy of music, movies, and soft-
ware; coupon fraud; fraudulent returns; and switching or altering price tags are just 

some of the forms of consumer theft with 
which companies must contend.29 Of particu-
lar concern for many consumers today is theft 
of their identity (see Exhibit 18.6).30 Complaints 
about online auction fraud, in which consum-
ers steal from other consumers, outnumber all 
other reports of online crimes.31

Factors Affecting Consumer Theft
Although you may think that consumer theft is 
driven by economic need, few demographic 
variables are associated with theft. Some forms
of consumer theft are associated with certain de-
mographic groups: shoplifting is most common 
among teens, and credit card fraud is usually as-
sociated with better educated consumers. How-
ever, consumers from all walks of life have 
engaged in theft at one time. For example, 
roughly two-thirds of the public admit to having 
shoplifted, and 15 percent admit to concealing 
income to avoid taxation.32

As shown in Exhibit 18.7, two psychologi-
cal factors seem to explain theft: (1) the temp-
tation to steal and (2) the ability to rationalize 
theft behavior. As the exhibit indicates, these 
factors are, in turn, affected by aspects of the 
product, the purchase environment, and the 
consumer.

Identity Theft
Some new product offerings are 
designed to prevent identity 
theft.

Exhibit 18.6
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Temptation to Steal The temptation to steal arises when consumers want products 
that they cannot  legitimately buy. Some of these desires are driven by real needs, 
such as the mother who steals baby formula to feed her child. Others refl ect greed, 
as in the case of upper-class consumers who steal money or high-ticket items like 
jewelry. Some researchers suggest that marketers are involved by perpetuating ma-
terialistic tendencies and creating insatiable desires for new goods and services.33

Consumers may also be tempted to steal items that they are too embarrassed to 
buy through conventional channels (e.g., condoms) or that they cannot legally buy 
(e.g., an underage consumer stealing alcohol).34

Exhibit 18.7 shows that environmental factors also affect the temptation to 
steal. Temptation is greater when consumers think that they can get away with 
stealing and that it is worth doing. Thus, consumers may assess the perceived risks 
associated with stealing and getting caught and may consider the benefi ts of hav-
ing a product or using a service that they did not pay for.35 Many factors in the en-
vironment affect the perceived risks of shoplifting.36 Stores may be noisy or 
crowded, have little or no security, have lax return policies, have few salespeople, 
contain hidden nooks and crannies, or use price tags that are easily switched—
leading consumers to believe their theft will be unnoticed. Also, a tendency toward 

Motivations for 
Consumer Theft
Consumers may engage in theft 
because they (1) feel the temp-
tation to steal and (2) can 
somehow rationalize their be-
havior. Various factors associ-
ated with the product, the 
environment, and the consumer 
can infl uence temptation and 
the ability to rationalize.

Exhibit 18.7

Theft

Product Factors
• Enticing product and
 unfulfilled aspirations
• Contraband item
• Embarrassing item

Environmental Factors
• Low perceived risk and
 high perceived opportunism
 – accessible product
 – limited security
 – crowded store

Consumer Factors
• Thrill-seeking tendencies

Product Factors
• Low-ticket item

Environmental Factors
• Accessible product
• Limited security
• Crowded store

Consumer Factors
• Attitudes toward the store
• Attitudes toward big business
• Moral development
• Differential association

Ability to
Rationalize

Temptation
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thrill-seeking has been associated with many forms of consumer theft, including 
price tag switching and shoplifting.37 The perception that stolen goods can be  easily 
sold through online auction sites may also be a factor.38

Rationalizations for Stealing As Exhibit 18.7 shows, consumers also steal because they 
can somehow rationalize their behavior as being either justifi ed or driven by forces 
outside themselves. For example, consumers may justify stealing a low-ticket item 
such as a grape from a bunch at the grocery store because the item’s cost seems so 
negligible that the word stealing hardly seems to apply. Some consumers may reason 
that a marketer “asked for it” by keeping merchandise displays open, having no secu-
rity guards, or using price tags that can be readily switched. Consumers in crowded 
stores may become so frustrated after waiting for service that they give up and just 
walk out with their items, justifying their theft as compensation for the inconve-
nience of the long wait.39

Consumers are also likely to rationalize when social infl uences encourage theft, 
as in the case of someone who shoplifts on a dare.40 Interestingly, researchers have 
found little evidence that dares actually play a large role in the shoplifting behavior of 
teenagers.41 “Everybody does it” is another rationalization. In one study, 11 percent 
of the respondents agreed that it was wrong to download online music without pay-
ing and to copy software without paying—but if they believe that “everybody else 
does it,” they may still follow suit.42

Consumers are also most likely to rationalize theft when stores have a negative 
public image. If the store is seen as unfriendly, intimidating, or somehow unfair, con-
sumers may regard theft as a way of getting revenge against the retailer. Similarly, 
consumers may steal from big businesses because they think that such businesses 
can absorb the losses. Some consumers may steal because they feel psychologically 
distanced from the retailer—i.e., they believe that they are dealing with a huge, face-
less business, not an individual shop owner.43

Consumers who have weak moral development may not regard stealing as 
wrong. One study found that shoplifters tend to be rule breakers in general. Some 
speculate that our society’s overall level of moral development is changing, so fewer 
people view theft as wrong. Some evidence suggests that adolescents’ moral re-
straint is weakened simply by observing their peers shoplifting. Thus, socialization 
can affect moral development, which in turn can affect consumer theft.44

Theft is clearly a pervasive and expensive problem for marketers.

Increased usage of theft-reducing devices

Businesses spend billions of dollars every year trying to prevent or reduce theft through 
the use of antitheft devices and improved security systems (Exhibit 18.8). Some compa-
nies combine closed-circuit TVs with sophisticated computer software to track suspi-
cious behavior. The retailer Brookstone, for instance, uses special software to determine 
the most theft-prone products so that it can rearrange displays and checkout proce-
dures to  minimize losses.45

Covering the costs of theft

Theft hurts consumers because retailers must raise prices to pay for lost merchandise 
and equipment, cover the cost of theft insurance, and cover the costs of high-priced 
security systems.46 In addition, theft adds to research and development costs as firms 
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experiment with newer and better security 
systems, a factor that also results in 
higher prices.

Reducing ability to serve customers

Security systems and procedures may in-
terfere with retailers’ abilities to service 
customers. For example, retailers may have 
to keep merchandise in glass display cases, 
locked cabinets, and so on. This added se-
curity increases consumers’ search costs, 
making it more difficult and more time-
consuming for consumers to examine 
products and for salespeople to service 
customers. 

Black Markets
Whereas theft represents situations in 
which consumers refuse to pay for avail-
able items, black markets represent situ-
ations in which consumers pay (often 
exorbitant amounts) for items not readily 
available. These are called “black” mar-
kets because the sellers are unauthor-

ized, which means that the buying-selling process is usually illegal. Black markets 
for goods like sugar, salt, blankets, matches, and batteries fulfi ll functional needs; 
black markets for drugs, entertainment, and sexual services fulfill experiential 
needs; and black markets for watches and jewelry may fulfi ll symbolic needs.

Some items sold on the black market are legal but in short supply. For exam-
ple, some consumers buy blocks of tickets to popular sporting events and con-
certs and sell them at much higher prices. Princeton University and other 
universities are cracking down on black-market sales of graduation tickets.47

Black markets for car air bags and Cuban cigars have also been prevalent in the 
United States in recent years.48 Some black markets deal with the trade of basic 
consumer goods, as evidenced when prisoners trade money and cigarettes for 
food, books, and clothing.49

Some goods and services that cannot legally be sold to consumers, such as 
weapons used to build bombs, are sold on black markets.50 Black markets for drugs 
are also common. For example, a large global black market exists for the male po-
tency drug Viagra—as well as a thriving trade in fake Viagra.51 Counterfeit products 
such as fake Gucci shoes are also sold through black markets.52 Consumers in states 
with high cigarette taxes sometimes use black-market channels to buy cigarettes 
smuggled in from low-tax states.53

Marketers are taking a variety of actions to thwart black markets, especially buying 
and selling online. A lawyer at World Wrestling Entertainment, for example, scours the 
Internet for auctions that offer fake WWE DVDs and clothing and then takes legal ac-
tion against the sellers.54 Online pharmacies cannot stop fake or diluted versions of 

Theft-Reducing Devices
Devices like in-store mirrors, 
cameras, and anti-theft tags 
and clips reduce motivations to 
steal by letting potential thieves 
know that they will be caught.

Exhibit 18.8

Black market An illegal 
 market in which consumers 
pay often exorbitant amounts 
for items not readily available.
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Viagra and other drugs from being sold by unscrupu-
lous sites. However, by displaying the seal of certifica-
tion from the National Association of Boards of 
Pharmacy, CVS and other pharmacies can reassure 
consumers that they carry only genuine brand-name 
drugs.55 

Underage Drinking and Smoking
As mentioned earlier, addictions to alcohol and to-
bacco represent one form of deviant consumer be-
havior. Illegal use of these products by minors is 
another deviant consumer behavior.56 Half of all ju-
nior and senior high school students have consumed 
alcohol, with the average age of fi rst use below 16.57

Nearly one-third of high school students and nearly 
45 percent of college students have engaged in “binge 
drinking” (drinking more than fi ve drinks in one sit-
ting). Four million children are alcoholics or problem 
drinkers, and excessive consumption contributes to 
the deaths of 4,500 underage drinkers every year.58

One million young consumers begin smoking every 
year, and 90 percent of new smokers are teenagers. 
Nearly 12 percent of middle school students and 
28 percent of high school students say they are already 
smoking.59 These fi gures are even higher in countries 
where there are few bans on cigarette advertising.

Underage drinking and smoking have conse-
quences for the individual and for society.60 Overuse 
of alcohol has been implicated in campus violence, 
campus property damage, academic failures, teen 

highway fatalities, youth suicides, and campus hazing deaths. Now that colleges are 
liable for campus drinking incidents, alcohol is a factor in rising tuition costs be-
cause schools must cover their insurance costs. Accidents due to drinking also con-
tribute to the high cost of automobile insurance for young consumers.

Cigarette smoking is also harmful, contributing to serious health problems such 
as lung cancer and heart disease. Moreover, nonsmokers can be harmed through 
exposure to secondhand smoke. Use of tobacco products also makes young con-
sumers more vulnerable to the problems of addictive consumption, as previously 
noted. Furthermore, adolescent smokers often fi nd it just as diffi cult as adults do to 
quit smoking.61 As with underage drinking, public interest groups and government 
organizations are actively publicizing the negative health consequences associated 
with smoking (see Exhibit 18.9).

A number of marketing issues are related to underage drinking and smoking.

Product availability

Critics say it is too easy for underage consumers to buy alcohol and tobacco since they 
are not always asked for proof of age when they buy these products.

Publicizing the Health 
Consequences of 
Smoking
Cigarette smoking at an early 
age can lead to serious health 
consequences, including impo-
tence, lung cancer, and heart 
disease. Public interest groups 
and government organizations 
sometimes call attention to 
these negative health 
 consequences.

Exhibit 18.9
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Exposure to advertising

Others say that kids see too many ads for these products, ads that make the products or 
the people who use them look attractive.62 Kids are exposed to a large amount of alcohol 
advertising as well as to non-TV-based tobacco advertising,63 a situation that has led 
some to suggest that companies should limit kids’ exposure to advertising for these prod-
ucts.64 Despite the tobacco industry’s agreement to avoid marketing to children, some 
brands continue to be advertised in adult consumer publications that teens also read. 
Most ads depict drinking alcohol as a positive and appropriate behavior of socially active 
and beautiful people. Evidence suggests that the more young consumers view alcohol ads, 
the more they know about these products, and the more likely they are to use them.65

Similarly, most youthful smokers choose the most heavily advertised brands— further 
implicating advertising as a cause of smoking behavior. Adolescents who have the greatest 
exposure to cigarette advertising in general tend to be the heaviest smokers, and the 
brands that do the most advertising tend to attract a greater proportion of teenagers than 
of adults. In particular, tobacco and alcohol ads featuring human actors or models have 
been found to directly produce more positive attitudes toward the ad, the brand, and the 
product category.66 Exposure may be even greater as fi rms look for ways to get around 
advertising bans.67 For example, in countries where tobacco advertising is banned, some 
advertisers use sponsorships and licensed goods to stay in the public eye.68

However, others argue that advertising for these products has little effect on chil-
dren; more critical determinants are said to include peer influence, parental smoking, 

and self-esteem. Still, in light of tobacco’s addictive 
qualities and the laws that forbid minors from buy-
ing cigarettes, the United States has banned ciga-
rette commercials. Canada bans almost all cigarette 
advertising, not just TV advertising.

Targeting youth

A third concern is the question of whether cigarette 
and alcohol manufacturers target young consumers 
by portraying advertising images that youths find 
relevant.69 Many cigarette ads evoke images such as 
freedom from authority—themes that appeal to 
young consumers. Advertising content that shows 
individuals engaged in risky behavior while consum-
ing alcohol has also been criticized.

Some regulators and critics contend that to-
bacco advertisers target young consumers by using 
fictional and cartoon characters, although the 
companies  dispute this charge.70 Suggesting that 
such character advertising has limited impact on 
kids, one advertiser noted that children are not 
 demanding Metropolitan Life insurance policies be-
cause they are endorsed by Snoopy.71 The alcohol 
industry stresses that it does not target young 
consumers and says that it has  invested heavily to 
promote  responsible drinking.  Anheuser-Busch 
alone has spent more than $100 million over the 
past decade promoting responsible   dr inking 
(Exhibit 18.10).72

Health Warning for 
Alcohol Products
Both companies and public- 
interest groups promote the 
negative consequences of drug 
and alcohol consumption.

Exhibit 18.10
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Inappropriate messages in mainstream media and ads

Fourth, there is concern that mainstream advertisers and entertainment offerings may 
send inappropriate messages about cigarettes and alcohol. The liquor industry’s self-
regulatory council enforces its code of responsible practices by acting on complaints 
about liquor ads, especially the use of overly explicit sexual themes to sell a brand.73 
Meanwhile, tobacco marketers such as Philip Morris are asking movie studios not to 
feature cigarette brands or brand imagery.74 Still, research indicates that up to one-
third of the children who see smoking in movies rated G, PG, and PG-13 will start to 
smoke.75 

Warning labels and ads

Cigarette and alcohol marketers are legally required to display warnings on product 
packaging and in ads.76 Some states require additional warnings. Arizona requires busi-
nesses that sell alcohol to put up posters warning of the risks of drinking while pregnant. 
However, these warning labels and posters have not been very effective in changing 
young consumers’ behaviors over long periods.77 Perhaps one reason is that consumers’ 
perceptual defenses make them tune out these messages. Even when alcohol marketers 
present messages such as “Don’t drink and drive,” consumers may react negatively be-
cause the source is a corporate sponsor.78

The Surgeon General has called for more explicit health warnings on labels. Manu-
facturers now list alcohol levels on their products so that consumers will clearly un-
derstand how strong the beverage is. Some researchers are also experimenting with 
attention-getting warnings. One study found that when high school students viewed 
an antismoking ad before a movie in which teen characters smoked, the ad helped re-
position the smoking as a tainted activity.79 Another found that underage consumers 
who reacted positively to antismoking ads were more likely to curtail their intentions 
to smoke.80 

Does marketing contribute to other negative social outcomes, outcomes not neces-
sarily related to deviant acquisition or consumption? Here we examine four impor-
tant ethical issues: advertising to children, questions about marketing and obesity, 
advertising and self-image, and privacy concerns.

Should Marketers Advertise to Children?
Advertising to children has been the subject of considerable controversy focusing 
on the effects these ads may have on young, impressionable consumers. A recent 
study found that by the age of two, 90 percent of kids are watching videos or TV on 
a regular basis81; as they get older, kids are more likely to have a TV in their bed-
room, making it easy for them to watch TV ads.82 Networks cluster children’s pro-
gramming in certain time periods, making it easy for marketers to target children 
and to spend heavily to promote toys and other products for this segment.83

One problem with advertising to children is that youngsters, particularly those 
under seven years old, are not able to distinguish between the ad and the program.84

Even at an age at which children can recognize this difference, they may not under-
stand that the purpose of the ad is to sell them something.85 Thus, young children 
do not possess the same skepticism as adults do and are more likely to believe what 

Ethical Issues in Marketing
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they see in ads. Note, however, that children are better at understanding the infor-
mational intent (“ads tell you about things”) than the persuasive intent.86

Also, ad messages may prey on children’s strong needs for sensual satisfaction, 
play, and affi liation, infl uencing them to choose material  objects over socially ori-
ented options (Exhibit 18.11).87 Critics argue that ads teach children to  become ma-
terialistic, act impulsively, and expect immediate gratifi cation.

Unfortunately, many parents do not watch television with their children and do 
not educate them about advertising. As a result, children may be particularly im-
pressionable and subject to having their attitudes and behaviors infl uenced by ads. 
Exposure to ads often prompts children to step up requests to parents about buy-
ing products, particularly toys, leading to family confl ict and disappointed chil-
dren. Children are also exposed to ads for products that shape, often negatively, 
their impressions of what it means to be an adult.88 Another controversy centers on 
the types of products advertised. Until recently, many ads directed at children pro-
moted sugary foods such as candy and sweet cereals; critics say that these ads en-
courage bad eating habits. Companies are responding to such concerns in a variety 
of ways, as this chapter’s opening example demonstrates.

Concerns have also been raised about the fact that many websites targeting 
children feature some form of advertising.89 Although parents can use software to 
block access to some sites, children may not understand the need to avoid giving 
out personal data and e-mail addresses. Internet access therefore raises concerns 
about family privacy as well as about children’s ability to differentiate between ad-
vertising and nonadvertising material on the Web.

In light of issues related to ads targeting children, both the Federal Trade Commission 
(FTC) and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) have recommended that tele-
vision stations use a separator between the program and the ad whenever the program 
is directed toward younger children. They recommend including a message prior to and 

Should Marketers 
Advertise to Children?
Advertising to children has 
come under fi re for (among 
other things) creating material-
istic tendencies and causing kids 
to expect instant gratifi cation.

Exhibit 18.11
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directly after the ads—such as “We will return after these messages” before the com-
mercial break, followed by “We now return to [name of the program]” at the end of the 
break—to help children to distinguish between ads and programming.90 The FCC also 
requires TV stations and cable operators to limit children’s advertising to a total of 
12 minutes per hour on weekdays and 10.5 minutes per hour on weekends.91

The FTC has also encouraged the use of public service announcements (PSAs) to 
teach children proper nutritional habits. This program has had limited success because 
the PSAs tend to be shown infrequently and because simply providing children with 
basic nutritional information is not suffi cient to instill good eating habits. Other pro-
grams have attempted to educate children about nutrition in schools, hoping that the 
children will infl uence their parents to be more conscious of nutrition. Companies such 
as Red Lobster are providing schools with informational packages about nutrition (in 
this case, the nutrition of seafood).

The advertising industry has developed guidelines for children’s advertising that are 
enforced by the Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU), a wing of the Council of Bet-
ter Business Bureaus; however, not all advertisers seem to adhere to these guidelines.92 
The guidelines encourage truthful and accurate advertising that recognizes children’s 
cognitive limitations and avoids promoting unrealistic expectations about what prod-
ucts can do. 

Do Marketing Efforts Promote Obesity?
Some critics argue that marketing is contributing to what scientists are calling a 
worldwide obesity epidemic.93 The World Health Organization believes that evi-
dence connecting junk food advertising and childhood obesity is convincing 
enough that governments should discourage marketing activities that promote un-
healthy eating among youngsters.94 The Center for Science in the Public Interest, 
an advocacy group, wants a ban on junk-food ads during TV programs that draw 
25 percent or more of their audience from consumers under age18.95 As you saw in 
the opening example, marketers are responding to these concerns by changing 
their products and their advertising.

Researchers are investigating a variety of issues that may contribute to overeat-
ing and, over time, to obesity. For example, do consumers feel less guilty about eat-
ing “low fat” snack foods and therefore overeat? Marketers can help combat this 
tendency by making serving size information more salient.96 Do consumers accu-
rately assess the calorie content of the meals that they consume? In fact, they tend 
to underestimate calorie content, a situation that explains why some legislators 
and health advocates want restaurants to post nutrition information about the 
foods that they serve.97 Another issue is that consumers tend to perceive unhealthy 
foods as being tastier and more enjoyable than healthy foods. To address this per-
ception, food marketers can reformulate foods to make foods healthier as well as 
better tasting, as was illustrated in the opening example.98

More companies and media are using marketing to encourage healthier behaviors. 
 Sesame Street’s Cookie Monster now tells kids that cookies are a “sometimes food.”99 
Food manufacturers are also emphasizing the good taste of healthy foods and providing 
nutrition information. Advertising for Unilever’s Promise brand margarine spread 
stresses that it is “endorsed by cardiologists and taste buds” and mentions the amount 
of fat per serving.100 Some food marketers are also revamping brand websites to make 
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them less appealing to young children. Kellogg, for instance, removed games from its 
cereal websites.101 

Does Advertising Affect Self-Image?
Advertising has long been accused of depicting idealized images of people and 
their lives. For example, few people have homes like those depicted in ads for 
household products, and few enjoy holidays in the idealized manner depicted by 
Hallmark and Royal Caribbean. Advertising may create an idealized image of what 
one’s life should be like. If we do not measure up to this idealized image, we may 
feel dissatisfi ed. This section considers two questions about advertising and self-
image: (1) Does advertising make consumers dissatisfi ed with their appearance? 
(2) Does advertising make consumers materialistic?

Idealized Body Images
Most male models shown in advertisements are trim with well-developed muscles 
and handsome features. The female models in advertisements are mostly young, 
very thin, and exceedingly beautiful. Because these ads represent society’s concep-
tion of the ideal man or woman, they exemplify traits that many men and women 
will never actually achieve. A particularly salient issue for both men and women is 
how their bodies compare with those of thin models. Indeed, one study found that 
11 percent of men said that they would trade more than fi ve years of their lives to 
achieve personal weight goals—statistics that closely track women’s responses.102

In many, particularly Westernized, countries thinness is viewed as a characteris-
tic of attractive men and women. Unfortunately, this value can be carried to ex-
tremes and can lead to eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia, disorders 
that affect approximately 10 million U.S. women and 1 million U.S. men. These dis-
orders are also increasing dramatically among young women in Japan.103 On the 
other hand, binge eating is a problem for an estimated 25 million Americans.104 But 
do ads with thin models serve as an impetus to consumers with predispositions to 
eating disorders? Does identifi cation with very thin models create dissatisfaction 
with one’s own body and appearance?105 Some evidence suggests the answer to 
these questions is yes.

Social comparison theory proposes that individuals have a drive to compare 
themselves with other people.106 Consistent with this theory, research shows that 
young women do compare themselves with models in ads and that such self- 
comparisons can affect self-esteem.107 As a result, consumers feel inadequate if they 
do not measure up to the comparison person. Consumers who feel threatened by 
such comparisons will lie about their behavior to protect their self-esteem.108

 Exhibit 18.12 illustrates the statements that female consumers in one study made when 
they looked at magazine ads that featured beautiful models. Interestingly, some 
research has also found that consumers who view ads with beautiful models reduce 
their attractiveness ratings of average-looking women. A potentially strong conclusion, 
based on the research, is that advertising can have an unintended but negative impact 
on how satisfi ed men and women are with their appearance.109 Note that consumers 
do not feel bad about the comparison if the models in ads are extremely thin.110

Fortunately, some companies are becoming more sensitive to the effects of such mes-
sages. In the fashion industry, demand for plus-size models is up—perhaps in  response 

Social comparison theory A 
theory that proposes that 
 individuals have a drive to 
compare themselves with 
other people.
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to consumers’ demands for different types of women in fashion products and ads.111 
Also, online retailers give consumers the option of buying and trying on  clothing at 
home.112 Although some women may be unhappy about how they compare with models 
in ads, others are comfortable with themselves and are hostile toward advertisers 
that perpetuate unrealistic images of women.113 As part of Dove’s Campaign for Real 
Beauty, ads for its Dove Firming body lotion feature curvy rather than super-thin 
women; the campaign has gained positive attention from consumers and marketing 
experts alike.114 However, because some women will still be willing to use products 
that entail some risk to achieve an idealized body image, marketers must disclose 
risks (of a pharmaceutical product, for example) so that consumers can evaluate any 
potential negative outcomes. 

Materialism
Advertising has long been criticized for perpetuating materialistic values and mak-
ing consumers less satisfi ed with their lives.115 For example, as advertising content 
has increasingly depicted materialistic themes, Americans have become more ma-
terialistic. Consumers in other countries have also become more materialistic, a 
trend that coincides with their purchasing of U.S. products and exposure to 
U.S. ads. Research shows that consumers who watch a lot of TV and who fi nd com-
mercials realistic tend to be more materialistic than consumers who watch less 
TV.116 TV shows may provide a biased or distorted view of reality by showing 
 characters who seem to have everything at their disposal.

Family infl uences can be quite strong: the children of materialistic parents tend 
to be more materialistic than other children.117 Materialistic adolescents shop 
more, save less, and are more responsive to marketing efforts.118 And with more 
marketing and media emphasis on brands, it is not surprising that children are 
aware of more than 200 brands by the time they reach fi rst grade.119 The materialis-
tic focus of our society may also encourage materialistic values in children.120

General Comparison  “God! I wish I looked like that.” (written comment about a cosmetic ad before discussion began)

“There [are] certain [ads] that I look at and say, ‘Wow! I’d sure like to look like that.’”

“In high school, you want to think that you could look like that if you try. Then in college, you 
 realize, ‘Oh, forget it.’”

Ads Generating Specifi c 
Body Comparisons 

 “When I see ads, I always look at the chest. I like it when she has no chest. Because, you know, I 
don’t either.”

“I have wide hips. I always look at the hips. I guess I’m just jealous.”

“When I look at a model, I look at the arms because my arms are awful.”

Negative Self-Feelings 
from Viewing Ads

“You look at these ads and you feel inadequate, like you can’t measure up.”

“It’s frustrating when you start to realize you should look that way—I mean—I can’t.”

“I used to go through these magazines every day and look at [models in the ads] and wish I looked 
like them. I used to go running every day, and really thought maybe I could look like them. I remem-
ber, I even picked one model in particular and cut out ads with her in them. I was pretty obsessed. 
And I fi nally realized this wasn’t realistic. But I sometimes still look and think, ‘Well, maybe.’”

“Sometimes [ads with models] can make you feel a little depressed.”

“They make me feel self-critical.” (participant viewing models in swimsuit ads) 

Source: Marsha L. Richins, “Social Comparison and the Idealized Images of Advertising,” Journal of Consumer Research, June 1991, pp. 71–83. © 1991 
University of Chicago. All rights reserved. 

Women’s Reactions to 
Idealized Body Images 
in Ads
One study found that women 
exposed to ads with beautiful 
and thin models compared the 
models with themselves or with 
specifi c parts of their bodies. In 
some cases, the ads made con-
sumers feel bad about them-
selves.

Exhibit 18.12
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Social comparison theory would predict that if advertising and the media show 
individuals with many material possessions, consumers might use advertising as a 
means of judging their own personal accomplishments. Consumers who perceive 
that they are less well off than the comparison population may be less satisfied 
with their lives. Some evidence supports this idea. Consumers exposed to a lot of 
advertising tend to overestimate how well off the average consumer is.121 This 
 misperception sets up a potentially false frame of reference regarding how much 
the average consumer owns. Furthermore, materialistic consumers may pay undue 
attention to the possessions of others and make inferences about these people 
based on the possessions that they own.122

Because the material “good life” often depicted in advertising is out of reach for 
many, consumers are set up for potential dissatisfaction. Some governments have 
been reluctant to show U.S. ads out of fear that the ads will set off a wave of 
 demand for products that the country cannot produce and/or the people cannot 
afford.123 Although advertising has not been proven to cause materialism and dis-
satisfaction, the connection deserves more research attention.

Do Marketing Practices Invade Consumers’ Privacy?
Many organizations, including retailers, banks, credit reporting agencies, Internet 
businesses, telephone companies, and insurance fi rms, collect and exchange infor-
mation about consumers through product registration cards, credit applications, 
product activity monitoring, sales transaction data, and other techniques. Privacy 
has received more attention lately because the Internet offers the opportunity to 
collect a great deal of detailed information about consumers.124

Consumers have concerns about the amount and type of information that 
marketers have about them.125 According to research, consumers believe that 
businesses collect too much personal information; these consumers are con-
cerned about threats to their personal privacy.126 In another study, 61 percent of 
the respondents decided not to use a fi nancial website because of concerns about 
how their personal data would be handled.127 They also worry about identity theft, 
especially in the wake of incidents involving theft of social security numbers and 
credit card numbers.128 For instance, after the leak of personal information about 
121,000 annual passholders of the Tokyo Disney resorts, hundreds received phony 
offers by phone or mail.129

Consumers also complain that whereas credit card companies, publishers, and 
catalog companies (among others) earn money by selling their names to other 
companies, consumers themselves receive nothing. Furthermore, consumers must 
spend time sifting through mail and e-mail messages from companies that have 
bought their names and contact information.

The extent of consumer concern and the willingness to give personal informa-
tion varies according to the type of information that marketers want to collect.130

However, although consumers often complain about privacy concerns, many still 
willingly provide information that could compromise their privacy.131 Research 
suggests that a company can enhance privacy by providing consumers with more 
control and information about the benefits they may gain (such as customized 
 offers of products or services) when they allow personal information to be collected.132

Most websites post privacy policies to explain what consumer data they gather, what 
they do with it, how consumers can review it, and how it is protected—although 
often these statements do not offer complete explanations.133
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Why are consumers so concerned about marketers’ 
use of their personal information?

Horror stories hurt all marketers

A few unscrupulous marketers use marketing tech-
niques to defraud consumers, as some companies have 
done by using telemarketing to defraud elderly con-
sumers of their life savings. These stories get consider-
able media attention and tarnish the image of all 
marketers. Consumers also worry about the lack of pri-
vacy in general, such as losing a job because their 
health history has been leaked to an employer.

Communicating how information 
helps  consumers

Consumers need to know more about how the infor-
mation collected is used and how it will benefi t them. 
For example, catalog companies collect details about 
consumers’ household characteristics, style prefer-
ences, and sizes so that they can customize their cat-
alogs. This practice (1) eliminates waste because 
marketers can more accurately target consumers, 
(2) better matches products to consumer needs, and 
(3) keeps costs down so that savings may be passed 
on to consumers.

Laws and self-imposed regulation

Consumers are gaining more power against unwanted marketing efforts. More than 
145 million U.S. consumers have added their phone numbers to the FTC’s do-not-call 
list.134 U.S. consumers can also write to the Direct Marketing Association or log onto its 
website (www.the-dma.org) and ask that their names not be sold to other companies.

Markets for Privacy Protection

Concerns about privacy also open up the potential for marketers to develop new offer-
ings designed to protect consumer privacy (see Exhibit 18.13). As privacy continues to 
erode, consumers may be more interested in these services.135 

Privacy Protection
Some new products aim to 
 reduce consumers’ concerns 
about protecting their privacy.

Exhibit 18.13

Consumers and companies are increasingly concerned about the environmental 
consequences of products and marketing. Two social responsibility issues receiving 
particular attention in this area are how to encourage environmentally conscious 
 behavior and how to encourage conservation behavior. Another key issue is how 
consumers can resist unwanted or objectionable marketing efforts.

Social Responsibility Issues in Marketing

www.the-dma.org
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Environmentally Conscious Behavior
Marketers are directly and indirectly involved in efforts to foster environmentally 
conscious behavior and to address concerns about global warming. Car  companies, 
their suppliers, and gasoline companies all must comply with government require-
ments such as the use of unleaded gasoline and adherence to stricter emission 
controls to reduce environmental damage. These efforts sometimes increase mar-
keting costs but may also open new profi t opportunities.

Another concern is the increasing amount of trash or garbage in our environ-
ment. Now many products (such as Lenor fabric softener in Germany, Jergen’s  lotion, 
and Windex cleaners) are sold in refi llable containers.136 Consumers in  Romania and
other countries reduce waste by using refi llable bottles for wine, beer, seltzer, oil, 
and milk. Many companies are also being pushed by both consumers and retailers 
to use less product packaging or more environmentally friendly product packag-
ing.137 Websites like www.catalogchoice.org offer consumers the opportunity to opt 
out of unwanted catalogs, thus saving paper. The trend toward the use of environ-
mentally friendly products is growing, paving the way for companies like Seventh 
Generation, which markets eco-friendly household cleaning products.138 Nokia’s 
“Remade” cell phone uses 100 percent recycled pieces, the latest effort in the com-
pany’s push toward greener products.139

Research about recycling demonstrates that specifi c beliefs about its impor-
tance and attitudes toward recycling in general can directly affect whether consum-
ers engage in recycling behaviors and whether they perceive that recycling is 
inconvenient.140 On the other hand, environmentally conscious behaviors are most 
likely to occur when consumers perceive that their actions will make a difference—
called perceived consumer effectiveness.141

Conservation Behavior
A second important aspect of environmental protection is conservation behavior.
The need to conserve is especially vital in light of the rapidly escalating problems of 
garbage disposal and depletion of natural resources. Companies are now realizing 
that garbage has been a misused resource and are fi nding creative ways to make 
products more durable and to reuse materials. In particular, consumer researchers 
have been interested in two aspects of conservation behavior: When are consumers 
likely to conserve and how can consumers be motivated to act in more environ-
mentally friendly ways?

When Are Consumers Likely to Conserve?
Consumers are most likely to conserve when they accept personal responsibility for 
the pollution problem.142 For example, consumers who perceive that there is an en-
ergy shortage because of consumption by all consumers (including themselves) are 
more likely to accept personal responsibility and do something about it. However, 
consumers often do not feel accountable for many environmental problems and are 
not motivated to act. Thus, for conservation programs to succeed, messages must 
make the problem personally relevant. For example, to get consumers to conserve 
energy by turning down the thermostat, messages could focus on how much energy 
and money consumers will save each year and over a longer period. Consumers are 
also most likely to conserve when there are no barriers to doing so.143

A study in the Netherlands points out the importance of using social norms to 
infl uence consumers’ environmental behaviors. This study found that consumers 
generally perceive that they are more motivated to engage in pro-environmental 

Conservation behavior 
 Limiting the use of scarce nat-
ural resources for the  purposes 
of environmental preservation.

www.catalogchoice.org
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 behavior than other households are but that they have less ability to do so.144 Fur-
thermore, they believe that ability is the greatest determinant and that their own 
behavior is infl uenced by others.

Can Consumers Be Motivated to Be Environmentally Friendly?
Many organizations and agencies are trying to motivate consumers to be environ-
mentally friendly. Ads sometimes encourage consumers to use products or packages 
that conserve resources or to engage in conservation behaviors. Another approach 
is to use communications, home audits, and appliance labels to provide consumers 
with detailed information about how to be environmentally friendly.145 A more 
promising approach is to provide consumers with incentives to conserve. Providing 
consumers with a free shower-water fl ow device, for instance, signifi cantly increased 
participation in an energy conservation program. Consumers prefer incentives such 
as tax credits to coercive tactics such as higher taxes. In addition, setting goals and 
providing feedback can help consumers curtail their energy use.

Consumers are increasingly aware of conservation efforts and opportunities, thanks to 
government and business marketing efforts. The Environmental Protection Agency’s 
Energy Star program, promoted through on-package labeling and participating manu-
facturers’ advertising, helps consumers choose energy-effi cient appliances and com-
puters. The gradual phase-out of energy-hungry products like incandescent light bulbs 
in the United States, Australia, Europe, and other nations allows time for educating con-
sumers about conservation alternatives such as compact fl uorescent bulbs.146 In the 
meantime, marketers are appealing to conservation-minded consumers by having their 
products certifi ed by independent groups such as Green Seal, which reassures consum-
ers that certain standards for conservation and effi ciency are being met.147 Some com-
panies like Coca-Cola are developing marketing campaigns that publicize the actions 
that they are undertaking to be more environmentally friendly.148 

How Can Consumers Resist 
Marketing Practices?
If consumers are upset about certain marketing 
practices, they can resist them and try to bring about 
change individually, through advocacy groups, and 
through boycotts.149 Consumers who are dissatisfi ed 
or unhappy with marketing practices can choose not 
to patronize the offending marketer in the future, 
complain to the marketer, and spread negative word 
of mouth. These individual consumer resistance 
strategies can be very effective.

Group strategies are potentially even more power-
ful than unorganized consumer efforts. Some formally 
organized advocacy groups engage in resistance by in-
forming the public about business practices that they 
regard as socially inappropriate (see Exhibit 18.14).150

The Center for the Study of Commercialism, for exam-
ple, distributes  information and uses lobbying to stop 

Advocacy Advertising
Advocacy groups like the Ameri-
can Anti-Vivisection Society try 
to bring public attention to 
business practices regarded as 
socially, politically, or morally 
inappropriate.

Exhibit 18.14
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marketing practices such as advertising in schools. Adbusters, a magazine published 
by Canada’s Media Foundation, informs consumers about commercial excess.151

Teens in Minnesota have formed Target Market, an advocacy group to discourage un-
derage smoking.152

A boycott is an organized activity in which consumers avoid purchasing products 
or services from a company whose policies or practices are seen as unfair or unjust. 
Boycotting is a way for consumers to hold companies accountable for perceived 
objec tionable actions. Thus, many consumers are motivated by the opportunity and 
likelihood of making a difference. Also, consumers who are particularly susceptible 
to the normative infl uences of the reference group conducting the boycott will be 
more likely to participate than those who are less susceptible. Finally, consumers 
may seek to feel less guilty and hope to boost or sustain their self- esteem by joining a 
particular boycott.153

Organized boycotts are able to gain publicity and are likely to have more impact 
than the same number of consumers acting on their own.154 Nike, for instance, was 
boycotted because of poor working conditions at some overseas factories where its 
sneakers and clothing are made. In response, Nike reviewed the factory conditions, 
brought in the nonprofi t Fair Labor Association to check the factories, and dropped 
suppliers that did not maintain proper conditions.155

Sometimes boycotts are directed against a company’s activities rather than 
against a product. The American Family Association boycotted Ford because some 
of the company’s charitable donations went to groups that support same-sex mar-
riage and some of the company’s ads appeared in gay-oriented media. The boycott 
ended after two years when Ford, struggling with a huge loss unrelated to the boy-
cott, cut its advertising budget and stopped donating to many groups, including 
those opposed by the American Family Association.156 The primary indicators that 
a boycott has been successful are not that it has caused fi nancial effects but rather 
that it (1) has changed the offending policies, (2) has made businesses more respon-
sible in their plans for future activities, and (3) has forced changes in the behavior of 
nontargeted businesses that engage in similar practices.

Boycott An organized activity 
in which consumers avoid 
 purchasing products or ser-
vices from a company whose 
policies or practices are seen 
as unfair or unjust.

Summary

Deviant consumer behavior covers both illegal and 
psychologically/physically abnormal behavior. 
 Deviant acquisition behaviors include compulsive 
buying, consumer theft, and black markets; deviant 
consumption behaviors include addictive and com-
pulsive consumption and underage drinking and 
smoking. These behaviors are fairly pervasive, and al-
though some (such as black markets) can provide cer-
tain consumer benefits, most have fairly negative 
effects on consumers and the social groups in which 
they operate.

Critics have questioned whether and/or how 
much marketing practices infl uence these behaviors. 

Advertising has been accused of promoting obesity, 
perpetuating idealized body images, creating materi-
alistic values, and invading consumer privacy. In re-
sponse, many companies are adopting strategies to 
reduce public criticism and to put marketing prac-
tices in a more favorable light. Marketers are also in-
terested in the social responsibility issues of 
conservation and environmentally friendly behavior. 
Consumers are demonstrating their disapproval of 
practices regarded as unwanted, disreputable, objec-
tionable, and/or unethical through individual resis-
tance, support of advocacy groups, and participation 
in boycotts.
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Questions for Review and Discussion

 1. What is compulsive buying, and why is it a problem?

 2. How do temptation and rationalization affect con-
sumer theft?

 3. How does addictive behavior differ from compul-
sive behavior and impulsive behavior?

 4. What is social comparison theory, and how does it 
apply to advertising?

 5. What infl uences environmentally conscious con-
sumer behavior?

 6. What can consumers do to resist marketing prac-
tices that they perceive as unwanted or unethical?

Visit http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/
ConsumerBehavior5e to fi nd resources that are 

available to help you study for the course. 

Whenever you use a credit or debit card to buy 
something—online, in a store, by mail, or over the 
phone—your purchase is recorded and stored in the 
retailer’s database (as well as in the bank’s database). 
Analyzing your purchasing patterns helps the compa-
nies develop more appropriate offers and more targeted 
communications. A growing number of consumers 
worry, however, that the names and numbers in these 
databases might be stolen electronically or through the 
theft of laptops or computer tapes. That is exactly what 
happened when hackers broke into the computer net-
work of the parent company of retailer TJ Maxx and 
stole more than 45 million credit and debit card num-
bers.  Because of that theft, millions of consumers had 
their banks cancel those cards and issue new cards.

Each year, millions of U.S. consumers fall victim to 
identity theft, having credit card numbers or other de-
tails stolen and used to make fraudulent purchases. The 
government estimates that $50 billion worth of goods, 
services, and funds is stolen annually through identity 
theft. With so much data being gathered and stored by 
so many companies and government agencies, security 
is an important concern. Sometimes consumers are 
hoodwinked into revealing information in response to 
 e-mails, letters, or phone calls that appear to be legiti-
mate but are not.

Even when you are just clicking around the Internet, 
some sites are collecting personal information about 
you, and you may not even know it. Many websites 
place  cookies—small data fi les—on your computer’s 
hard drive to track your movement around each site and 

to determine which pages and items you looked at, how 
long you lingered, and which links you clicked on. The 
benefi t gained from this tracking is that sites can cus-
tomize your online experience by knowing what items 
you have searched for or looked at. At the same time, 
your online behavior may be tracked by software that 
can determine which ads you will see based on the sites 
you have visited. This situation worries privacy advo-
cates, who want fi rms to clearly disclose exactly what 
they are tracking and why and to get the consumer’s 
permission before tracking. The Center for Digital 
 Democracy and other groups have been pushing for a 
federal “do not track” list—similar to the “do not call” 
list—so that consumers can opt out of online tracking.

Although many sites post privacy policies to explain 
their data collection practices, consumers may not 
 always notice these policies or understand what the 
data is being used for. Google, for example, has ad-
dressed such concerns by changing its policy to hold 
 information about searches conducted by consumers 
for 18 months and then to delete those searches. Con-
sumers can also view their stored Google search data, 
edit out personal details, and have all search data 
erased, if they choose.

However, sometimes companies take actions that 
seem inconsistent with their privacy policies. For in-
stance, the pharmaceutical fi rm Eli Lilly violated its 
 privacy policy by inadvertently revealing the names of 
people who had signed up to receive information from 
its Prozac.com website. In response, the Federal Trade 
Commission ordered Eli Lilly to set up a system to 

 Is Your Personal Data Private? Is It Safe?

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR CASE

http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
http://cengage.com/marketing/hoyer/ConsumerBehavior5e
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 protect customer data for the next 20 years and to 
 report every year on its security processes.

The social networking site Facebook, where users 
post all kinds of personal thoughts, photos, videos, and 
more, has also had problems with privacy. Not long ago, 
it launched an advertising feature in which a user’s ac-
tions (such as scoring high on an online game or buying 
a movie ticket) popped up on the user’s page and on the 
merchant’s site. After an outcry from users and privacy 
advocates, Facebook changed the feature so that such 
actions would only be visible when users specifi cally 

 allowed them to be posted.157

Case Questions
 1. What would you recommend that TJ Maxx do to re-

assure shoppers that their credit and debit card 
data will be safe in the future?

 2. From a marketer’s perspective, what are the pros 
and cons of complying with a “do not track” list that 
would prevent you from collecting online behavioral 
data about the consumers who are listed?

 3. If you were on the marketing staff of Facebook, how 
would you address the concerns expressed by privacy 
advocates?
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A
Ability The extent to which consumers have the resources 

needed to make an outcome happen. (2)

Absolute threshold The minimal level of stimulus intensity 
needed to detect a stimulus. (3)

Accessible The extent to which an association or link is re-
trievable from memory. (7)

Accommodation theory The more effort one puts forth in 
trying to communicate with an ethnic group, the more 
positive the reaction. (12)

Acculturation Learning how to adapt to a new culture. (12)

Acquisition The process by which a consumer comes to own 
an offering. (1)

Activities, interests, and opinions (AIOs) The three compo-
nents of lifestyles. (14)

Actual identity schemas The set of multiple, salient identi-
ties that refl ect our self-concept. (17)

Actual state The way things actually are. (8)

Adaptability The extent to which the innovation can foster 
new styles. (16)

Addiction Excessive behavior typically brought on by a 
chemical dependency. (18)

Additive difference model Compensatory model in which 
brands are compared by attribute, two brands at a time. (9)

Adoption A purchase of an innovation by an individual con-
sumer or household. (16)

Aesthetic or hedonic innovation An innovation that appeals 
to our aesthetic, pleasure-seeking, and/or sensory 
needs. (16)

Affect referral A simple type of affective tactic whereby we sim-
ply remember our feelings for the product or service. (10)

Affect Low-level feelings. (10)

Affective decision-making models The process by 
which consumers base their decision on feelings and 
emotions. (9)

Affective decision making Decisions based on feelings and 
emotions. (9)

Affective forecasting A prediction of how you will feel in the 
future. (9)

Affective forecasting When we try to predict how a product 
will make us feel. (11)

Affective function How attitudes infl uence our feelings. (5)

Affective involvement Expending emotional energy and 
heightened feelings regarding an offering or activity. (5)

Affective involvement Interest in expending emotional 
 energy and evoking deep feelings about an offering, 
 activity, or decision. (2)

Affective responses When consumers generate feelings and 
images in response to a message. (5)

Affect-related tactics Tactics based on feelings. (10)

Agentic goals Goals that stress mastery, self-assertiveness, 
self-effi cacy, strength, and no emotion. (12)

Alternative-based strategy Making a noncomparable choice 
based on an overall evaluation. (9)

Ambiguity of information When there is not enough infor-
mation to confi rm or disprove hypotheses. (11)

Ambivalence When our evaluations regarding a brand are 
mixed (both positive and negative). (5)

Anchoring and adjustment process Starting with an initial 
evaluation and adjusting it with additional informa-
tion. (9)

Appraisal theory A theory of emotion that proposes that 
emotions are based on an individual’s assessment of 
a situation or an outcome and its relevance to his or her 
goals. (2)

Approach-approach conflict A feeling of conflictedness 
about which offering to acquire when each can satisfy an 
important but different need. (2)

Approach-avoidance conflict A feeling of conflictedness 
about acquiring or consuming an offering that fulfills 
one need but fails to fulfi ll another. (2)

Aspirational reference group A group that we admire and 
desire to be like. (15)

Associative reference group A group to which we currently 
belong. (15)

Attention The process by which an individual allocates part 
of his or her mental activity to a stimulus. (3)

Attitude accessibility How easily an attitude can be remem-
bered. (5)

Attitude confidence How strongly we hold an attitude. (5)

Attitude persistence How long our attitude lasts. (5)

Attitude resistance How diffi cult it is to change an attitude. (5)

Attitude toward the act (Aact) How we feel about doing 
 something. (5)

Attitude toward the ad (Aad) Whether the consumer likes or 
dislikes an ad. (5)

Attitude A relatively global and enduring evaluation of an 
object, issue, person, or action. (5)

Attraction effect When adding of an inferior brand to a 
 consideration set increases the attractiveness of the 
dominant brand. (9)

Attractiveness A source characteristic that evokes favorable 
attitudes if source is physically attractive, likable, famil-
iar, or similar to ourselves. (5)

Glossary
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Attribute balancing Picking a brand because it scores equally 
well on certain attributes rather than faring unequally on 
these attributes. (9)

Attribute determinance Attributes that are both salient and 
diagnostic. (8)

Attribute processing Comparing brands, one attribute at a 
time. (9)

Attribute-based strategy Making noncomparable choices 
by making abstract representations of comparable 
 attributes. (9)

Attribution theory A theory of how individuals fi nd explana-
tions for events. (11)

Autobiographical or episodic memory Knowledge we have 
about ourselves and our personal experiences. (7)

Autonomic decision Decision equally likely to be made by 
the husband or wife, but not by both. (13)

Availability heuristic Basing judgments on events that are 
easier to recall. (10)

Avoidance-avoidance conflict A feeling of conflictedness 
about which offering to acquire when neither can satisfy 
an important but different need. (2)

B
Baby boomers Individuals born between 1946 and 1964. (12)

Bargaining A fair exchange of preferences. (13)

Base-rate information How often an event really occurs on 
average. (10)

Basic level A level of categorization below the superordi-
nate category that contains objects in more refined 
categories. (4)

Behavior (B) What we do. (5)

Behavioral intention (BI) What we intend to do. (5)

Belief discrepancy When a message is different from what 
consumers believe. (5)

Bias for the whole The tendency to perceive more value in 
a whole than in the combined parts that make up a 
whole. (3)

Black market An illegal market in which consumers 
pay often exorbitant amounts for items not readily 
available. (18)

Boycott An organized activity in which consumers avoid pur-
chasing products or services from a company whose pol-
icies or practices are seen as unfair or unjust. (18)

Brand community A specialized group of consumers with a 
structured set of relationships involving a particular 
brand, fellow customers of that brand, and the product 
in use. (15)

Brand familiarity Easy recognition of a well-known 
brand. (10)

Brand image A subset of salient and feeling-related associa-
tions stored in a brand schema. (4)

Brand loyalty Buying the same brand repeatedly because of 
a strong preference for it. (10)

Brand personality The set of associations that reflect the 
personifi cation of the brand. (4)

Brand processing Evaluating one brand at a time. (9)

Brand-choice congruence Purchase of the same brand as 
members of a group. (15)

C
Categorization The process of labeling or identifying an ob-

ject. Involves relating what we perceive in our external 
environment to what we already know. (4)

Central-route processing The attitude formation and change 
process when effort is high. (5)

Choice tactics Simple rules of thumb used to make low-effort 
decisions. (10)

Chunk A group of items that can be processed as a unit. (7)

Class average Families with an average income in a particu-
lar class. (13)

Classic A successful innovation that has a lengthy product 
life cycle. (16)

Classical conditioning Producing a response to a stimulus 
by repeatedly pairing it with another stimulus that auto-
matically produces this response. (6)

Closure According to this principle, individuals have a need to 
organize perceptions so that they form a meaningful 
whole. (3)

Clustering The grouping of consumers according to com-
mon characteristics using statistical techniques. (12)

Co-branding An arrangement by which the two brands form 
a partnership to benefi t from the power of both. (10)

Coercive power The extent to which the group has the ca-
pacity to deliver rewards and sanctions. (15)

Cognitive decision-making models The process by which 
consumers combine items of information about attri-
butes to reach a decision. (9)

Cognitive function How attitudes infl uence our thoughts. (5)

Cognitive involvement Interest in thinking about and learn-
ing information pertinent to an offering, activity, or 
 decisions. (2)

Cognitive responses Thoughts we have in response to a 
 communication. (5)

Communal goals Goals that stress affi liation and fostering 
harmonious relations with others, submissiveness, emo-
tionality, and home orientation. (12)

Comparative messages Messages that make direct compari-
sons with competitors. (5)

Compatibility The extent to which an innovation is consis-
tent with one’s needs, values, norms, or behaviors. (16)

Compensatory consumption The consumer behavior of 
buying products or services to offset frustrations or diffi -
culties in life. (13)

Compensatory eating Making up for depression or lack of 
social contact by eating. (12)

Compensatory model A mental cost-benefi t analysis model 
in which negative features can be compensated for by 
positive ones. (9)

Complexity The extent to which an innovation is compli-
cated and diffi cult to understand or use. (16)
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Compliance Doing what the group or social influencer 
asks. (15)

Comprehension The process of deepening understanding. 
Involves using prior knowledge to understand more 
about what we have categorized. (4)

Compromise effect When a brand gains share because it is 
an intermediate rather than an extreme option. (9)

Compulsive consumption An irresistible urge to perform an 
irrational consumption act. (18)

Computerized Status Index (CSI) A modern index used to 
determine social class through education, occupation, 
residence, and income. (13)

Concession Giving in on some points to get what one wants 
in other areas. (13)

Concreteness The extent to which a stimulus is capable of 
being imagined. (3)

Confirmation bias Tendency to recall information that rein-
forces or confi rms our over-all beliefs rather than contra-
dicting them, thereby making our judgment or decision 
more positive than it should be. (8)

Conformity The tendency to behave in an expected way. (15)

Conjoint analysis A research technique to determine the 
relative importance and appeal of different levels of an 
offering’s attributes. (EN)

Conjunctive model A noncompensatory model that sets 
minimum cutoffs to reject “bad” options. (9)

Connative function How attitudes infl uence our behavior. (5)

Connectedness function The use of products as symbols of 
our personal connections to signifi cant people, events, 
or experiences. (17)

Conservation behavior Limiting the use of scarce natural 
resources  for  the  purposes  of  environmental 
 preservation. (18)

Consideration or evoked set The subset of top-of-mind 
brands evaluated when making a choice. (8)

Consideration set The subset of top-of-mind brands evalu-
ated when making a choice. (9)

Conspicuous consumption The acquisition and display of 
goods and services to show off one’s status. (13)

Conspicuous waste Visibly buying products and services 
that one never uses. (13)

Consumer behavior The totality of consumers’ decisions 
with respect to the acquisition, consumption, and dispo-
sition of goods, services, time, and ideas by human 
 decision-making units (over time). (1)

Consumer memory A personal storehouse of knowledge 
about products and services, shopping, and consump-
tion experiences.  (7)

Consumer socialization The process by which we learn to 
become consumers. (15)

Continuous innovation An innovation that has a limited ef-
fect on existing consumption patterns. (16)

Correlated associations The extent to which two or more 
 associations linked to a schema go together. (4)

Counterarguments (CAs) Thoughts that disagree with the 
message. (5)

Credibility Extent to which the source is trustworthy, expert, 
or has status. (5)

Cultural categories The natural grouping of objects that 
 refl ect our culture. (17)

Cultural principles Ideas or values that specify how aspects 
of our culture are organized and/or how they should be 
perceived or evaluated. (17)

Culture The typical or expected behaviors, norms, and ideas 
that characterize a group of people. (1)

Customer retention The practice of keeping customers by 
building long-term relationships. (11)

Cutoff levels For each attribute, the point at which a brand is 
rejected with a noncompensatory model. (9)

D
Data mining Searching for patterns in a company database 

that offer clues to customer needs, preferences, and 
 behaviors. (EN)

Deal-prone consumers Consumers who are more likely to 
be infl uenced by price. (10)

Decay The weakening of memory nodes or links over time. (7)

Decision framing The initial reference point or anchor in the 
decision process. (9)

Decision making Making a selection among options or 
courses of action. (9)

Diagnostic information That which helps us discriminate 
among objects. (8)

Differential threshold/just noticeable difference (j.n.d.) The
intensity difference needed between two stimuli before 
they are perceived to be different. (3)

Diffusion The percentage of the population that has adopted 
an innovation at a specifi c point in time. (16)

Disconfirmation The existence of a discrepancy between 
 expectations and performance. (11)

Discontinuous innovation An offering that is so new that we 
have never known anything like it before. (16)

Discursive processing The processing of information as 
words. (7)

Disjunctive model A noncompensatory model that sets 
 acceptable cutoffs to fi nd options that are “good.” (9)

Disposition The process by which a consumer discards an 
offering. (1)

Dissatisfaction The feeling that results when consumers make 
a negative evaluation or are unhappy with a  decision. (11)

Dissociative reference group A group we do not want to 
 emulate. (15)

Divestment rituals Rituals enacted at the disposition stage 
that are designed to wipe away all traces of our personal 
meaning in a product. (17)

Dogmatism A tendency to be resistant to change or new 
ideas. (14)

Domain-specific values Values that may only apply to a 
 particular area of activities. (14)

Door-in-the-face technique A technique designed to induce 
compliance by fi rst asking an individual to comply with a 



G-4 Glossary 

very large and possibly outrageous request, followed by a 
smaller and more reasonable request. (15)

Downward mobility Losing one’s social standing. (13)

Dramas Ads with characters, a plot, and a story. (6)

Dual coding The representation of a stimulus in two modali-
ties, e.g., pictures and words in memory. (7)

Dual-mediation hypothesis Explains how attitudes toward 
the ad infl uence brand attitudes. (6)

Dynamically continuous innovation An innovation that has 
a pronounced effect on consumption practices and often 
involves a new technology. (16)

E
Earned status Status acquired later in life through achieve-

ments. (13)

Echoic memory Very brief memory for things we hear. (7)

Elaboration Transferring information into long-term mem-
ory by processing it at deeper levels. (7)

Elimination-by-aspects model Similar to the lexicographic 
model but adds the notion of acceptable cutoffs. (9)

Embedded markets Markets in which the social relation-
ships among buyers and sellers change the way the 
 market operates. (15)

Emblematic function The use of products to symbolize 
membership in social groups. (17)

Emotional appeals  Messages designed to elicit an emotional 
 response. (5)

Emotional detachment Emotionally disposing of a 
 possession. (11)

Encoding of evidence Processing the information one 
 experiences. (11)

Endowment effect When ownership increases the value of 
an item. (9)

Enduring involvement Long-term interest in an offering, 
 activity, or decision. (2)

Equity theory A theory that focuses on the fairness of 
exchanges between individuals, which helps in under-
standing consumer satisfaction and dissatisfaction. 
(11)

Estimations of likelihood Judging how likely it is that some-
thing will occur. (9)

Ethnic groups Subcultures with a similar heritage and 
 values. (12)

Ethnographic research In-depth qualitative research using 
observations and interviews (often over repeated occa-
sions) of consumers in real world surroundings. Often 
used to study the meaning that consumers ascribe to a 
product or consumption phenomenon. (EN)

Even-a-penny-will-help technique A technique designed to 
induce compliance by asking individuals to do a very 
small favor—one that is so small that it almost does not 
qualify as a favor. (15)

Expectancy-value model A widely used model that explains 
how attitudes form and change. (5)

Expectations Beliefs about how a product/service will 
perform. (11)

Explicit memory Memory for some prior episode achieved 
by active attempts to remember. (7)

Exponential diffusion curve A diffusion curve characterized 
by rapid initial growth. (16)

Exposure to evidence Actually experiencing the product or 
service. (11)

Exposure The process by which the consumer comes in 
physical contact with a stimulus. (3)

Expressive roles Roles that involve an indication of family 
norms. (13)

Expressiveness function The use of products as symbols to 
demonstrate our uniqueness—how we stand out as 
 different from others. (17)

Extended family The nuclear family plus relatives such as 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. (13)

External search The process of collecting information from 
outside sources, e.g., magazines, dealers, ads. (8)

Extremeness aversion Options that are extreme on some 
 attributes are less attractive than those with a moderate 
level of those attributes. (9)

F
Fad  A successful innovation that has a very short product life 

cycle. (16)

Fairness in the exchange The perception that people’s  inputs 
are equal to their outputs in an exchange. (11)

Family life cycle Different stages of family life, depending 
on the age of the parents and how many children are liv-
ing at home. (13)

Fashion A successful innovation that has a moderately long 
and potentially cyclical product life cycle. (16)

Favorability The degree to which we like or dislike some-
thing. (5)

Fear appeals Messages that stress negative consequences. (5)

Felt involvement Self--reported arousal or interest in an 
 offering, activity, or decision. (2)

Figure and ground According to this principle, people inter-
pret stimuli in the context of a background. (3)

Financial risk The extent to which buying, using, or dispos-
ing of an offering is perceived to have the potential to 
create fi nancial harm. (2)

Focus group A form of interview involving 8 to 12 people; a 
moderator leads the group and asks participants to discuss 
a product, concept, or other marketing stimulus. (EN)

Foot-in-the-door technique A technique designed to induce 
compliance by getting an individual to agree first to a 
small favor, then to a larger one, and then to an even 
larger one. (15)

Fraudulent symbols Symbols that become so widely  adopted 
that they lose their status. (13)

Frequency heuristic Belief based simply on the number of 
supporting arguments or amount of repetition. (6)
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Hypothesis generation Forming expectations about the 
product or service. (11)

Hypothesis testing Testing out expectations through expe-
rience. (11)

I
Iconic memory Very brief memory for things we see. (7)

Ideal identity schema A set of ideas about how the identity 
would be indicated in its ideal form. (17)

Ideal state The way we want things to be. (8)

Imagery processing The processing of information in sen-
sory form. (7)

Imagery Imagining an event in order to make a judgment. (9)

Implicit memory Memory for things without any conscious 
attempt at remembering them. (7)

Impulse purchase An unexpected purchase based on a 
strong feeling. (10)

Impulse A sudden urge to act. (18)

Incidental learning Learning that occurs from repetition 
rather than from conscious processing. (6)

Independent variable The “treatment” or the entity that re-
searchers vary in a research project. (EN)

Inept set Options that are unacceptable when making a 
decision. (9)

Inert set Options toward which consumers are indifferent. (9)

Informational influence The extent to which sources infl u-
ence consumers simply by providing information. (15)

Inherited status Status that derives from parents at birth. (13)

Inhibition The recall of one attribute inhibiting the recall of 
another. (8)

Innovation An offering that is perceived as new by consum-
ers within a market segment and that has an effect on ex-
isting consumption patterns. (16)

Instrumental roles Roles that relate to tasks affecting the 
buying decision. (13)

Instrumental values The values needed to achieve the de-
sired end states such as ambition and cheerfulness. (14)

Integration of evidence Combining new information with 
stored knowledge. (11)

Intensity of ethnic identification How strongly people iden-
tify with their ethnic group. (12)

Interference That which causes us to confuse which features 
go with which brand or concept due to semantic net-
works being too closely aligned. (7)

Internal search The process of recalling stored information 
from memory. (8)

J
Judgments of goodness/badness Evaluating the desirability 

of something. (9)

Judgments of likelihood Evaluations of an object or 
 estimates of likelihood of an outcome or event. (9)

Functional innovation A new product, service, attribute, or 
idea that offers better or different utilitarian benefits 
than existing alternatives. (16)

Functional needs Needs that motivate the search for offer-
ings that solve consumption-related problems. (2)

G
Gatekeepers Sources that control the fl ow of information. (15)

Gender Biological state of being male or female. (12)

Generation X Individuals born between 1965 and 1976. (12)

Generation Y Mini population explosion from the children of 
baby boomers. (12)

Gestation stage The fi rst stage of gift giving, when we con-
sider what to give someone. (17)

Global values A person’s most enduring, strongly held, and 
abstract values that hold in many situations. (14)

Goal-derived category  Things that are viewed as belong-
ing in the same category because they serve the same 
goals. (4)

Goals Outcomes that we would like to achieve. (2)

Graded structure The fact that category members vary in 
how well they represent a category. (4)

Gray market Individuals over 65. (12)

Grooming rituals Rituals we engage in to bring out or main-
tain the best in special products. (17)

Grouping The tendency to group stimuli to form a unifi ed 
picture or impression. (3)

H
Habit Doing the same thing time after time. (10)

Habituation The process by which a stimulus loses its atten-
tion-getting abilities by virtue of its familiarity. (3)

Hedonic dimension When an ad creates positive or negative 
feelings. (5)

Hedonic needs Needs that relate to sensory pleasure. (2)

Hedonism The principle of pleasure seeking. (14)

Heuristics Simple rules of thumb that are used to make 
judgments. (6)

High-effort hierarchy of effects A purchase of an in-
novation based on considerable decision-making 
 effort. (16)

Homeless People at the low end of the status hierarchy. (13)

Homophily The overall similarity among members in the so-
cial system. (15)

Household decision roles Roles that different members play 
in a household decision. (13)

Household A single person living alone or a group of indi-
viduals who live together in a common dwelling, regard-
less of whether they are related. (13)

Husband-dominant decision Decision made primarily by 
the male-head-of-household. (13)
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Metacognitive experiences How the information is pro-
cessed beyond the content of the decision. (9)

Middle class Primarily white-collar workers. (13)

Miscomprehension Inaccurate understanding of a message. (4)

Modernity The extent to which consumers in the social sys-
tem have positive attitudes toward change. (16)

Motivated reasoning Processing information in a way that 
allows consumers to reach the conclusion that they want 
to reach. (2)

Motivation An inner state of arousal that provides energy 
needed to achieve a goal. (2)

Multiattribute expectancy-value model A type of brand-
based compensatory model. (9)

Multibrand loyalty Buying two or more brands repeatedly 
because of a strong preference for them. (10)

Multicultural marketing Strategies used to appeal to a vari-
ety of cultures at the same time. (12)

Mystery ad An ad in which the brand is not identifi ed until 
the end of the message. (6)

N
National character The personality of a country. (14)

Need for cognition (NFC) A trait that describes how much 
people like to think. (14)

Need for uniqueness (NFU) The desire for novelty through 
the purchase, use, and disposition of products and 
 services. (14)

Needs An internal state of tension caused by disequilibrium 
from an ideal/desired physical or psychological state. (2)

Negative word-of-mouth communication The act of con-
sumers saying negative things about a product or service 
to other consumers. (11)

Noncomparable decisions The process of making decisions 
about products or services from different categories. (9)

Noncompensatory model Simple decision model in which 
negative information leads to rejection of the option. (9)

Nonmarketing source Influence delivered from an entity 
outside a marketing organization, e.g., friends, family, 
the media. (15)

Normative choice tactics Low-elaboration decision making 
that is based on others’ opinions. (10)

Normative influences How other people infl uence our be-
havior through social pressure. (5)

Norms Collective decisions about what constitutes appropri-
ate behavior. (15)

Nuclear family Father, mother, and children. (13)

O
Objective comprehension  The extent to which the receiver 

accurately understands the message a sender intended 
to communicate. (4)

Offering A product, service, activity, or idea offered by a mar-
keting organization to consumers. (1)

One-sided message A marketing message that presents only 
positive information. (5)

K
Knowledge content Information we already have in 

 memory. (4)

Knowledge structure The way in which knowledge is 
 organized. (4)

L
Law of small numbers The expectation that information ob-

tained from a small number of people represents the 
larger population. (10)

Legitimacy The extent to which the innovation follows es-
tablished guidelines for what seems appropriate in the 
category. (16)

Lexicographic model A noncompensatory model that com-
pares brands by attributes, one at a time in order of 
 importance. (9)

Lifestyles People’s patterns of behavior. (14)

List of Values (LOV) A survey that measures nine principal 
values in consumer behavior. (14)

Locus of control How people interpret why things happen 
(internal versus external). (14)

Long-term memory (LTM) The part of memory where infor-
mation is placed for later use; permanently stored 
knowledge. (7)

Low-effort hierarchy of effects  A purchase of an innovation 
based on limited decision-making effort. (16)

Low-effort hierarchy of effects Sequence of thinking- 
behaving-feeling. (10)

M
Market maven A consumer on whom others rely for infor-

mation about the marketplace in general. (15)

Market test A study in which the effectiveness of one or more 
elements of the marketing mix is examined by evaluating 
sales of the product in an actual market, e.g., a specifi c 
city. (EN)

Marketing A social and managerial process through which 
individuals and groups obtain what they need and want 
by creating and exchanging products and value with 
others. (1)

Marketing source Influence delivered from a marketing 
agent, e.g., advertising, personal selling. (15)

Marketing stimuli Information about offerings communi-
cated either by the marketer via ads, salespeople, brand 
symbols, packages, signs, prices, and so on or by non-
marketing sources, e.g., the media or word of mouth. (3)

Match-up hypothesis The idea that the source must be ap-
propriate for the product/service. (5)

Materialism Placing importance on money and material 
goods. (14)

Means-end chain analysis A technique that helps us under-
stand how values link to attributes in products and 
 services. (14)

Mere exposure effect When familiarity leads to a consumer’s 
liking an object. (6)
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Post-decision regret A feeling that one should have pur-
chased another option. (11)

Preattentive processing The nonconscious processing of 
stimuli in peripheral vision. (3)

Prepurchase search A search for information that aids a 
specific acquisition decision. (8)

Presentation stage The second stage of gift giving, when we 
actually give the gift. (17)

Price-related tactics Simplifying decision heuristics that are 
based on price. (10)

Primacy and Recency effect The tendency to show greater 
memory for information that comes first or last in a 
 sequence. (7)

Primary data Data originating from a researcher and 
 collected to provide information relevant to a specific 
 research project. (EN)

Primary reference group Group with whom we have physi-
cal face-to-face interaction. (15)

Prime Activation of a node in memory, often without con-
scious awareness. (7)

Problem recognition The perceived difference between an 
actual and an ideal state. (8)

Product life cycle A concept that suggests that products go 
through an initial introductory period followed by peri-
ods of sales growth, maturity, and decline. (16)

Profane things Things that are ordinary and hence have no 
special power. (17)

Prominence The intensity of stimuli that causes them to 
stand out relative to the environment. (3)

Prototype The best example of a cognitive (mental) cate-
gory. (4)

Prototypicality When an object is representative of its cate-
gory. (10)

Psychographics A description of consumers based on their 
psychological and behavioral characteristics. (14)

Psychological risk The extent to which buying, using, or dis-
posing of an offering is perceived to have the potential to 
create negative emotions or harm one’s sense of self. (2)

R
Reactance Doing the opposite of what the individual or 

group wants us to do. (15)

Recall The ability to retrieve information from memory. (7)

Recirculation The process by which information is remem-
bered via simple repetition without active rehearsal. (7)

Recognition The process of determining whether a stimulus 
has or has not been encountered before. (7)

Reference group A group of people we compare ourselves 
with for information regarding behavior, attitudes, or 
 values. (1)

Reflexive evaluation Feedback from others that tells us 
whether we are fulfi lling the role correctly. (17)

Reformulation stage The fi nal stage of gift giving, when we 
reevaluate the relationship based on the gift-giving 
 experience. (17)

Ongoing search A search that occurs regularly, regardless of 
whether the consumer is making a choice. (8)

Online processing When consumer are actively evaluating a 
brand as they view an ad for it. (8)

Operant conditioning The view that behavior is a function of 
reinforcements and punishments received in the past. (10)

Opinion leader An individual who acts as an information 
broker between the mass media and the opinions and 
behaviors of an individual or group. (15)

Optimal stimulation level (OSL) The level of arousal that is 
most comfortable for an individual. (10)

Optimum stimulation level (OSL) People’s preferred level of 
stimulation, which is usually moderate. (14)

Overprivileged Families with an income higher than the 
 average in their social class. (13)

P
Parody display Status symbols that start in the lower social 

classes and move upward. (13)

Perceived risk The extent to which the consumer is uncer-
tain about the consequences of an action, e.g., buying, 
using, or disposing of an offering. (2)

Perception The process by which incoming stimuli activate our 
sensory receptors: eyes, ears, taste buds, skin, and so on. (3)

Perceptual fluency The ease with which information is 
 processed. (4)

Perceptual organization The process by which stimuli are 
organized into meaningful units. (3)

Performance risk Uncertainty about whether the offering 
will perform as expected. (2)

Performance The measurement of whether the product/ 
service actually fulfi lls consumers’ needs. (11)

Performance-related tactics Tactics based on benefits, 
 features, or evaluations of the brand. (10)

Peripheral cues Easily processed aspects of a message, such 
as music, an attractive source or picture, or humor. (6)

Peripheral route to persuasion Aspects other than key mes-
sage arguments that are used to infl uence attitudes. (6)

Peripheral-route processing The attitude formation and 
change process when effort is low. (5)

Personal relevance Something that has a direct bearing on 
the self and has potentially signifi cant consequences or 
implications for our lives. (2)

Personality An internal characteristic that determines how 
individuals behave in various situations. (14)

Physical detachment Physically disposing of an item. (11)

Physical or safety risk The extent to which buying, using, or 
disposing of an offering is perceived to have the potential 
to create physical harm or harm one’s safety. (2)

Possession rituals Rituals we engage in when we fi rst acquire 
a product that help to make it “ours.” (17)

Post-decision dissonance A feeling of anxiety over whether 
the correct decision was made. (11)

Post-decision feelings Positive or negative emotions experi-
enced while using the products or services. (11)
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Shaping Leading consumers through a series of steps to cre-
ate a desired response. (10)

Short-term memory (STM) The portion of memory where 
incoming information is encoded or interpreted in light 
of existing knowledge. (7)

Simple inferences Beliefs based on peripheral cues. (6)

Situational involvement Temporary interest in an offering, 
activity, or decision, often caused by situational 
 circumstances. (2)

Sleeper effect Consumers forget the source of a message 
more quickly than they forget the message. (5)

Social class fragmentation The disappearance of class 
 distinctions. (13)

Social class hierarchy The grouping of members of society 
according to status high to low. (13)

Social comparison theory A theory that proposes that indi-
viduals have a drive to compare themselves with other 
people. (18)

Social influences Information by and implicit or explicit 
pressures from individuals, groups, and the mass media 
that affect how a person behaves. (15)

Social relevance The extent to which an innovation can be 
observed or the extent to which having others observe it 
has social cachet. (16)

Social risk The extent to which buying, using, or disposing of 
an offering is perceived to have the potential to do harm 
to one’s social standing. (2)

Source derogations (SDs) Thoughts that discount or attack 
the source of the message. (5)

Spreading of activation The process by which retrieving one 
concept or association spreads to the retrieval of a re-
lated concept or association. (7)

S-shaped diffusion curve A diffusion curve characterized by 
slow initial growth followed by a rapid increase in 
 diffusion. (16)

Status crystallization When consumers are consistent across 
indicators of social class income, education, occupation, 
etc. (13)

Status float Trends that start in the lower and middle classes 
and move upward. (13)

Status panic The inability of children to reach their parents’ 
level of social status. (13)

Status symbols Products or services that tell others about 
someone’s social class standing. (13)

Storytelling A research method by which consumers are 
asked to tell stories about product acquisition, usage, or 
disposition experiences. These stories help marketers 
gain insights into consumer needs and identify the prod-
uct attributes that meet these needs. (EN)

Strong argument A presentation that features the best or 
central merits of an offering in a convincing manner. (5)

Subjective comprehension  Refl ects what we understand, 
regardless of whether this understanding is accurate. (4)

Subjective norms (SN) How others feel about our doing 
something. (5)

Subliminal perception The activation of sensory receptors 
by stimuli presented below the perceptual threshold. (3)

Rehearsal The process of actively reviewing material in an 
attempt to remember it. (7)

Relative advantage Benefits in an innovation superior to 
those found in existing products. (16)

Representativeness heuristic Making a judgment by simply 
comparing a stimulus with the category prototype or 
 exemplar. (10)

Research foundation A nonprofi t organization that spon-
sors research on topics relevant to the foundation’s 
goals. (EN)

Resistance A desire not to buy the innovation, even in the 
face of pressure to do so. (16)

Response involvement Interest in certain decisions and 
 behaviors. (2)

Retrieval cue A stimulus that facilitates a node’s activation in 
memory. (7)

Retrieval The process of remembering or accessing what we 
have stored in memory. (7)

Rokeach Value Survey (RVS) A survey that measures instru-
mental and terminal values. (14)

Role acquisition function The use of products as symbols to 
help us feel more comfortable in a new role. (17)

S
Sacred entities People, things, and places that are set apart, 

revered, worshiped, and treated with great respect. (17)

Salient attributes Attributes that are “top of mind” or more 
important. (8)

Satisfaction The feeling that results when consumers 
make a positive evaluation or feel happy with their 
 decision. (11)

Satisfice Finding a brand that satisfi es a need even though 
the brand may not be the best brand. (10)

Schema The set of associations linked to a concept. (4)

Script A special type of schema that represents knowledge of a 
sequence of actions involved in performing an  activity. (4)

Searching by attribute Comparing brands on attributes, one 
at a time. (8)

Searching by brand Collecting information on one brand 
 before moving to another. (8)

Secondary data Data collected for some other purpose that 
is subsequently used in a research project. (EN)

Secondary reference group Group with whom we do not 
have direct contact. (15)

Self-concept Our mental view of who we are. (2)

Self-referencing Relating a message to one’s own experience 
or self-image. (6)

Semantic memory General knowledge about an entity, 
 detached from specifi c episodes. (7)

Semantic or associative network A set of associations in 
memory that are linked to a concept. (7)

Sensation seekers Those who actively look for variety. (10)

Sensory memory Sensory experiences stored temporarily in 
memory. (7)

Sexual orientation A person’s preference toward certain 
 behaviors. (12)
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Trickle-down effect Trends that start in the upper classes 
and then are copied by lower classes. (13)

Truth effect When consumers believe a statement simply 
 because it has been repeated a number of times. (6)

Two-sided message A marketing message that presents both 
positive and negative information. (5)

U
Underdogs Lower-Share brands. (11)

Underprivileged Families below the average income in their 
class. (13)

Unity When all the visual parts of a design fi t together. (10)

Upper class The aristocracy, new social elite, and upper mid-
dle class. (13)

Upward mobility Raising one’s status level. (13)

Usage The process by which a consumer uses an offering. (1)

Use innovativeness Finding use for a product that differs 
from the product’s original intended usage. (16)

Utilitarian (functional) dimension When an ad provides 
 information. (5)

V
Valence Whether information about something is good 

 (positive valence) or bad (negative valence). (15)

Value segmentation The grouping of consumers by common 
values. (14)

Value system Our total set of values and their relative 
 importance. (14)

Values and Life Style Survey (VALS) A psychographic tool 
that measures demographic, value, attitude, and lifestyle 
variables. (14)

Values Beliefs about what is right, important, or good. (2)

Values Enduring beliefs regarding what is right or wrong. (14)

Variety seeking Trying something different. (10)

Vicarious exploration Seeking information simply for 
 stimulation. (10)

Viral marketing Rapid spread of brand/product information 
among a population of people. (15)

W
Wearout Becoming bored with a stimulus. (6)

Weber’s law The stronger the initial stimulus, the greater the 
additional intensity needed for the second stimulus to be 
perceived as different. (3)

Wife-dominant decision Decision made primarily by the 
 female head-of-household. (13)

Word of mouth Infl uence delivered verbally from one person 
to another person or group of people. (15)

Working class Primarily blue-collar workers. (13)

Z
Zapping Use of a remote control to switch channels during 

commercial breaks. (3)

Zipping Fast-forwarding through the commercials recorded 
on a VCR or DVR. (3)

Zone of acceptance The acceptable range of prices for any 
purchase decision. (10)

Subordinate level A level of categorization below the basic 
level that contains objects in very finely differentiated 
categories. (4)

Superordinate level The broadest level of category organiza-
tion containing different objects that share few associa-
tions but are still members of the category. (4)

Support arguments (SAs) Thoughts that agree with the 
message. (5)

Survey A written instrument that asks consumers to respond 
to a predetermined set of research questions. (EN)

Symbolic innovation A product, service, attribute, or idea 
that has new social meaning. (16)

Symbolic needs Needs that relate to how we perceive our-
selves, how we are perceived by others, how we relate to 
others, and the esteem in which we are held by others. (2)

Symbols External signs that we use to express our identity. (1)

Syncratic decision Decision made jointly by the husband 
and wife. (13)

T
Taxonomic category A group of objects that are classifi ed in 

an orderly and often hierarchically based scheme based 
on their similarity to one another. (4)

Terminal values Highly desired end states such as social rec-
ognition and pleasure. (14)

Terror management theory (TMT) A theory which deals 
with how we cope with the threat of death by defending 
our world view of values and beliefs. (5)

Terror management theory Theory that explains how indi-
viduals try to deal with anxiety over the inevitability of 
death. (14)

Theory of planned behavior An extension of the TORA 
model that predicts behaviors over which consumers 
perceive they have control. (5)

Theory of reasoned action (TORA) A model that provides an 
explanation of how, when, and why attitudes predict 
 behavior. (5)

Thin-slice judgments Evaluations made after very brief 
 observations.(6)

Tie-strength The extent to which a close, intimate relation-
ship connects people. (15)

Time risk Uncertainties over the length of time consum-
ers must invest in buying, using, or disposing of the 
offering. (2)

Top dog A market leader or brand that has a large market 
share. (11)

Trace strength The extent to which an association or link is 
strongly or weakly linked to a concept in memory. (7)

Trade group A professional organization made up of market-
ers in the same industry. (EN)

Traditional hierarchy of effects Sequential steps used in 
 decision making involving thinking, then feeling, then 
 behavior. (10)

Transformational advertising Ads that try to increase emo-
tional involvement with the product or service. (6)

Trialability The extent to which an innovation can be tried 
on a limited basis before it is adopted. (16)
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CFLs, 438–439
Charles Schwab, 320
Charlie the Tuna, 96
Chevy, 179
Chicken of the Sea, 170
Chico’s, 306–307
Children’s Advertising Review Unit 

(CARU), 484
Children’s Food Campaign, 469
Chilean Merlot wine, 278
China’s Communist Youth League, 395
Chipotle Mexican Grill, 121–122, 206
Christian Dior, 34
Christmas Tree soda, 246
Chrysler, 97
Chuck E. Cheese, 469
Churchill, Winston, 459
Cialis, 127
Circuit City, 8
Cisco, 67
Citizens for the Right to Know, 63
Claritas, 312
Clorox, 101, 431
Coach, 336, 355
Coast, 188
Coca-Cola, 33, 96, 140, 167, 173, 

187, 200–201, 224, 258, 265, 303, 
428, 469

Coleman, 33
Colgate, 92, 263
Color Association of the United States, 81
Color Marketing Group, 81

Company/Product Index
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Comme des Garcons, 116
Computer Café, 68
ConAgra Foods, 21
Condé Nast Traveler, 70
Consumer Electronics Show, 410
Consumer Products Safety 

Commission, 37
Consumer Reports, 17, 38, 194, 216, 

388–389, 391
Consumer’s Digest, 133
Consumers Union, 38
Consumers Union’s independent product-

testing lab, 38
Coors Light, 148–149
Coors, 319, 383
Corvette, 117–118
Costco, 54, 107, 161, 262, 271–272, 

355, 410
Council of Better Business Bureaus, 484
Craigslist, 290
Crazy Cola, 265
Crest, 92, 101, 188
Crestor, 61
Croque McDo, 384
Crushed Melon soda, 246
Culinary Institute of America, 113
CVS, 362, 480
Cyrus, Miley, 443

D
Damskaya Vodka, 310
Dawn Dishwashing, 79, 354
DC Shoes, 121, 126, 291
De Beers Diamond Jewellers, 91
De La Rosa candy, 170
Del Monte 

Beverages, 22
Foods, 33

Dell, 27, 73, 291
Department of Transportation, 37
Diamond Trading Company, 450
Diet Coke, 100–101, 103–104
Dinner for Two, 380
Direct Marketing Association, 488
Dirt Devil vacuum cleaners, 81
Disney Company, 96, 101, 396

Club Penguin, 353
Disneyland Resort, 300
Disneyland’s Haunted Mansion, 467
DisneyWorld, 95, 190

Disney, Walt, 467
Dixie Chopper riding lawn mowers, 402
Dock & Go, 18
Dole, 78
Dollar Tree, 342
Domino’s Pizza, 218
Doritos, 316
Dove

Campaign for Real Beauty, 486
Firming body lotion, 486

Dunkin’ Donuts, 269
Durex condoms, 165

E
Easy Charger, 18
Eat Natural, 256–257
eBay, 5, 8–9, 108, 467
Ebony, 318
Eggo Froot Loops, 265
Elantra, 119
Electrasol Tabs, 257
Elektra chain, 341
Element Skateboards, 121
Elf Yourself, 22
Eli Lilly, 492
Elvis’s Graceland, 459
Energizer, 18
Enteron, 113
Entertainment Software Rating Board, 17
Entertainment Tonight, 108
Environmental Protection Agency’s 

Energy Star, 490
Ernst & Young, 155
ESPN Deportes, 316
Every Day with Rachel Ray, 269
Experian, 312

F
Faber-Castell, 367
Fair Labor Association, 491
Febreze Air Freshener, 354
Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC), 483–484
Federal Do Not Call Registry, 73
Federal Trade Commission (FTC), 37, 111, 

483–484, 492
Ferrari, 58
Fifth Third Bank, 379
Fiji bottled water, 103
Flickr, 433
Flooz system, 423
FluMist, 430
Food and Drug Administration, 37
Forbes, 342
ForceFlex garbage bags, 154, 202
Ford, 31, 143, 219

Explorer, 45
Mercury, 143

Forevermark, 91
Freecycle.org, 9
FreshDirect, 360
Frito-Lay, 98, 312, 316
Frucall, 218
FTC’s do-not-call list, 488

G
Game of Life, 70
Gandhi, 459
Gannett Newspaper Chain, 312
Gap store, 214
Gap.com, 214
Gatorade, 159, 187
Gatorade Tiger, 434
Geico, 95, 146–147, 179

Corporate Community Citizens, 147
Gecko, 96, 132

General Electric, 96
General Mills, 218, 469
General Motors,60, 77, 164, 219, 318
Genesis sedan, 119
Genius Bar Experts, 286
Georgia-Pacifi c’s paper towels, 163
GfK Custom Research North America, 35
Gillette, 128, 255
Girl Scouts, 397
Glad, 154, 176, 202
Glade, 181
Global Moms Advisory Panel, 354
Global Mosaic system, 312
GM’s Saturn, 130
Golden Arches, 95
Good Housekeeping, 108
Good Housekeeping Seal, 133
Goodby, Silverstein & Partners, 119
Goodwill Industries, 5
Google, 2–3, 207
“Got Milk ?” campaign, 15, 155
Grand Hyatt hotels, 368
Grand National Rally, 245
Grand Prix courses, 58
Green Seal, 490
Grocer, 115
Gucci, 197, 355, 479
Gund teddy bears, 361

H
H&M, 2–3, 69, 178
H. J. Heinz, 90
Häagen-Dazs Bailey, 20, 97, 113, 363
Habitat for Humanity, 147
Half Pint Skateboards, 121–122
Hallmark cards, 52, 101, 300, 485
Hallmark.com, 189–190
Hamilton Beach, 25, 81
Happy Meals, 363
Hardee’s restaurant, 135, 218
Harley-Davidson, 19, 50, 101, 

446, 310
Harley Owners Group, 19, 394
Harman Becker, 119
Hasbro, 354
Head and Shoulders shampoo, 59
Health, 362
Healthy Choice, 153, 363
Heineken beer, 107–108
Heinz, 62, 101
Heinz Global Innovation and Quality 

Center, 90
Hershey, 469
Hewlett Packard, 27
Hofstede, Geert, 365
Holiday Chevrolet, 279
Hollywood Video, 218
Home Depot, 132, 232, 379
Honda, 80, 219, 325

Accord, 109
Civic, 102

Hong Kong Disneyland, 396
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Hot Pepper, 377
How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb, 164
HSBC, 320
Huggies disposable diapers, 32, 161
Hum, 77
Humana Healthcare, 134
Hummer, 402
Hyundai, 102, 119–120, 325

I
In-N-Out, 184
IBM, 95, 96

PC division, 27–28
Innovation Lab, 67
Intel, 96, 113
Interbake Foods, 410
Investment Cooking, 378
iPhone, 5, 192, 237, 437
iPod commercial, 164
iPod Nan, 202
iPod Nano, 192
iPod Touch, 192
iPod, 48, 101, 130, 192, 224
IRI, 33
Iron City Beer, 114
Itasca, 244
iTunes, 192

J
J.C. Penney, 168–169, 319
J.D. Power & Associates, 147
J’Adore Perfume, 34
Jack Daniel’s Grill, 265
James, LeBron, 378
Jeep 

luggage, 98
vehicles, 97
wheelbarrows, 97

Jell-O, 101
Jergen’s lotion, 489
Jet Airways, 325
JetBlue Airways, 296–297
Jeter, Derek, 237
John Lewis Direct, 262
Johnson & Johnson, 101, 318, 354
Jones Soda bottles, 246–247
JonesSoda.com, 380
Joy, 79
Juicy Fruit Gum, 31
Jung, Carl, 372

K
Kao, 114
Karastan, 453
Kawaii, 453
Kellogg, 58, 101, 188, 265, 469

Nutri-Grain snack bars, 83
Kennedy, John F., 459–460
KFC fried chicken breasts, 112, 178, 266, 

321–322, 354
Kid Nation, 394
Kidzania theme park, 353

Kimberly-Clark, 32–33, 218
Kindle wireless reading device, 130, 430
King Jr., Martin Luther, 459
King’s House, 323
Kingfi sher Airlines, 325
KitchenAid, 96
Kleenex, 101
Kobe Beef, 363
Kraft, 37–38, 73, 157, 469
Krispy Kreme, 83

L
La Comunidad ad agency, 36
La Curacao department stores, 317
Lactogen, 432
Led Zeppelin, 77
Lenor fabric softener, 489
Lenovo, 27, 35
LeSportsac, 2–3
Lexus, 119, 197
Life Executive Woman, 342
LifeMatrix, 382–383
Lincoln Navigator SUV, 318
Lipton, 100
Listerine Whitening Quick Dissolving 

Strips, 265
Living.com, 208
Lord & Taylor, 198
Los Angeles Zoo, 409
Louis Vuitton, 197, 355
Lovebites, 167
Lowe’s, 232, 310
Luxottica, 338
LVMH, 91

M
MacBook, 108
Macintosh computer, 192
Macy’s, 188, 339
Mapei, 121
Marbury, Stephon, 230
Marketing Science Institute, 37
MarketMap, 63
Marriott International’s website, 407
Mars, 469
Martin Agency, 169
Matsuzaka, Daisuke, 321
Mattel, 300
Mazda 

ads, 69
RX7, 117–118

McDonald, 8
McDonald’s, 81, 86, 95–96, 101, 139, 

200–201, 247, 263, 269, 278, 303, 312, 
314, 321, 354, 384, 414–415, 469

Happy Meals 141
Happy Meals toys, 467
Ronald McDonald, 95, 394

Mediamark Research Incorporated, 29
Mentadent toothpaste, 392
Meow Mix, 421

Mix Café, 422

Mercedes Maybach, 224
Mercedes-Benz, 96, 119, 139, 197, 219, 336
Mervyns, 170
Metropolitan Life insurance policies, 481
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 450
Microsoft, 67, 96, 174, 204, 368
Miele vacuum cleaners, 211
Miller Brewing, 316
Miller Lite, 446
MindBase, 382
MiniTix electronic wallet, 337
Minute Rice, 188, 368
Modern Luxury, 342
Mohegan Sun, 320
Molly Robbins, 170
Money, 368
Monroe, Marilyn, 460
Moosejaw Mountaineering, 73–74
Morrison, Jim, 460
Morton seasoning products, 188–189
Mosaic, 312
Mothers Against Drunk Driving, 396
Mountain Dew, 305
Mr. Clean 

AutoDry car cleaning sprayer, 433
MagicReach cleaning tool, 367

Mr. Magic Car Wash, 290
MyCoke.com, 380
MyGreatRides, 409
MySpace, 52

N
Nabisco, 362
Nalgene, 98
NASCAR circuit, 245
National Association of Boards 

of  Pharmacy, 480
National Basketball Association, 321
National Rifl e Association, 128
NearbyNow, 218
Nestlé, 199, 415, 440, 469

Kit Kat candy bars, 106
Netfl ix, 208
Neutrogena’s Acne Stress Control tent, 270
New Balance, 154
New York Times, 430
Newhall Laboratories, 316
Newman’s Own Organics, 19, 98
Newmark, Craig, 290
Nielsen, 36–37
Nike, 132, 159, 237, 310, 378, 406, 410, 

443, 491
athletic shoes, 163
golf clubs, 69
NikeWomen.com, 310

Nikon, 134
Nintendo Wii, 429
NiQuitin CQ Lozenges, 392
Nissan, 219, 453
Nivea, 310
Nokia cell phones, 69, 96, 101, 394

“Remade” cell phone, 489
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Nordstrom, 95, 116
Northern Illinois University, 130
Nova Chemicals, 130
NPD Group, 31
Number 5 Restaurant, 290
NutraSweet, 433
NXT shaving gel, 268

O
Obsession Perfume, 368
Offi ce Depot, 40, 214, 314
Offi ce of National Drug Control Policy, 398
Offi ceMax, 22–23, 40–41
Olay facial creams, 307 
Old El Paso, 188
Old Spice, 165
Olympic sponsorship, 70
Omega, 25
Oreo, 73, 185

Candy Bites, 97
Oscar Mayer, 101
Out and The Advocate, 349
Owens-Corning, 115

P
P&G’s Cascade Power Tabs, 257
P. F. Chang’s China Bistro, 32
Pacifi c Airways, 225
Pacifi c Cycle, 452
Pacifi c Place shopping center, 321
Pacifi c Sunwear, 143
Pac-Man video game, 174
Palmolive, 79
Pampers disposable diapers, 314, 341
Panasonic, 72, 188, 226, 409
Panera Bread, 246, 414

sandwich, 336
Passion, 188
Patagonia, 30
Patek Philippe, 26
Payless ShoeSource, 95
PBS, 187
Pepsi, 84, 100, 111, 131, 159, 184, 224, 303, 

428, 469
Perrier, 199
Petco, 312 
PetSmart, 440
Philip Morris, 482
Philips, 107
Piaget, 26
Pike Place Roast coffee, 269
Pillsbury Doughboy, 112, 132
Pino minicar, 453
Pittsburgh Brewing, 114
Pizza Hut, 269, 282, 322
Playgroup, 354
Playskool Preschool, 354
PlayStation 3 game, 430–431
Pokemon cards, 428
Poland Spring, 199
Porsche, 118, 145
Post-It notes, 29

PowerBar, 383
PowerBook, 188
Premier Bank of Tallahassee, Florida, 29
Presley, Elvis, 460–461
Pret A Manger, 198
Price Chopper, 54
PriceGrabber.com, 194
Princess Diana, 459
Prius, 44–45, 201, 402, 429
PRIZM NE, 312
Procter & Gamble, 28, 33, 160, 165, 218, 

257, 307, 314, 316, 341, 354, 410, 433, 
440, 449

Febreze, 84
Progressive, 146
Propecia, 58
Proscar, 415
Provident Bank, 78
Prozac.com website, 492
Prudential, 203
Public service announcements 

(PSAs), 484
Puccino’s Café, 77

Q
Quacker Factory, 58
Quinceañera Barbie, 300
Quince Girl, 300
QVC, 276

R
Raid, 181
Rainbow Six game, 69
Ranch dressing, 78
Rand McNally, 428
Reader’s Digest, 269
Real Simple, 365
Reckitt Benckiser, 195
Recording Industry Association 

of  America, 37
Red, 50
Red Bull, 428
Red Lobster, 484
Red Sox Nation, 394
Reebok sneakers, 140, 188
Reese’s, 185
REI, 85
Rembrandt, 92
Restaurant of the Future, 38
Retrovo.com, 194
Rite Aid, 355
Ritz-Carlton Hotel, 67, 237
Ritz crackers, 264
RoadID, 61
Rock Bottom Restaurant and Brewery, 397
Rolex watch, 360
Rollingstone.com, 306
Ronald McDonald, 95, 394
Royal Caribbean Cruises, 300, 485
Ruby Tuesday’s, 188
RugSale.com, an, 209
Rumble, Kristen, 452

Runner’s World, 362, 443
Russell Stover, 153
RX7, 117–118

S
S. C. Johnson & Son, 431

bathroom cleaner, 189
Glade, 181
Raid, 181 
Windex, 181

Sailor Boy Pilot Bread, 410
Saks Fifth Avenue, 198
Salem Communications’ Christian music 

radio stations, 322
Sam’s Club, 90
Samsung, 5
Schwinn Sting-Ray Bicycle, 452
Scion, 19
Sears, 163
Segway, 422
Sesame Street’s Cookie, 484
Seventh Generation, 489
Sex and the City, 167
Shakira, 4
Sherwin-Williams, 175
ShetkaStone, 4
Shimano America, 99
Shiseido, 163
Shoppes at Palazzo, 52
Shopping.com, 194
Sic Bo, 320
Sierra Mist, 101
Silk soymilk, 104
Singapore Airlines, 77, 325
SK-II Air Touch electric makeup 

 applicator, 228
Skippy, 101
SkiSpace.com, 77
Slipstream/Chipotle Professional 

Cycling, 121
SMART car, 228
SmartMoney.com, 63
Smoke Enders, 470
Snack Wrap, 414–415
Snausages Breakfast Bites dog treats, 33
Sneak King video game, 69
Snoopy, 481
Snuggle fabric softener, 189
SoftSheen-Carson, 318
Sony, 101, 200, 203, 410, 430

Reader, 130
Style stores, 252
video games, 179

Soup at Hand, 429
Southern Living, 380
Southwest Airlines, 139
Sox baseball team, 394
Spears, Britney, 467
Special K, 187
Speed Scratch Cooking, 378
Splenda No Calorie Sweetener, 363 
Sports Illustrated, Esquire, 310
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Sprint, 411–412
Sprite, 258, 364
SSL International, 165
Staples, 40
Star Trek, 460
Star Wars, 159
Starbucks, 23, 95, 126, 222, 255, 

268–269, 290
Frappuccino, 126
Pike Place Roast coffee, 269

Starbury sneakers, 142, 230
Starch, 35–36
Starfi re AD7, 117–118
Starkist, 101
State Farm, 146, 306
Steve & Barry’s retail, 152
Stevens Point Brewery, 267
Stew Leonard’s, 269
Sticky Toffee Pudding, 20
St. Joseph Aspirin, 99
St. Louis Cardinals, 467
St. Moritz ski vacation, 180–182
Stop & Shop, 417
St. Paul Saints, 286
Subway, 59, 73, 79, 137, 260
Sunsilk, 167
Super Bowl, 36, 48, 74
Super Bowl commercial, 69, 119, 148, 

167, 185
Supercuts, 218
Superman, 200
Surgeon General, 482
Suzuki, 219
Suzuki, Ichiro, 459
Swatch Group, 25
Swiss Army knife, 126

T
Taco Bell, 263
Target, 33, 37, 161, 201, 317

Market, 491, 342
Tastefully Simple, 390
Taster’s Choice, 197
Tata Motors, 325
Tata Nano, 232, 325
Teen Magazine, 390
Tesco supermarket chain, 84, 114–115, 367

Temptations snacks, 115
TGI Friday’s, 185, 218, 265
The Economist, 70
TheKnot.com, 450
The Lost Ring, 303
The Robb Report, 342
The Sims 2 H&M Fashion Stuff video 

game, 69
Thickburgers, 135

Thin Mints, 409
ThinkPad laptops, 28
Tide laundry detergent, 32, 101, 263
Tiffany, 25, 91
Tiger Woods video games, 69
Timberland, 108
TiVo, 74
TJ Maxx, 492
T-Mobile, 411–412
Toilet Duck, 188
Tokyo Disney resorts, 487
Tony Hawk video games, 69
Topo Gigio, 170
Total toothpaste, 263
Toyota, 19, 44–45, 80, 96, 201, 219, 305, 

316, 320, 446
Prius, 364, 429

Trader Joe’s grocery chain, 349
Tree Fruit Commission, 79
Trident, 92
Tropicana orange juice, 187
Tundra pickup truck, 446
Turkish Airlines, 12
Tylenol, 101

U
U2, 164
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 28–29
U.S. Department of Agriculture, 113
U-Haul, 178
Umpqua Bank, 67–68
UNICEF, 3, 89, 163
Unicom cell-phone fi rm, 140
Unilever, 31, 165, 167, 469

Dove, 200
Promise brand margarine spread, 484

University of Michigan’s, 147
Univision, 316
Urban Outfi tters, 304

V
Vail, 95
VALS, 382–383
Velcro, 101
Venus Embrace razor, 255
Verizon Wireless, 397, 411
Viacom’s Simon Spotlight 

Entertainment, 304
Viagra, 479–480
Vicks Cough Syrup, 141, 314
Victoria’s Secret, 164
Virgin Mobile, 19–20
Visa credit cards, 140

Signature card, 70
USA, 70

Vitamin Water, 269

Viva paper towels, 269
Vogue, 72
Voice, 25
Volkswagen, 128
Volvo, 29–30, 141

W
Wageningen University, 38
Walker, Larry, 467
Walkers’ Sensations snacks, 115
Wal-Mart, 8, 33–34, 106–107, 132, 168–169, 

262–263, 322–323, 355, 362, 390
TV Network, 72

Walnut Crest, 278
Washington, George, 459
WD-40, 20
WeddingChannel.com, 450
Weight Watchers, 59, 404
Welch’s, 101
Wendy’s, 80, 188, 257, 269
Western Union, 200, 228
Wet Pouches cat food, 421
Whirlpool, 95–96
White Wave, 104
Whole Foods Market, 361
Wichita’s Blue Dog Bakery, 362
Wicks, 314
Williams-Sonoma, 240
Windex, 181
Winnebago Industries, 244–245
Winnebago-Itasca Travelers Club, 245
Wisk, 263
Woods, Tiger, 159, 389, 434
World Cup soccer, 316, 320
World Fruits, 22
World Gold Council, 19–20
World Health Organization, 433, 484
World Wrestling Entertainment, 479
Wrigley, 31

X
X-14 household cleaning products, 20

Y
Yahoo!, 113
Yankelovich MindBase, 382–383
Yankelovich Monitor study, 36
Yao Ming, 32
YouTube, 74, 90, 148, 304
Yum Brands, 322

Z
Ziba, 27, 35
Ziploc Tabletops “semi-disposable” 

plates, 431
ZXAuto, 233



A
Ability

attitudes and, 10–11
defi ned, 62
explanation of, 62
marketing implications, 64
resources and, 62–64

Absolute thresholds, 85–86
Abstract goals, 56
Abstractness, of associations, 95
Academic research centers, 17
Acceptance, zone of, 260–261
Accommodation theory, 317
Acculturation

explanation of, 315, 356–357
Hispanic Americans and, 316–317

Achievement symbols, 455
Acquisition

decisions regarding, 5–10
deviant, 7
explanation of, 3–4
gender and, 309–310
See also Deviant consumer behavior

Activities, interests, and opinions (AIOs), 
378–379

Actual identity schemas, 452–453
Actual state

explanation of, 195
perception of, 197

Adaptability
of innovations, 435
of products, 435

Addiction, 470
Addictive behavior

causes of, 470
explanation of, 470–472
marketing activities dealing with, 

475–476
Additive difference model, 232
Adjustment, 222
Adolescents. See Teens
Adopter groups

application of categories of, 423–424
characteristics of, 422–423
timing and, 422–423

Adoption of innovations
benefi ts offered and, 418
characterized by breadth, 419
consequences of, 437
explanation of, 415–417
degree of novelty of, 417
infl uences on, 429–432, 434–435
legitimacy and, 435
marketing implications for, 421– 422, 

424–425, 430–435
resistance to, 122–123, 419–422, 490–491

timing in, 422–424
See also Innovations

Advertisements
alcoholic beverage, 6, 473, 480
attitude toward, 142–143
attractiveness and, 77, 139–140, 162, 395
emotional messages in, 137–139, 

166–167
humor in, 77, 164–165
for low-effort consumers, 148–168
mood created by, 160–161
music in, 77, 164
mystery of wait and bait, 154–155
personal relevance of, 49, 77
pictures in, 163–164
placement of, 19, 71–72, 102, 104
scratch-and-snif, 83, 155
sex in, 165–166
stereotypes in, 113, 309–310, 399
tobacco, 480–482
transformational, 167
visuals for, 21, 63, 76
See also Commercials

Advertising
to African Americans, 317–319
to Asian Americans, 319–321
to children, 352–353
to baby boomers, 306–307
consumer involvement with, 21–22
deceptive and misleading, 37, 40, 111, 

113, 118–119, 277
determining times for, 3, 7–8
effectiveness of, 21, 185–186
exposure to, 70–74
to Generation X, 304–306
to Generation Y, 303
to Hispanic Americans, 36, 318–319
inferences based on, 109, 117
informative, 143
marketing stimuli and, 70, 85–89, 

157–159
materialism and, 358–360, 486–487
objectives of, 21
salespeople and, 22
sales promotions, 21–22, 256, 260, 430
self-concept and, 50, 453
self-image and, 485
self-referencing, 154
self-regulation of, 488
to seniors, 307–308
to teens, 301–303
value profi le and, 368

Advertising agencies, 36
Advertising medium, 48, 156, 186–187
Advice-seeking, 408
Advocacy groups, 17

Aesthetic innovations, 418
Affect

aesthetic responses and, 266
explanation of, 264
marketing implications of, 57–38

Affective decision making, 229, 234–235, 
264

Affective function, 122
Affective involvement, 48, 137–139
Affective responses

categories of, 161
explanation of, 122, 138, 229

Affect referral, 264–265
Affect-related tactics, 252
African Americans

advertisements with, 162, 319
distribution and, 319
ethnic identifi cation and, 314, 316, 318
marketing implications for, 318–319
media targeting of, 318
overview of, 318
product development and, 318
promotions targeting, 318
values of, 366

Age
consumer ability, 63–64
consumer behavior and, 22, 301–308
consumer spending and, 6
special possessions and, 457–458
trends and, 301
values and, 366

Age categories
baby boomers, 306–307
Generation X, 304–305
Generation Y, 301–304
seniors, 307–308
teens, 301–304

Agentic goals, 308
Aggressive individuals, 287, 313, 372–373
AIDS, 61, 78, 223–224, 309
Alcoholic beverages

advertisements for, 481
media messages about, 482
underage consumption of, 480
targeting youth, 481
warning labels on, 482

Allocentric consumers, 361
Alternative-based strategy, 238
Ambiguous information

affecting learning from experience, 277
marketing implications of, 278

Ambivalence, 123
Analytical processes, attitudes 

and, 126–131
Anchoring, 222
Androgynous, 309

Subject Index
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Appeals
emotional, 138–142, 165–166
fear, 138, 141–142
terror management theory (TMT) 142, 

359–360
Appraisal theory, 56–57, 235
Approach-approach confl ict, 53
Approach-avoidance confl ict, 53
Arab countries, 39, 229, 331–333, 335
Arguments, 127, 153, 339
Asian Americans

advertisements with, 320–321
colors and, 115
distribution, 321
educational emphasis of, 361
household decision roles by, 351
marketing implications for, 320–321
nonverbal communication and, 117
overview of, 319
promotions, 321
sexual messages and, 166
values of, 131

Aspirational reference groups
explanation of, 393
marketing implications for, 394

Associations
correlated, 102–103, 107
culture and, 106
versus brand extensions, 98
explanation of, 94–95
types of, 94–95

Associative networks, 179–180
Associative reference groups

explanation of, 393
marketing implications for, 394

Atmospherics, 116
Attention

characteristics of, 74–75
consumer segments defi ned by, 79
to decisions, 76
explanation of, 74, 89
focal and nonfocal, 75–80
habituation, 80
marketing implications for, 76–84
perceiving through hearing, 81–82
perceiving through smell, 83–84
perceiving through taste, 82–83
perceiving through touch, 84–85
perceiving through vision, 80–81

Attention to social comparison informa-
tion (ATSCI), 484

Attitude accessibility, 122, 144, 201
Attitude confi dence, 122, 144
Attitudes

accessibility of, 122, 144, 201
toward advertisements, 142–143
affective foundations of, 137–139
change in, 12, 123–125
characteristics of, 122–123
cognitive response model and, 126–147
defi ned, 122
diagnosing existing, 201

expectancy-value model and, 128–129
explanation of, 122–123
forming, 12, 123–125
foundation of, 137–139
toward information search, 211
importance of, 122
inconsistency with, 62
infl uences on affectively based, 

139–142, 229
infl uences on cognitively based, 

131–137, 229
low-effort, 148–168, 421
positive, 137, 223
specifi city of, 144
strategies for changing, 123–125
that predict behavior, 143–145, 405
TORA model and, 128–129
See also Low-effort attitudes

Attitude specifi city, 144
Attitude toward the act (Aact), as compo-

nent of TORA model, 128–129
Attraction effect, 225
Attractiveness

of advertising, 77, 139–140, 162
decision making and, 216, 225
perception of, 77
of reference groups, 395
of sources, 139–140, 162

Attribute balancing, 240
Attribute-based strategy, 20, 113–114, 

238
Attribute determinance, 202
Attribute processing

compensatory models of, 229
explanation of, 232
noncompensatory models of, 229–230

Attributes
information searches by, 201–203
of products, 113–114
recall of, 201–202

Attribution theory
explanation of, 282–283
marketing implications of, 283

Auctions, online, 5, 479
Auditory perception, 81–82
Austria, 12, 25
Authenticity, value placed on, 364
Authoritarian households, 352
Autobiographical memory

explanation of, 175
marketing implications of, 176–177

Automobile purchases
in Mexico, 341
gender and, 309
in Thailand, 219–220

Autonomic decisions, 351
Availability heuristics, 247–250
Avoidance-avoidance confl ict, 53

B
Baby boomers, 306–307
Bait-and-switch technique, 154–156

Bargaining, household decision roles 
by, 351

Barter, 7, 292
Base-rate information, 249
Basic level, hierarchical structures, 

103, 250
Behavioral approaches to personality, 373
Behavioral intention (BI), as component 

of TORA model, 128
Behaviors

addictive, 470–472
attitudes as prediction of, 143–145, 405
as component of TORA model, 128
compulsive, 472–474
consumer involvement with, 47–49
goal-relevant, 55–57
impulsive, 474–475
self-monitoring, 377

Belgium, 350
Belief discrepancy, 128
Believability, of sources, 389–391
Benefi ts, perceived, 210–211, 257, 429
Bias

confi rmation, 204, 222–223
in judgment processes, 204, 223, 277
law of small numbers, 249
processing, 222–224
in self-centered perceptions, 223
for the whole, 88

Bicultural, 316
Black markets, 479
Blame, 282
Blocking exposure to evidence, 278
Body feedback, 151
Body image, 485
Body language, 29, 117
Boomers. See Baby boomers
Borrowing, 7
Boycotts, 491
Brain, hemispheric lateralization of, 75–76
Brand alliance, 97
Brand-choice congruence, 400
Brand communities, 393–394
Brand extension, 97–98
Brand familiarity, 200, 265–266
Brand image

explanation of, 95–96
function of, 96
marketing implications regarding, 5–6
protecting, 99
prototypes and, 102, 200, 266

Brand-loyal consumers
identifi cation of, 259
marketing to, 257–260

Brand loyalty
age and, 303–304
assessment of, 144
emotional involvement of, 48
explanation of, 258
multibrand, 258
satisfaction and, 279–280
as simplifying strategy, 258–260
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tactics for, 252
teens and, 303–304

Brand names
consumer research on, 5–6
inferences about, 112–113
information on, 215
preattentive processing and, 76
as retrieval cues, 188, 201

Brand processing
compensatory model of, 229
explanation of, 230
noncompensatory model of, 229–230

Brands
attributes of, 113–114
awareness of, 155, 200, 
consumer involvement with, 5–6, 48
extensions versus associations, 98
familiarity with, 200, 265–266
information searches by, 216
list of most valuable, 96
local vs. foreign, 112
personality of, 95
preference for, 144, 199–200
prototypical, 101–102, 187, 200, 266
recall of, 199–201
schema for, 95
sold on black market, 479
special possession and, 454
uncertainty toward, 211, 430–431

Brand symbols, 112–113
Brazil

social class in, 336
values in, 365
words and understanding in, 111

Breadth of innovation, 419
Buyers

compulsive, 472–474
in households, 349

C
Canada

credit and debit cards in, 338
depiction of females in advertisements 

in, 485
emblems in, 444
ethnic groups in, 321
prototypicality and, 200
social class in, 332
tobacco advertising in, 481, 491
toothpaste ads and context in, 54

Categories
cultural infl uences, 106–107, 441
goal-derived, 104–105, 200
service, 5
structure of, 100–102
taxonomic, 100

Categorization
explanation of, 51, 92, 108
of knowledge, 92–93, 100–105, 108
marketing implications of, 5, 109
at superordinate level, 103

Catholics, 300, 322

Causality, 282
Celebrities

as product spokespersons, 388, 391, 
394

as sources, 163, 391
Census, U.S., 28–29, 37
Central-route processing, 124
Change agents, 433
Channel selection, 342
Children

advertising to, 352–353, 482–483
household decision role of, 351–352
values placed on, 361

Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, 
353

China
advertising in, 72, 320
affect in, 266
automobile decisions in, 233
beer marketing in, 265
bridal bars in, 91
celebrity endorsements, 140, 391
consumption in, 9
connectedness symbols in, 450–451
decision process in, 224, 282
diamond ads, 91
diversity in, 314
genders in, 310
gifts in, 461, 464
household infl uences in, 344
materialism in, 358–360
national dignity and, 378
possession rituals in, 458
price consciousness in, 263
research fi rms and, 35
sacred objects in, 460
self-concepts in, 453
social class in, 340
societal norms, 303
status emblems in, 445
technology tribes, 27–28
values in, 365–366, 368
youth in, 363, 396

Choice tactics
categories, 252
explanation of, 252
freedom of as, 405
marketing implications, 109, 252–253
products and, 254, 400

Christians, 322, 375
Christmas

ads and, 168–169
buying pattern for, 21
gifts for, 440, 465, 466
liking and, 83
music and, 473
prices and, 23
rituals for, 451, 461, 463
time and, 65, 461

Chunking, 177–178
Cigarette smoking. See Tobacco
Class average, 328

Classical conditioning
explanation of, 157–159
mood vs., 160–161

Classics, 428
Closure, 88
Clothing, 37, 48–49, 50, 58, 69, 85, 

441–452
Clustering, 312
Co-branding, 97, 265
Coercive power, 403
Cognition

explanation of, 52
need for, 52, 376

Cognitive abilities, 212
Cognitive attitudes

explanation of, 122, 126–137
infl uence of message on, 127
See also Attitudes

Cognitive complexity, 63
Cognitive function, 122
Cognitive involvement, 48
Cognitive models, for decision making, 

229
Cognitive response model, 126–131
Cognitive responses, 127–128
Cognitive style, 63
Cohabitation, 347
Collections

meaning attached to, 459, 461
as special possessions, 455
See also Special possessions

Collectivism, 313, 365, 425
Collectors, 27, 455, 467
Color

inferences based on, 81, 115
liking and, 81
mood and, 80–81, 161
visual perception and, 80–81

Color forecasters, 81
Commercials

humor in, 77, 164–165
music in, 77, 164
selective exposure to, 72–73
self-regulation of, 488
See also Advertisements

Communication
effectiveness, 59
memory retrieval, as, 184–185
negative-word-of-mouth, 289
nonverbal, 29–30, 48, 117, 408
repetition of, 65–66
of symbols, 446–447
word-of-mouth, 14
See also Marketing communications

Communication sources
attractive, 77, 139–140, 162, 395
celebrity, 163, 391
credibility, 131–132, 389–391
characteristics of, 131
likable, 163
See also Marketing communications; 

Messages
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Company reputation, 132–133
Comparative messages

explanation of, 135–136
marketing implications of, 136–137

Comparisons
incomplete, 118
Internet for, 320
multiple, 118, 213, 434

Compatibility, of innovation, 431–432
Compensatory consumption, 336
Compensatory eating, 310
Compensatory models

attribute-processing, 232
brand-processing, 230
explanation of, 229

Competitiveness, of information, 79, 104
Complaints

occurrence of, 287–288
response to, 288–289
types of consumers issuing, 288–289

Complexity, of information, 63
Complexity, of innovations, 432–433
Compliance, 401
Compliance techniques, 404
Compliant individuals, 373, 378
Comprehension

culture and, 110–111
effect of MAO, 110
explanation of, 92–93
improving, 111
inaccuracies in, 119–120
objective, 109–111, 118
subjective, 109–112, 118–119

Compromise effect, 240
Compulsive buying

consequences of, 437
explanation of, 472–474

Compulsive consumption
causes of, 472–474
explanation of, 472–474
marketing activities dealing with, 

475–476
Computerized Status Index (CSI), 332
Concessions, household decision roles 

by, 351
Concreteness, 79
Conditioned response (CR), 158
Conditioned stimulus (CS), 158
Conditioning

classical, 157–159
operant, 253

Confi rmation bias
explanation of, 204, 222
judgment and, 222–224
marketing implications of, 204, 224
simple, 281

Confl ict
approach-approach, 53
approach-avoidance, 53
avoidance-avoidance, 53
in decision roles, 350
in needs, 53–54

Conformity, 400, 404
Conjoint analysis, 32
Conjunctive models, 230–231
Connative function, 122
Connectedness, 450–451
Connectedness function, 451
Conservation behavior, 489–490
Consideration sets

decision making and, 225
explanation of, 199
marketing implications, 109, 490
inept, 225
inert, 225
information search and, 211

Conspicuous consumption
collectors and, 27–28
competitiveness and, 378
explanation of, 335
social class and, 335

Conspicuous waste, 335
Construal Level Theory, 105
Consumer behavior

ability and, 10–11
acquisition and, 4, 7
age and, 6, 63–64, 301–308
attention, 12
attitudes, 12
brands, 5–6
categories, 12
comprehending information, 12, 27–41
consumer culture and, 13–15, 104–105
coping and, 10, 284–285
decision process in, 12–13, 176
decisions involved in, 5–10
defi ning, 3
diffusion and, 15–16, 431–434
disposition and, 4–5, 291–296
diversity infl uences, 13–14
domains of, 1, 10–11
dynamic nature of, 5
education, 63–64
elements of, 3–10
emotions, 10, 59
ethics, dark side of, 16
ethnicity and, 13–14, 314–322
explanation of, 1–3
exposure, 12, 70–74
external processes, 13–15
feelings and, 10
gender and, 6, 133, 308–310
household infl uences, 14
individuals engaged in, 5
intelligence, 63–64
lifestyles, 14
low-literacy and, 10
marketing implications of, 18–24
materialism and, 486–487
memories, 12, 185
model, 11
motivation, 11–12
normative infl uences on, 129–131, 145, 

263–264, 399–401

opportunity, 11, 64–66
outcomes of, 15–16
perception, 12, 80–89
personality characteristics affecting, 14, 

374–378
psychological core of, 10–12
reference groups, 14–15, 392–399
regional differences and, 13–14, 

311–314
religion and, 322–323
service categories, 5
sexual orientation and, 308–310
social class and, 14
social infl uences, 14–15
social responsibility, dark side of, 11, 16
stressful events, 10
study of, 16–18
subliminal perception and, 86–87, 89
summary of, 24
symbols and, 15, 112–113
TORA model and, 128
usage and, 4, 200
values and, 14, 50, 457
See also Deviant; Shopping behavior

Consumer behavior model, 11
Consumer Bill of Rights, 297
Consumer characteristics

affecting types of things that become 
special, 457–458

decision making and, 176, 239–241
informational infl uence strength and, 

406
society and, 17–18

Consumer diversity. See Culture; Diversity
Consumer groups, 5
Consumerism

explanation of, 3–5
global, 312–314, 325, 354
groups involved with, 5
global values and, 358

Consumer memory, 178, 180, 186. See 
also Memory

Consumer protection
by environmentally conscious 

 behavior, 364, 489
by governmental regulation, 37–38, 488
by industry self-regulation, 488
through information, 308
through product safety, 37

Consumer research
academics and, 17
adding to marketing costs, 39
on brand names, 37
conjoint analysis for, 32
consumers as, 38
database marketing for, 33–34
data used in, 34
deceptive practices in, 40
diaries for, 31
ethical issues, 38–40, 118, 482–483
ethicists and advocacy groups and, 17
experiments for, 31–32
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fi eld experiments for, 32
focus groups for, 29
interviews for, 29–30
marketing managers and, 16
methods, 28–34
negative aspects of, 39–40
neuroscience, 34
observations for, 32–33
photographs and pictures for, 31
positive aspects of, 38–39
public policy makers and regulators, 17
purchase panels for, 33
satisfaction/dissatisfaction, 109
storytelling for, 30
surveys, 28–29

Consumer researchers
academics and academic research 

 centers as, 17, 38
advertising agencies as, 36
for application, 35
consumer organizations as, 38
for consumer protection, 35
external marketing research fi rms as, 

35–36
government as, 37–38
in-house marketing research depart-

ments as, 35
organizations as, 38
research foundations as, 37
retailers as, 37
syndicated data services as, 36–37
trade groups as, 37
tracking and, 39, 410
types of, 34–38

Consumer research methods, 28–34
Consumers

ability of, 11–12, 62–64
allocentric, 361
boycotts by, 491
brand-loyal, 259, 257–260
children as, 351–352
cognitive style of, 63
conservation behavior by, 489–490
cutoff levels for, 229–231, 233
deal-prone, 262–263
decision framing by, 227–228
differences in knowledge of, 106–108
eco-minded, 4
economic constraints of, 328
exposure to complex information, 63
from different countries, 39
goals of, 226–227
identifying needs of, 50–51
inferences, 112–118
intelligence, education, and age of, 

45–46, 62–64
invading privacy of, 39, 487
knowledge, 212
learning from experience of, 272–278
low-effort, 421
memory, 186
memory retrieval, 185

municipalities as, 4
opportunity of, 64–66, 277
perception of stimuli by, 85–89, 157–159
personal information about, 39
product knowledge and experience of, 

62–63
relationships with, 38–39, 144, 290
resistance of marketing practices by, 

122–123, 490–491
rights for, 297
symbolic meaning shaped by, 4, 

112–113, 443
time and, 3, 7–8, 227, 240
tracking of, 39, 410
See also Low-effort attitudes

Consumer satisfaction, 109, 278–291
Consumer socialization

explanation of, 397
individuals and, 397–399
media and marketplace and, 399

Consumer spending, 5
Consumer theft

explanation of, 476
factors affecting, 476–478
marketing implications for, 478–479
prevalence of, 476
See also Theft

Consumption
addictive, 470–472
compensatory, 336
compulsive, 472–474
conspicuous, 335
ethnic identifi cation through 

 preferences in, 314–322 
gender and, 6, 308–310
research and, 38
social class and, 334–338
values and, 367

Consumption patterns
social class and, 14, 338–343
values and, 367

Context
decision making and, 220–244
group, 242–243

informational infl uence and, 407
of messages, 166–167

Continuous innovations, 417
Contrast stimuli, 79
Copy testing, 21
Correlated associations, 102–103, 107
Costs, perceived, 210–211, 429
Counterarguments (CAs), 127
Creativity, 376
Credibility

of message, 131–132
of sources, 389–391

Cued recall, 188
Cues

peripheral, 188
redundant, 187
retrieval, 187, 201

Cultural categories, 441

Cultural principles
explanation of, 441
shaping of, 441–443

Culture
comprehension and miscomprehen-

sion and, 110–111
consumer knowledge and, 104–105
decision making and, 13–14
emotional appeals and, 59, 138–142
explanation of, 13
group characteristics and, 406
high-context, 110–111
humor and, 77, 164–165
interference and, 182–183
low-context, 110
physical space and, 117
social class and, 14
symbolic meaning derived from, 441–443
transitions and, 449
values and, 365–366
view of pets and, 454
See also Diversity; specifi c groups and 

countries
Customer retention

explanation of, 289
marketing implications for, 18–19, 

290–291
Customer service, 38, 67, 147, 232, 297, 386
Cutoff levels

acceptable, 229–231
explanation of, 229

D
Data, 28–34
Database marketing, 33–34
Data mining, 34
Deactivation feelings, 161
Deal-prone consumers, 262–263
Debutante balls, 446
Decay, of memory links, 182
Deceptive advertising

example of, 40
explanation of, 277
regulation of, 37

Deceptive sales tactics
wait-and-bait technique as, 154–155
explanation of, 39
incorrect statements or promises as, 37
misrepresentation as, 37–38

Deciders, in households, 349
Decision framing

by consumer, 227–228
explanation of, 227–228
marketing implications of, 228

Decision making
affective, 229, 234–235, 264–265
appraisals and, 235
brand considerations, 225–226
choices and forecasts and, 235
criteria for, 226–228
culture and, 13–15
decision delay, 237
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decision framing and, 227–228
based on gains and losses, 233–234
goals classes effecting, 200
group context and, 242–243
habit-based, 256–258
high-effort, 13, 45–46, 420–421
high-effort feeling-based, 46, 234–239
imagery and, 222, 236–237
incomparable alternatives and, 237–239
infl uences on, 239–243
information and, 241–242
information search, 12–13, 198–218
in households, 349–353
judgments vs., 13, 222
low effort, 149–167
memory and, 176
motivation and, 11–12
offerings and, 3, 213
personal relevance and, 49, 77
post-evaluations, 13
prior-evaluations, 223
problem recognition, 12, 195–198
based on product attributes, 232–233
stages of, 12
strategies for, 238–239
trivial attributes, 242
variety-seeking needs, 266–267
when alternatives can’t be 

compared, 225
See also High effort decision making

Decision-making models
additive difference, 232
affective, 229
cognitive, 229
compensatory attribute-processing, 229
compensatory brand-processing, 229
conjunctive, 230–231
disjunctive, 231
elimination-by-aspects, 233
lexicographic, 232
multiattribute, 230
noncompensatory attribute processing, 

229–230
noncompensatory brand-processing, 

230
types of, 229–230
use of multiple, 230

Decisions
attention to, 74–89
consumer involvement with, 199–205
evaluation of, 220–222
within households, 349–353
involved in consumer behavior, 205–217
noncomparable, 238

Delayed marriage, 346
Democratic households, 352
Demographics, 212
DeNiro, Robert, 132
Density, of reference groups, 395–396
Dental hygiene products, 92
Detached individuals, 373
Detachment, 292

Developing countries
inferences in, 114
innovations in, 432, 433
reference groups and, 14
social class in, 333, 340
status in, 331
See also specifi c countries

Deviant consumer behavior
addictive and compulsive consumption 

as, 470–474
black markets as, 479
compulsive buying as, 472–474
consumer theft as, 476–478
explanation of, 470
impulsive buying as, 474–475
marketing implications of, 475–476, 

478–482
underage drinking and smoking as, 480

Diagnostic information, 201
Diaries, 31
Differential thresholds, 85–86
Diffusion

adaptability, 435
of consumer behavior, 431–434
consumer learning requirements, 

431–434
explanation of, 425–426
infl uences on, 426–427, 430–43
legitimacy, 435
offerings and, 426
patterns of, 424, 426
product life cycle and, 426–428
social relevance of, 434
social system characteristics and, 

435–437
See also Innovations

Diffusion curve
exponential, 426–427
factors affecting, 427
S-shaped, 426–427

Direct comparative messages, 135–136
Direct infl uences, 263
Direct or imagined experience, 126
Disconfi rmation

explanation of, 280–281
marketing implications of, 282
negative, 281
positive, 280–281
satisfaction/dissatisfaction and, 278–281

Discontinuous innovations, 417
Discursive processing, 173–174
Disjunctive models, 231
Displays, inferences based on, 116–117
Disposal

decisions in, 5–10
of meaningful objects, 291–293
of special possessions, 459

Disposition
to break free, 293
decisions regarding, 5–10
explanation of, 3, 291
to hold on to, 293

involuntary, 291
marketing implications of, 293
of meaningful objects, 291–293
motives for, 11–12
recycling and, 294–295
temporary, 291
voluntary, 291

Dissatisfaction
attribution theory and, 282–283
cost-effi ciency, 279
cost of, 280, 290
disconfi rmation and, 280–282
equity theory and, 283–284
expectations and, 280–281
explanation of, 278–279
marketing implications of, 279–280
monitoring consumer, 280
performance and, 280–281
responses to, 286–289
based on thought, 280

Dissociative reference groups
explanation of, 393
marketing implications for, 394

Dissonance, post-decision, 272
Distraction, 65
Distribution. See Product distribution
Diversity

ideas of attractiveness and, 77, 162
infl uence of, 13–14
national character and, 377–378
identifying needs, 53–54
social class and, 13 
values and, 358–365, 368
view of pets and, 454
See also Social class

Divestment rituals, 459
Divided attention, 75
Divorce

household structure and, 348
transition to, 348

Dogmatism, 375
Domain-specifi c values, 358
Door-in-the-face technique, 404–405
Downward mobility, 333
Drama messages, 167
Dual-career families

income in, 347
marketing implications for, 348–349
profi le of, 347

Dual-mediation hypothesis, 159–160
Dynamically continuous innovations, 417

E
Early adopters, 422
Early majority, 423
Earned status, 331
Eastern Europe

expressiveness function in, 451
social class in, 366
values and, 366
See also specifi c countries

Echoic memory, 171, 173
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Education, 
Educational background

consumer abilities and, 62
decisions and, 63–64
diversity infl uences, 14
information processing and, 63–64
information searches, 212
relevance of, 49
social class and, 312, 330–331

Elaboration
explanation of, 109, 123, 178
marketing implications of, 109, 179

Elderly individuals, 83, 307–308, 455, 488
Elimination-by-aspects model, 233
Embedded markets, 397
Emblematic function, 444–447
Emblems

communication and, 446–447
development of, 446
ethnic, 444–445
function of, 444–447
gender, 445
geographic, 444
marketers roles in establishing, 446–447
reference group, 445–446
social class, 445

Emotional appeals
explanation of, 138–142, 165–166
in messages, 138–142
use of, 59

Emotional attachment, 145
Emotional detachment, 292
Emotions

attitudes based on, 137–139
brand attitudes and, 234–239
in decision making, 239–240
decisions based on, 234–237, 264–268
and goals, 56–57
dissatisfaction/satisfaction and, 283–284
mispredictions about, 285

Empathy, and memories, 176
Endorsements

attitudes based on, 152
celebrity, 163, 391

Endowment effect, 233
Enduring involvement, 47
Energy conservation, 489
Environment

color and, 24, 34
information, 277
lighting and, 80
senior-friendly, 307–308

Environmental protection
concerns regarding, 489
conservation as, 489
value placed on, 364

Episodic memory, 175
Equity theory, 283–284
Estimation of likelihood, 220–221
Ethical issues

related to children, 482–483
related to consumer research, 9

related to inferences, 118
values and, 

Ethicists, 17
Ethnic emblems, 444–445
Ethnic groups

in advertisements, 316–321
consumer behavior and, 13–14, 

314–322
distribution and, 317, 319, 321
explanation of, 314–315
global, 321–322
holiday shopping by, 300–301, 451, 466
product use and identifi cation with, 316
in United States, 315–321
values and, 366
See also Culture; Diversity; specifi c 

groups
Ethnic identifi cation, 316, 366
Ethnographic research, 33
Europe, 

atmospherics, 117
color infl uences, 115
cultural infl uences, 106, 110
tobacco ads, 17
researchers and, 31, 96
sexual attitudes, 166
use of novelty, 77
See also specifi c countries

European Community, 31, 116, 228–229, 
313, 379, 425–426

European Union (EU), 17, 137
Evaluations, 109, 130, 202–203
Even-a-penny-will-help technique, 405
Evidence, 275
Evoked sets. See Consideration sets
Expatriates, 499
Expectancy-value models, 128–129
Expectations

explanation of, 280
satisfaction based on, 280–281

Experiences
of consumers, 274–278
recall of, 203

Experiential searches, 205–206
Experiments

consumer research using, 31–32
fi eld, 32

Experts, 131, 405–406
Expertise, memory retrieval and, 191
Explicit memory, 184
Exponential diffusion curve, 426
Exposure

explanation of, 70
factors infl uencing, 70–72
marketing implications of, 70, 72–74
measurement of, 74
selective, 72–73

Expressive, in households, 350
Expressiveness function, 451–452
Extended families, 344
External search

accuracy of, 215

by attribute, 216
by brand, 216
categories of, 
explanation of, 205
extent of engagement in, 210–213
information overload in, 207–208
internet sources, 207
marketing implications, 208–209, 

213–214, 215–216
ongoing, 205
online community and, 208
prepurchase, 205
simulations and, 208
sources for, 205–207
stages of, 216
steps in, 215–216
type of information acquired in, 214–215

Extremeness aversion, 240

F
Fads, 428
Fairness, 283–284
False objective claim, 
Familiarity, brand, 200, 265–266
Families

addictive behavior in, 16, 398
class average, 328
connectedness symbols and rituals for, 

450–451
divorce in, 348
dual-career, 347
explanation of, 344
extended, 344
materialistic infl uences in, 358–360
nuclear, 344
size of, 348
values placed on, 361
See also Households

Family life cycle
chart depicting, 346
explanation of, 344
households and, 344–345
rituals in, 450–451

Fantasy orientation, 473
Fashion, 428
Favorability

of associations, 95
attitudes and, 122
explanation of, 94, 122

Fear, 141–142
Feeling-based decisions

high-effort, 45–46
low-effort, 264–268

Feelings. See Emotional appeals; 
 Emotional detachment; Emotions

Felt involvement, 47–49
Females

advertisements with, 485
appear of sexual themes and, 166
automobile preferences and, 309
body image and, 151
compensatory eating in, 310
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consumption behavior and, 6, 308–310
sex roles and, 308
sexual orientation, 308–309
special possessions for, 457–458
See also Gender

Femininity, 309, 365. See also Females; 
Gender

Field experiments, 32
Figure and ground principle, 88
Financial risk, 60
Flea markets, 293
Focus groups, 29
Food

ethnic identifi cation through, 316
gender identifi cation through, 6, 310
nutritional labeling for, 110, 113, 213

Foot-in-the-door technique, 404
Formality, of reference groups, 395
Forman, George, 132
France

food preferences in, 384, 445
spousal decision roles in, 351
values in, 365

Fraudulent symbols, 336
Free recall, 184
Frequency heuristic

consumer beliefs and, 152
explanation of, 152

Frugality, 377
Functional dimension, 143
Functional innovations, 418
Functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI), 34
Functional needs, 52
Funerals, 448, 450
Future-oriented consumers, 240

G
Gambling, 474–476
Gatekeepers

explanation of, 349
in households, 349
as opinion leaders, 391

Gays and lesbians
statistics regarding, 309
strategies to target, 309

Gender
advice-seeking and, 408
appear of sexual themes and, 165–166
consumer behavior and, 6, 133, 

309–310
emblems related to, 445
explanation of, 308–309
sex roles and, 308
special possessions and, 457–458
targeting specifi c, 310
See also Females; Males

Generation X, 304–305
Generation Y

explanation of, 301–303
media to target, 303–304

Geographic emblems, 444

Geographic regions
global, 313–314
product use and identifi cation with, 

444
in United States, 311–313

Germany
advertising regulation in, 
decision making in, 200, 252
dissociative reference group in, 393
environmental behavior in, 489
use of humor in, 165
product association in, 313
recycling in, 295
sexual themes, 165
social class in, 303, 330, 334
use of personal information on 

 consumers in, 
values in, 365–366

Gestation stage of gift giving, 462–463
Gift giving

marketing implications for, 465–466
stages for, 462–465
timing of, 461

Gifts
acquisition through, 7
alternatives to traditional, 466
appropriateness and meaning of, 

462–463
attention to recipient, 464
ceremony and, 463
emotions and, 462
free, 22
inappropriate, 462
motives for, 462
recipient reaction to, 464
reciprocation, 464
relationship bonding effect of, 464
technology and, 466
timing, 463
value of, 457, 463

Global issues
consumerism and, 313–314
consumer research and, 320
educational status and, 393
household decision roles and, 354
value diversity and, 313–314, 358

Goal-derived categories
attribute recall and, 202
brand recall and, 200
consumer knowledge and, 104–105
cultural infl uences, 107
explanation of, 104–105
usage situations and, 200

Goals
agent, 308
appeal to multiple, 230
attainment of, 45, 55–56
communal, 308
decisions and, 226–227
effort and, 55–56
emotions and, 56–57
explanation of, 55

group, 453
motivation and, 55–57, 200
types of, 56

Government agencies, 37–38
Government research, 37–38
Graded structure, 100–101
Gray market, 307
Great Britain

advertisements in, 72
context messages in, 54
nutritional information, 363
rituals in, 451
social class in, 457

Grooming rituals, 459
Group behavior, 404, 406
Group context, 242–244
Grouping, 88

H
Habit, 256–258
Habituation, 80
Happiness, 57, 338
Health

underage drinking and smoking and, 480
value placed on, 361–363

Hearing, 81–82
Hedonic dimension, 143
Hedonic innovations, 418
Hedonic needs, 51–52
Hedonism, 363
Hemispheric lateralization, 75–76
Heuristics

availability, 247–250
explanation of, 152, 247
frequency, 152
representativeness, 247, 249

Hierarchical structure
explanation of, 103–104, 250
marketing implications of, 104

Hierarchy of effects
explanation of, 250
high-effort, 45–46, 420–421
low-effort, 250, 421

High-context culture, 110–111
High-effort decision making

criteria used in, 226–228
explanation of, 13, 45–46, 224–228, 

420–421
feeling-based, 234–237
infl uences in, 239–243
low-effort vs., 149–150
thought-based, 229–243
various types of, 237–239

High-effort decision-making models
additive difference, 232
affective decision-making, 229, 

234–235
cognitive, 229
compensatory attribute processing, 

229, 232
compensatory brand-processing, 

225–226, 229–230
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conjunctive, 230–231
disjunctive, 231
elimination-by-aspects, 233
lexicographic, 232
multiattribute, 230
noncompensatory attribute processing, 

229–230
noncompensatory brand-processing, 

230
High-effort hierarchy of effects, 420–421
High-effort judgment processes, 13, 

220––224
High-effort judgments, 13, 45–46, 220, 

222–224
Hispanic Americans

advertisements with, 316–317
advertising research and, 36
cultural transitions for, 316
distribution, 317
marketing implications for, 316–317
overview of, 316–317
Quinceañera and, 300–301
values of, 366

Home, value placed on, 360
Homeless consumers, 341
Homophily

explanation of, 395
marketing implications of, 397, 436
of social system, 436

Homosexuals. See Gays and lesbians
Host selling, 390, 407
Households

in China, 325
decision roles within, 349–353
explanation of, 343
family life cycle and, 344–345
marketing implications for structure of, 

348–349
single-person,
structure of, 345–346
types of, 344
See also Families

Hue, 80
Humor

in advertising, 77
culture and, 388
in messages, 164–165

Husband-dominant decisions, 316
Hypothesis generation, 275
Hypothesis testing, 275

I
Iconic memory, 173
Ideal identity schema, 452–453
Ideal state, 195–197
Identifi cation

ethnic, 316
with groups, 126, 396
and memory, 176

Identity theft, 476, 487, 492
Independent searches, 205
Illusory correlation, 102

Image
brand, 95–96
explanation of, 95–96
marketing implications regarding, 97

Imagery
in emotional decision making, 163–164
judgment and, 222, 236–237

Imagery processing, 222, 173–174
Immigrants, 200, 228, 319, 356–357, 449
Implicit memory, 184
Implied superiority, 117
Impulse purchases, 267–268, 474–475
Incidental learning, 155–156
Inconsistency, attitude, 62
Independent variables, 32
Index of Social Position, 331–332
Index of Status Characteristics, 331
India

attitudes in, 159
color infl uences in, 115
consumption in, 9, 319–320
emblems in, 444
emotional appeals in, 141
food restrictions in, 313
message context in, 111
opinion leaders in, 391
pricing in, 107
religious subcultures in, 322
sex roles in, 308
socializing agents in, 397
social class in, 325–326, 329, 340, 449

Indirect comparative messages, 135
Indirect infl uences, 264
Individual-along, 242
Individual-group, 242
Individualism, 361, 365
Industry standards, and innovations, 433
Inept sets, 225
Inert sets, 225
Inferences

advertising and selling and, 116–117
brand names and brand symbols and, 

112–113
categorization, 109
color, 115
country of origin, 114
ethical issues related to, 118, 482–483
inappropriate or similar names, 113
language and, 117–118
misleading names and labels, 113
pictures and, 117, 163–164
price and, 22–23, 115–116
product features and packaging and, 20, 

113–115
retail atmospherics and display 

and, 116–117
simple, 152

Infl uencers
characteristics of, 349
in households, 349

Infl uences. See Social infl uences
Infomercials, 134

Information
age and, 63–64
ambiguous, 102, 277
amount of, 65–66, 212
availability of, 241
base-rate, 249
brand name and, 215
category-consistent, 153
cognitive style, 63
competing, 79, 104
complexity of, 63
consumer protection through, 35, 37, 488
control of, 65–66
descriptive dimensions of, 407–410
diagnostic, 201
discrepancy of, 211
education and, 63–64
format of, 213, 241–242
gathering, 242–243
intelligence and, 63–64
internal consumer processes related to, 

10–12, 198–205
missing, 183, 205, 241
negative, 62, 65
overload of, 207–208
personal consumer, 154, 162, 165
personal delivery of, 386
prices and, 215
reception of, 12, 171–191
schema-consistent, 153
searches for, 205–209
sources of marketing, 131–132
transmission of, 396
vivid, 202

Informational infl uence, 405–407
Information processing

ability for, 46, 63, 211–212
characteristics of stimuli for ease of, 78
explanation of, 47
hemispheric lateralization and, 75–76
marketing implications for, 64
motivation and, 47–49
opportunity for, 64–66, 277
preattentive, 75–76
time availability for, 212, 227

Information search. See External search; 
Internal search

Internal search, 198–205
Inherited status, 331
Inhibition, of recall, 204
Innovations

adoption to, 419–425
aesthetic or hedonic, 418
characteristics of, 417–418, 429–430
characterized by benefi ts offered, 418
characterized by breadth, 419
characterized by degree of novelty, 417
consequences of, 437
consumer learning requirements and, 

431–434
continuous, 417
diffusion, 425–428
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discontinuous, 417
dynamically continuous, 417
explanation of, 415–417
functional, 418
legitimacy and, 435
marketing implications for, 424–425
resistance to, 419, 490–491
social relevance of, 434
social system characteristics and, 

435–437
symbolic, 418
uncertainty of, 430–431
See also New product development

Innovators, 425
Instrumental values, 358, 457
Intelligence, 45, 63
Interference, of memory links, 182–183
Internal search

accuracy of, 203–203
attribute recall from, 201–202
brand recall from, 199–201
degree of engagement in, 198
evaluation recall from, 202–203
experience recall from, 203
explanation of, 198
marketing implications, 203–205
from memory, 198
retrieval, 199

Internet
access, 67, 384
blocking pop-up advertising on, 72–73
consumer communities on, 334, 388, 395
high-speed, 417
information searches on, 207
involvement and, 48
privacy on, 482–493
shopping on, 8, 24
simulations on, 208
sources, 207

Interpersonal searches, 205
Interviews, 29–30
Inventory, in role transitions, 450
Involuntary disposition, 291
Involvement

affective, 48, 137–139, 229
cognitive, 48, 229
enduring, 47–48
felt, 47–49
level of, 143–144
objects of, 48, 461
response, 48
risk and, 60–61, 210
situational, 48, 145

Involving messages, 154
Italy, 263, 445

J
Japan

anchoring and adjustment for 
 Japanese, 222

as consumers, 319–320
body images in, 485

categorization in, 106
cultural infl uences in, 91, 106, 192, 

313–314
decision making in, 229, 233, 249, 255, 

268, 277, 400
distribution in, 321
frugality in, 377
gifts in, 463
group values in, 131
households in, 344, 351, 353
humor in, 166
inferences in, 114
lifestyle preferences in, 119, 379
likable sources in, 163
materialism in, 360
nonverbal communication in, 117
objects of involvement in, 48, 91
physical distance in, 436
price consciousness in, 215, 263
products made in, 25, 114–115, 119
prototypicality in, 200
purchasing decisions in, 115
retrieval in, 185
sacred meaning in, 459
self-concepts in, 453
sexual messages in, 166
social class in, 326, 329, 331, 333,
soft-sell messages in, 137
status symbols in, 335
targeting specifi c gender in, 108, 310
tracking behavior in, 39
trends, 2
technology use in, 364
tracking consumers in, 39
values in, 131, 365

Jews, 314, 322
Judgment

availability heuristic and, 247–250
biases in, 222–224
conjunctive probability, 230–231
explanation of, 13
of goodness/badness, 220–222
of likelihood, 220–221
marketing implications of, 224, 

249–250, 266
representativeness heuristic and, 247, 249
satisfaction vs. dissatisfaction, 274–278
thin-slice judgments, 151
See also Dissatisfaction; Satisfaction

Judgment processes
high-effort, 13, 45–46, 220–224
low-effort, 

Just noticeable difference (j.n.d.), 85
Juxtaposed imperatives, 117–118

K
Kimochi, 229
Knowledge

categorization of, 92–93, 100–105, 108
comprehension of, 109–112
construal level theory, 105–106
consumer differences in, 106–108

consumer inferences regarding, 109, 
112–118

culture and, 106–108
expertise, 107–108, 191, 239, 405–406
marketing implications, marketing 

implications, 97–99, 102, 104, 106, 
109, 112

objective comprehension, 109–110, 
118, 212

overview of, 92–93
subjective norms, 128
subjective comprehension of, 109–112, 

118–119, 212
Knowledge content

associations and, 94–95, 106
versus brand extensions, 98
experience and, 144
explanation of, 94
images and, 95–97, 222
marketing implications, 97–99
schemas and, 94–95
scripts and, 99

Knowledge structure
categories and, 92–93, 100–105, 108
explanation of, 100
factors affecting, 277
goal-derived categories and, 104–105
marketing implications, 102, 104

L
Labeling

deceptive, 17, 113
nutritional, 362
tobacco and alcoholic beverage, 113, 

213, 474, 482
Laggards, 423
Language use

inferences based on, 117–118
in United Kingdom, 111

Late majority, 423
Latin America

physical space in, 117
social class in, 328–329
source credibility in, 131
touch perceptions in, 84
youth orientation in, 363

Law of small numbers, 249
Learning

From consumer experience, 274–278
incidental, 155–156
requirements, 431–434

Learning choice tactics, 253–255
Leasing, 4, 7,
Legitimacy, 435
Leisure time, 65, 361, 367, 441
Lesbians, 309, 345, 349. See also Gays
Lettering, of products, 80
Lexicographic model, 232
Licensing, 97
Life cycles

family, 344–349
product, 427–428
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LifeMatrix (NOP World), 382–382
Lifestyle

explanation of, 378–380
infl uence of, 379, 380–383
market segmentation and, 367, 379
messages to appeal to, 379–380
new products based on, 380
research tools and, 382–383

Lighting, 38, 116, 161, 310
Lightness, 80
Likability

color and, 81
smell and, 83–84
of sources, 163
touch and, 84–85

Likelihood, 220–221
Limited attention, 75
List of Values (LOV), 370 371
Locus of control, 373
Logos, 188
Long-term memory (LTM)

explanation of, 175–176
marketing implications, 176–177
organization of, 179–180

Low-context culture, 110
Low-effort attitudes, 148–168

affective bases of, 156–161
affective infl uences, 162–167, 264–265
attitude toward advertisement and, 

159–160
classical conditioning and, 157–159
cognitive attitudes, 153–156
cognitive bases, 152
communication source and, 153, 

162–163
conscious, 250–251
marketing implications, 151, 154–155, 

156–161, 165–166
mere exposure effect and, 156
message and, 153–155, 163–167
context and repetition, 155–156
mood and, 160–161
thin-slice judgments, 151
body feedback, 151
overview of, 148–167
unconscious infl uences, 151, 250
versus high-effort, 149–150

Low-effort decision making
feeling-based, 13, 264–268
high-effort vs., 13, 45–46, 420–421
learning choice tactics, 253–255
strategy simplifi cation for, 251–252, 

256–264
thought-based, 255–256

Low-effort hierarchy of effects, 250, 421
Low-effort judgment processes, 151, 

247–250
Lower Americans, 340
Lower class

consumption patterns of, 340–341
explanation of, 340
handling of money by, 64, 336

in United States, 340–341
See also Social class

Loyalty. See Brand loyalty

M
Males

appear of sexual themes and, 162, 
165–166

automobile preferences and, 446
consumption behavior and, 6, 309–310
sex roles and, 308
special possessions for, 457–458
See also Gender

Marital status, 448–449
Marketer-dominated sources

credibility of, 389–391
delivered personally, 386–388
delivered via mass media, 386
explanation of, 386

Marketing
costs of, 39
database, 33–34
explanation of, 16
multicultural, 315–316
product adoption and, 428
viral, 408–409

Marketing communications. 
consumer research used in decisions 

related to, 307, 380, 390, 422–425
convey consumer needs, 6, 18, 20–21
repetition of, 65–66
to seniors, 307
subject comprehension of, 109–112
unwanted, 73, 387, 488–489
use of opinion leaders in, 391–392, 436
See also Communication; Communica-

tion sources; Messages 
Marketing implications

ability and, 64
actual state, 197–198
adoption of innovations and, 419–425
affect and, 266
ambiguous information and, 102
attitudes toward advertisements and,
attribute-processing models and, 232
attribution theory and, 283
availability heuristic and, 249–250
baby boomers, 306–307
brand loyalty and, 61–62, 97, 123, 147, 

259–260
brand-based compensatory models 

and, 229
categorization and, 109
in reference to children, 483–484
classical conditioning and, 158–159
communication decisions, 20–22
compulsive buying and, 163, 472–474
confi rmation bias and, 204–205, 222–223
connectedness and expressive functions 

and, 452
conservation behavior and, 489–490
consideration sets and, 109, 199, 226

consumer attitudes and, 18–19
consumer characteristics, 18
consumer motivation and, 11–12
consumer needs, values and goals and, 

18, 50
consumer opportunities and, 277
consumer privacy and, 488
consumer theft and, 7, 478–479
contextual infl uences on decision 

 making and, 407
customer retention and, 289–291
decision framing and, 228
decision-making strategies and, 243, 

249, 255–256, 278
developing and implementing, 18–19
differential threshold and, 86
disconfi rmation and, 282
disposition and, 2–10, 293, 295
equity theory and, 284
exposure and, 1, 12, 70–74, 89
external searches, 213–214, 216–217
Generation X, 305
habituation and, 71, 80
hierarchical category structure and, 250
hierarchical structure and, 104
household decision roles and, 349–350
humor and, 77, 165
impulse purchases and, 267–268
information searches and, 208–209
informational infl uence and, 12, 406–407
innovations and, 421–422, 424–425, 

428, 430–431, 433–437
internal searches, 203–205
judgment and, 224
lifestyles and, 379–380
memory enhancement and, 178–179
memory retrieval and, 184–185
mere exposure effect and, 156–157
money and, 337
motivation and, 57–59
normative infl uences and, 129–131, 

145, 264, 404–405
obesity and, 484–485
online shopping and, 8–9
opinion leaders and, 392
perceived risk and, 59–61
performance tactics and, 252, 255
personality traits and, 145, 372
positioning, 19, 72, 102, 104
post-decision regret and dissonance 

and, 242, 274, 278
problem recognition and, 12–13, 

197–198
product developing, 20
product life cycle and, 428
product positioning and, 19–21, 72, 102
product values, 18, 367
for psychographics, 383
recycling and, 295
reference groups and, 390–392, 394, 

396–397
regions and, 312–314
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religion and, 322–323
representativeness heuristic and, 249
role transitions and, 8, 449–450
satisfaction versus dissatisfaction, 

279–280, 282–284, 286–291
satisfaction with offerings, 19
schemas, images and personalities and, 

97–98
self-concepts and, 50, 453
self-image and, 485–486
self-referencing and, 154
seniors, 307–308
sexual themes and, 166
short-term memory and, 174–175
social class and, 14, 341–343
stimuli and, 86–87, 158–159
symbols and, 446–447, 449–450, 

452–453, 461, 465–466
target markets, 19
teens and, 303–304
theft and, 7, 478–479
top-dog strategies, 278
TORA model and, 129–131
underage drinking and smoking and, 

480–481
values and, 50, 366–3678, 383
word of mouth and, 14, 409–410

Marketing managers, 16
Marketing practices

invasion of privacy by, 39, 487
resistance to, 122–123, 490–491

Marketing research, 34–35. See also
 Consumer research; Consumer 
researchers

Marketing stimuli
as easy to process, 78–79
explanation of, 70, 85–89, 157–159
as pleasant, 77
as relevant, 77, 84
as surprising, 77

Market maven, 392
Market segments

based on consumer needs, 18, 58
explanation of, 18–19
existing offerings and, 3, 19
innovations and, 228, 383, 415–416
lifestyle, 228, 379–380
memory and, 186
satisfaction of, 19, 109
profi tability of, 18
common characteristics of, 18–19
social class and, 14
values and, 366–367

Market tests, 32
Marriage

decision roles and, 350–351
delayed, 346
transitions to, 448–449
See also Families; Households

Masculinity, 308–309, 365. See also 
Gender;

Males, 6, 132, 162, 165, 308–310, 458

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 50–51
Match-up hypothesis, 140
Materialism

advertising perpetuating, 368, 468–469
as domain-specifi c value, 358
explanation of, 358–360

Means-end chain analysis, 369–370
Media

innovators’ involvement in, 425
marketer-dominated sources delivered 

via, 386–389 
messages about alcohol and tobacco 

in, 6, 17, 473, 481–482, 491
non-marketer-dominated sources, 

388–389
delivered via, 388–389
searches, 205

Media targeting
for African Americans, 318
for Asian Americans, 320
for baby boomers, 306–307
in genders, 310
for Generation X, 304–305
for Generation Y, 301–303
for Hispanic Americans, 36, 316–317
for seniors, 307
for teens, 301–303
social class and, 342

Medications, 61, 129, 241
Memories

forming and retrieving, 171–191
marketing of, 186–190
objects that evoke, 174, 176–177, 188, 199

Memory
autobiographical, 175–177
consumer, 171, 186
decision making and, 176
echoic, 173
empathy and identifi cation and, 176
episodic, 175
explanation of, 171
explicit, 184
iconic, 173
implicit, 184
knowledge, attitudes and, 175–176
long-term, 175–177
marketing implications, 174–175, 

178–179
methods to enhance, 177–179
semantic, 175–176
sensory, 173
short-term, 173–175

Memory retrieval
consumer characteristics affecting, 174, 

190–191
decay, 182
errors in, 183
explanation of, 171
failures in, 182–183
interference, 182–183
long-term memory organization and, 

176–177, 179–180

marketing implications for, 184–186, 
189–190

primacy and recency effects, 183
reinterpreting, 177
semantic network and, 180–182
short-term memory processing, 

173–174, 190
stimulus characteristics, 186–187
stimulus linking and, 188
types of, 184

Memory retrieval cues
autobiographical and, 176–177
brands and, 188, 199–201
explanation of, 184
marketing implications of, 176
types of, 176–177

Mere exposure effect, 156
Messages

characteristics of, 133–134
comparative, 135–136
context of, 407
credibility of, 131–132
drama, 167
emotional involvement in, 138–139, 

166–167
involving, 154
low-effort attitudes and, 251–253
many arguments, 153
marketing implications, 136–137
in marketing to teens, 304
one- vs. two-sided, 134–135
repetition of, 65–66
sex in, 165–166
simple, 153–154
social class and, 342
See also Communication sources; 

 Subliminal perception
Metacognitive experiences, 240–241
Middle Americans, 340. See also Social 

class
Middle class

consumption patterns of, 340
explanation of, 340
status symbols for, 336
in United States, 340
See also Social class

Miscomprehension
culture and, 110–111
explanation of, 110

Misleading advertising, 17, 37, 111, 113, 
118. See also Deceptive advertising

Misrepresentation, 457
Mobility

downward, 333
upward, 332–333

Modality, 408
Modernity, 436
Money

meaning of, 336–337
as good and evil, 337–338
and happiness, 338
social class and handling of, 64, 336–338
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Mood
affective attitudes infl uenced by, 

160–161, 229
color and, 80–81
decision making and, 204, 239
judgment and, 223
lighting and, 161
memory retrieval and, 190–191
smell and, 83
touch and, 84–85

Mood-altering properties, 457
Mood-congruent direction, 160
Motivated reasoning, 47
Motivation

affecting learning from experience, 276
attitude inconsistency and, 62
explanation of, 44–45
high-effort behavior, 45–46
self-concept and, 12, 50, 453
felt involvement and, 46–47
goal-relevant behavior and, 

55–57, 200
for knowledge, 
marketing implications, 57–59
methods to enhance, 295
needs, 50–54
objects of involvement and, 48
perceived risk and, 59–61, 210
personal relevance and, 49, 77
to process information, 47, 210–211
values, goals, and needs and, 50

Movie industry, 73, 86–87, 275, 482
Multiattribute models, 230
Multibrand loyalty, 258
Multicultural marketing, 315–316
Music, 77, 164
Muslims, 322, 375, 394
Mystery advertisements, 154–155

N
Nam and Powers scale, 330
National character, 377–378
National Minimum Drinking Age Act, 
Need for cognition (NFC), 52, 376
Need for uniqueness (NFU), 376
Needs

appeal to multiple, 58
arousal of, 53
categorization of, 51
characteristics of, 53
confl icting, 53, 58
explanation of, 50–51
hierarchy of, 50–51, 53
identifi cation of, 53–55
marketing implications and, 50–55
types of, 51–52

Negative information, 62, 65, 134–135, 
145, 190, 223, 407–408

Negative-word-of-mouth communication, 
289, 409

Negativity bias, 223
Neglectful households, 352

Netherlands
advertising regulation in, 38
category prototypes in, 106
compensatory consumption in, 310
conservation behavior in, 489–490
money in, 337
recycling in, 
spouses in, 350

Neuroscience, 34
New product development

academic research centers in, 38
consumer behavior information and, 

20, 106
social system and, 434, 435–436
values and, 367
See also Innovations

Niger, 457
Noncomparable decision, 238
Noncompensatory models

attribute-processing, 229–230
brand-processing, 230
explanation of, 229–230

Non-marketer-dominated sources
credibility of, 131–132, 389–391
delivered personally, 388–389
delivered via mass media, 388
explanation of, 388

Nonsocial needs, 52
Nonverbal communication, 29–30, 48, 

117, 408
Norms, 399
Normative choice tactics, 130–131, 252, 

263–264, 400
Normative infl uences

on consumer behavior, 128, 145, 
263–264, 400–401

consumer characteristics and, 402–403
explanation of, 128, 399
group characteristics and, 403–404
marketing implications for, 129–131, 264
product characteristics and, 401–402
strength and, 401–405

Norms, 128
Nostalgia marketing, 170–172, 176, 

378, 452
Nouveaux riches, 339, 342, 449
Novelty, 77–78
Nuclear families, 344
Nutritional labeling. See Labeling

O
Obesity, 484
Objective comprehension

explanation of, 109–110, 118
improvement of, 111

Objective knowledge, 212
Observations, 32–33
Occupations, 330–331
Offerings, 

deciding upon, 5
acquisitions, 5–10
disposal of, 5–10

usage, 5–10, 200
transitions and, 8

One-sided messages, 134–135
Ongoing search, 205
Online communities, 208
Online processing, 203
Online shopping

agents for, 194, 207, 275
growth in, 143, 155
marketing implications for, 66, 209, 466
simulations for, 2–8

Operant conditioning, 253
Opinion leaders

characteristics of, 391–392
cultural principles shaped by, 391–392
explanation of, 391
innovations and, 436
marketing implications for, 392

Opportunity
attitudes and, 11–12, 64–66
of consumers, 64–66
lack of, 277

Optimal stimulation level (OSL), 266, 
374–375

Optimizing, 252
Outcomes

symbols and, 15
diffusion, 15–16
dark side of, 16

Overconsumption. See Deviant consumer 
behavior; obesity

Overprivileged individuals, 328

P
Packaging

consumer research on, 32–33
environmental infl uences on, 489
inferences about, 114–116, 113–114
research, 20, 434
as retrieval cues, 188, 201
warning labels on, 482

Packaging design, 114–115
Parody display, 20, 336
Passive recipients, 149, 287, 372, 436
Perceived benefi ts, 210–211, 257
Perceived consumer effectiveness, 21, 59, 

185–186, 209,
Perceived costs, 210–211
Perceived risk

explanation of, 59–60, 210
involvement and, 60–61, 210
marketing implications for, 61
types of, 60

Perceived value, 429
Perception

absolute thresholds for, 85–86, 89
auditory, 81–82
differential thresholds for, 85–86, 89
elements of consumer, 80–85
explanation of, 87–88
of fairness, 283–284
just noticeable difference, 85
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smell, 83–84
subliminal, 86–87, 89
taste, 82–83
touch, 84–85
visual, 80–81
Weber’s law, 85–86

Perceptual fl uency, 111
Perceptual organization, 88
Performance risk, 60
Performance tactics, 252, 255
Permissive households, 352
Peripheral cues, 149, 188
Peripheral-route processing, 124, 149
Persistence, 122
Personality

attitude-behavior relationships and, 
128, 144–145

brand, 95–96
competitiveness, 378
consumer behavior and, 374–378
creativity and, 376
dogmatism, 375
explanation of, 371
frugality and, 377
infl uence of, 376
of innovators, 425
research approaches to, 371–373
personal relevance, 49
explanation of, 371
marketing stimuli that has, 374–375
motivation and, 12
national character, 377–378
needs and, 376
optimal stimulation level (OSL), 

374–375
perceived risk and, 60
self-monitoring, 377
social-psychological theories, 373
trait theories, 372
values and, 14, 380–383
See also Values

Personality variables
explanation of, 145
VALS (Values and Lifestyle Survey), 

and, 380–381
Personas, 18
Personal selling, 117, 154, 162
Persuasion

peripheral route to, 124
by word of mouth, 14, 408–410
Pets, 454

Phenomenological approaches to 
 personality, 372–373

Photographs, 31
Physical detachment, 292
Physical distance, 436
Physical risk, 60
Physical space, 117
Pictures

consumer research using, 111
inferences based on, 117
in messages, 163–164

Play, 360–361
Positioning, 19–20, 70–72, 102, 104
Possession rituals, 458
Possessions. See Special possessions
Post-decision dissonance, 272
Post-decision feelings, 284–286
Post-decision processes

attribution theory and, 282–283
disposing of meaningful objects and, 

291–294, 459
disposition and, 291–295
disconfi rmation paradigm, 280–282
dissonance and, 272
equity theory and, 283–284
learning from consumer experience 

and, 274–278
marketing implications, 274
recycling and, 294–295
regret and, 242, 272–274
responses to dissatisfaction and, 286–289
role of satisfaction and, 289–291
satisfaction and dissatisfaction 

 judgments and, 278–286
Post-decision regret, 242, 272–274
Power distance, 365
Pragmatists, 423
Preattentive processing, 75–76
Preference dispersion, 199
Prepurchase search, 205
Presentation stage of gift giving, 462–464
Present-oriented consumers, 240
Pretesting, 21
Prevention-focused goals, 56
Prices

consumer research used in decisions, 
22–23

decision making based on, 260
inferences based on, 115–116
information searches for, 215
perceptions of, 261–262
quality and, 215
sensitivity of consumers to, 23

Price tactics, 23, 252
Pricing deals, 262–263
Primacy effects, 183
Primary data, 28
Primary reference groups, 395
Priming, 224, 228
Principles, cultural, 365–366
Prior knowledge

affecting learning from experience, 
62–63, 277

of brand evaluations, 223
of consumers, 92–94, 277
organization of, 92
role of, 92, 118

Privacy
identity theft and, 476
on Internet, 353, 482–493
invasions of, 39, 487
marketing practices that invade, 488

PRIZM NE clusters, 312

Problem recognition
actual state and, 195–196
explanation of, 12–13, 195–196
ideal state and, 195–197
information searches, 12–13
marketing implications of, 196–197

Processing bias, 222–224, 277
Product characteristics

informational infl uence strength and, 
406

matched with cultural principles and, 
9–10, 13–15

categories, 95
normative infl uence strength and, 

129–131, 263–264, 401–403
Product constellations, 450
Product distribution

for African American consumers, 318
for Asian Americans consumers, 321
consumer research used in decisions, 

23–24
exposure and, 71–72, 257
for Hispanic American consumers, 

36, 316
Product fi t, 98, 433
Product life cycle

diffusion and, 426–428
uncertainty about, 430–431

Product life cycle curve, 426–428
Product names, 20, 76, 112–113, 188, 215

Product placement, 71–72
Product quality

brand loyalty through, 259
price and, 215

Products
adaptability of, 435
for American Americans, 97, 316, 486
for Asian Americans, 320
attributes of, 20, 113–114
categories of, 95
consumer knowledge of, 62–63
country of origin of, 114
development of new, 316, 318
emblematic function of, 444–447
environmental standards for, 489
ethnic identifi cation through, 316
illegal, 379–480
inferences about, 109
positioning of, 19–20, 70–72, 102, 104
promoted as gifts, 22, 257
role transitions and, 450
sacred activities and rituals and, 461
self-concepts and, 453
sold on black market, 479

Product safety, 7, 37
Product trials, 83, 432–434
Profane objects, 459–461
Prominence, 78–79
Promotion-focused goals, 56
Promotions

to Asian Americans, 321
brand loyalty through, 260
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communication tools, 20–22
incentives, 430
to increase fairness perception, 283–284
for innovations, 421
offerings and, 9
price, 430
for products, 257
for role transitions, 450
to seniors, 307–308

Prospect theory, 233
Prototypes

category, 266
cultural infl uences, 106–107
explanation of, 102
memory retrieval and, 187
positioning and, 19–20, 70–72, 102, 104

Prototypical brands, 102, 266
Prototypicality

brand recall and, 186–187, 200
explanation of, 100–101
infl uences on, 101–102
marketing implications, 102, 266

Psychoanalytic theories of personality, 
371–372

Psychographics, 380–383. See also 
Lifestyles; Values

Psychological risk, 60
Public policy groups

consumer, 475
consumer research use by, 17
government agencies as, 37–38
industry self-regulation and, 488

public policy makers, 17
Punishment, 253–254
Purchase panels, 33
Purchases

acquisition through, 7
impulse, 267–268
repeat, 254

Puzzles, 78

Q
Quality. See Product quality
Questionnaires, 370–371
Quinceañera, 300–301

R
Reactance, 401
Reasoning, analogy or category, 126
Reasoning, motivated, 47
Recall

advertising effectiveness and, 185–186
explanation of, 184

Recency effects, 183
Recirculation

explanation of, 177–178
marketing implications of, 179

Recognition, 185–186
Recycling

ability for, 294
explanation of, 294
marketing implications for, 295

motivation for, 294
opportunity for, 295

Redundant cues, 187
Reference groups

aspirational, 393–394
associative, 393–394
brand community, 393–394
characteristics of, 395–397
degree of contact in, 395
dissociative, 393–394
effect of consumer socialization on, 

397–399
emblems of, 445–446
explanation of, 393
high school example of, 393
marketing implications of, 393
primary, 395
secondary, 395
sources of infl uence, 392–399
types of, 393

Refl exive evaluation, 448
Reformulation stage of gift giving, 462, 

464–465
Regions. See Geographic regions
Regret, post-decision, 242, 272–274
Regulators, 17
Regulatory fi t, 138
Rehearsal, 177–179
Reinforcement, 253
Relative advantage

explanation of, 429
of innovation, 429–430

Religion, 322–323
Renting, 7, 237, 291
Repeat purchases

decisions for, 254
marketing implications for, 255–257, 259

Repetition, 65–66
Repositioning, 19–20
Representativeness heuristics, 247, 249
Reputation, 132–133
Research. See Consumer research; 

 Consumer researchers
Research foundations, 37
Residence, 331–332, 341
Resistance to innovations. See Innovations
Innovations

adoptation of, 419–425, 435
characterizations of, 417–419
consequences of, 437
defi ning, 415–417
diffusion, 425–428
explanation of, 122–123
infl uences on, 419–422, 429–437
learning requirements and, 431–434
legitimacy, 435
resistance to, 419
social relevance of, 434
uncertainty, 430–431

Retailers, 37
Retailer searches, 205
Retail stores and sites, designing, 104

Retrieval. See Memory retrieval
Retrieval cues. See Memory retrieval cues
Risk, perceived, 210
Rituals

connectedness, 450–451
divestment, 459
family, 448–449
grooming, 459
group membership through, 446
managing, 450
marketing implications for, 450
possession, 458
used in role transitions, 447–448

Rokeach Value Survey (RVS), 370
Role acquisition

cultural transitions and, 449
explanation of, 447
marital transitions and, 8, 448–449
marketing implications for, 449–450
model of, 447
phases of, 447
social status transitions and, 449
symbols and ritual use and, 447–448

Role transitions
cultural, 449
explanation of, 447
marital, 8, 448–449
marketing implications for, 449–450
rituals and symbols in, 447–448
social status, 449

Romania, 243, 331, 489
Rumors, 410
Russia

advertising regulation in, 263
coupons in, 63
decision making in, 171, 229
ethnic groups and, 321
gender targeting in, 310
lifestyle preferences in, 340, 379
national character in, 377
upward mobility and, 338

S
Sacred entities

characteristics of, 459
explanation of, 459
made profane, 459–460
marketing implications for, 461

Safety, product, 3, 37
Safety risk, 7
Sales

increases in, 9
over time, 428

Sales tactics, deceptive, 37, 40, 111, 113, 
118–119, 277

Salience
of associations, 95
of attributes, 202
explanation of, 94, 186–187
stimuli and, 186–187

Satisfaction
based on expectations, 109, 280–281
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disconfi rmation and, 280–282
explanation of, 109
infl uences on, 278–286
marketing implications of, 109, 279–280, 

282–284, 286
monitoring consumer, 279–280

Saturation, 80–81
Saudi Arabia, 39
Scandinavia

infl uences in, 314
social class in, 326, 329

Scavenging, 341
Schemas

actual identity, 452–453
explanation of, 94–95
ideal identity, 452–453
images, 95–96
marketing implications regarding, 97–99
scripts as type of, 99
types of, 95

Scrapbook industry, 176
Scratch-and-snif advertisements, 83, 155
Scripts, 99
Search. See External search; Internal 

search
Secondary data, 28
Secondary reference groups, 395
Selective attention, 74–75
Selective exposure, 72–72
Self-concept

explanation of, 50
symbols and, 453

Self-image, 485
Self-monitoring behavior, 377
Self-positivity bias, 223
Self-presentation, 242
Self-referencing, 154
Self-regulation

by industry, 488
by online businesses, 488
semantic memory, 180–182
explanation of, 488
marketing implications of, 488

Self-regulation goals, 56
Semantic networks

explanation of, 180–181
spreading of activation and, 181–182
trace strength and, 181

Sensation seekers, 266–267
Sensory memory, 173
Service development, 20
Services

delivery process and, 290
development of new, 20
providers as marketeers, 405
promoted as gifts, 465

SEVA, (surgency, elation, vigor, and 
 activation), 161

Sex, 165–166
Sex roles, 308. See also Gender
Sexual orientation, 308
Shaping, 256

Shelf-placement, 71. See also
Positioning

Shopping behavior
changing, 8–9
environment and, 24, 30, 116, 151
objects of involvement, 48
music and, 81
needs and, 52–53
purchase panels and, 33
smell and, 83–84
time pressures and, 65–66
See also Consumer Behavior

Short-term memory (STM)
characteristics of, 174
explanation of, 173
imagery and discursive processing, 173
marketing implications of, 174–175
processing stimuli in, 174, 190

Sikhs, 322
Simple inferences, 152
Simple messages, 153–154
Simplifying strategy

brand loyalty as, 258–260
feelings as, 264–265
habit as, 256–258
low effort and, 251–253
normative infl uences as, 129–131, 

263–264
performance tactics as, 255, 434
price as, 261–262

Simulations, 208, 434
Situational involvement

advertisements promoting, 48, 154–155, 
210

explanation of, 145
Size and shape, of products, 80
Sleeper effect, 132
Smell, 83–84
Smoking. See Tobacco
Social affection, 161
Social class

caution in segmentation, 343
compensatory consumption and, 336
conspicuous consumption and, 335
consumption patterns related to, 

334, 367
cultural variations in, 313
determination of, 330–332
downward mobility and, 333
educational background and, 330–331
emblems of, 445
explanation of, 326
fragmentation of, 333–334
hierarchy, 326
income and, 330
indicators of, 331–332
infl uences of, 328–330
marketing implications for, 14
meaning of money and, 64, 336–338
occupation and, 330–331
special possessions and, 457
status symbols and, 335–336

types of, 326–328, 331
upward mobility and, 332–333
values and, 366
See also Lower class; Middle class; 

Upper class
Social class indexes, 331–332
Social comparison theory, 484
Social group identifi cation, 126, 396
Social identity theory, 125
Social infl uences

characteristics of, 386–389
descriptive dimensions of information 

and, 407–410
dominated sources of, 386–388
encouraging theft, 478
explanation of, 386
informational, 405–407
of innovators, 425
marketer-dominated vs. non-marketer, 

389–391
marketing sources, 386–387
nonmarketing sources, 388–391
normative, 129–131, 145, 263–264, 

399–401
opinion leaders and, 391–392, 436
reference groups and, 392–399
sources of, 386–392
susceptibility to, 376

Socialization. See Consumer socialization
Socializing agents, 397–399
Social needs, 51–52
Social-psychological theories, 373
Social-relational theory, 401
Social relevance, 434
Social responsibility, 488–489
Social risk, 60
Social status, 449
Social system, 435–437
Socioeconomic index (SEI), 330
Sound symbolism, 81
Source derogations, 127
Sources

capacity for two-way communication, 
389

characteristics of, 386–389
credibility of, 131–132, 389–391
personally delivered, 386–389
reach of, 389

South Korea, 119, 135, 165
Soviet Union, 321
Spam, 73
Special possessions

brands and, 454
characteristics of, 455–456
collections as, 455
consumer characteristics affecting, 

457–458
disposal of, 459
explanation of, 454
meanings associated with, 454–455
pets as, 454
products as, 456–457
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rituals used with, 458–459
types of, 454

Spouses, 350–351. See also Families; 
Households

Spreading of activation, 181–182
S-shaped diffusion curve, 426
STARCH scores, 36
Status crystallization, 332
Status fl oat, 329–330. See also Social class
Status panic, 333
Status symbols

explanation of, 335–336
role transitions and use of, 447–448

Stealing. See Theft
Stimulation, 52
Stores, 24, 104
Storytelling, 30
Strong arguments, 133–134
Subjective comprehension

explanation of, 109–112
inferences and, 118–119
language use and, 117–118
marketing implications of, 112

Subjective knowledge, 109–112, 118–119, 
212

Subjective norms, as component of TORA 
model, 128

Subliminal messages, 87
Subliminal perception, 86–87, 89
Subordinate level, 103
Superordinate level, 103
Support arguments (SAs), 127
Surveys, 28–29
Susceptibility, 376
Sweden, 2
Switzerland, 25, 180–181
Symbolic innovations, 418
Symbolic meaning

connectedness function and, 450–451
derived from consumer, 443
derived from culture, 441–443
emblematic function and, 444–447
example of, 454–455
expressiveness function and, 451–452
gift giving to transfer, 461–466
multiple functions and, 452
role acquisition function and, 447–450
sacredness and, 459–461
self-concept and, 50, 452–453
special possessions and, 454–459

Symbolic needs, 52
Symbolic value, 463
Symbols

achievement, 455
brand, 112–113
communication of, 446–447
development of, 446
fraudulent, 336
reinforcement of, 447
removal of, 447
self-concept and, 50, 453
status, 335–336

used in role transitions, 447–448
use of, 447–448

Syncratic decisions, 351
Syndicated data services, 36–37

T
Target markets

consumers in transition as, 8, 449–450
selection of, 19

Task characteristics, 349–350
Taste, 82–82
Taxonomic categories

explanation of, 100
structure of, 100–101

Technology
in China, 27–28
consumer reaction to, 364–365
gift shopping using, 466
paradoxes of, 420
value placed on, 364–365
See also Internet

Teens
alcohol and tobacco advertisements, 481
targeting, 303–304, 481–482
alcohol and tobacco consumption by, 

6, 54, 480, 482
body image and, 485
consumer behavior of, 301–303
marketing implications for, 303–304
stealing and, 478

Telemarketing, 73, 308, 488
Terminal values, 358
Temporary disposition, 291
Terror management theory. See TMT
Thailand

automobile purchasing in, 219–220
ethnic groups in, 321
household decision roles in, 351
humor in, 165
social class in, 331

Theft
acquisition through, 7
consumer, 476–478
identity, 476, 487, 492
marketing implications for, 478–479
rationalizations for, 478
temptation for, 477–478

Theory of reasoned action (TORA)
application of, 143–145
explanation of, 128–129
marketing implications, 129–133
See also TORA model

Thinking-behaving-feeling sequence, 251
Thinness, 485
Thin-slice judgments, 151
Tie-strength, 396–397
Time risk, 60
Timing

of adoption decisions, 422–424
consumer opportunity and, 65

TMT (terror management theory) 142, 
359–360

Tobacco
advertisements for, 481
media messages about, 482
underage use of, 480
targeting youth, 481
warning labels on, 482

Top-dog strategies, 278
TORA model

components of, 128–129
explanation of, 128–129
function of, 143–145
marketing implications for, 129–131

Touch, 84–85
Top-down processing, 238
Trace strength, 181
Trade groups, 37
Trading, 4–5, 7–8
Trait theories, 372
Transformational advertising, 167
Transitions. See Role transitions
Trash, 295, 489
Trialability, 432–434
Trickle-down effect, 329
Truth effect, 152
Two-sided messages, 134–135

U
Uncertainty, 211, 430
Uncertainty avoidance, 365
Unconditioned response (UCR), 157–158
Unconditioned stimulus (UCS) 157
Underdog strategies, 278
Underprivileged individuals, 328
Unexpectedness, 78
Uniforms, 77, 445
Uniqueness, 95, 376
United Kingdom. See Great Britain
United States

attitudes in, 159
age trends in, 2
data collectors in, 39
comparative messages in, 135
connectedness symbols in, 450–451
engagement tradition in, 91
ethnic groups in, 311–313
expectancy-value models, 128
homeless population in, 341
household decision roles in, 351
humor in, 165
individualism in, 361
knowledge difference in, 106
lifestyle preferences in, 
recycling in, 439
regions in, 311–313
sexual ads in, 166
social class in, 14
special possessions in, 454–455, 457
technology use in, 28
tobacco advertising in, 17
value placed on health in, 361–363
words and, 111
youth orientation in, 363–364
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Upper Americans, 339–340. See also 
Social class

Upper class
consumption patterns of, 339–340
explanation of, 339
handling of money by, 64, 338
status emblems of, 447
in United States, 339–340
See also Social class

Unity, 266
Upward mobility, 332–333
Usage

decisions regarding, 5–10, 200
explanation of, 200
of innovators, 425

Used-merchandise retailers, 293
Use innovativeness, 429
User, in households, 349
Utilitarian dimension, 143
Utilitarian value, 456–457

V
Vacations, 11–12, 14, 22, 180, 240
Valence, 407–408
VALS (Values and Lifestyle Survey), 

380–381
Value measurement

explanation of, 50
infl uences from cultures, 365–366
means-end chain analysis for, 369–370
questionnaires for, 370–371

Value questionnaires, 370–371
Values

age and, 366
change in, 129–130, 365

culture and, 358–365
domain-specifi c, 358
ethical considerations related to, 368
ethnic identifi cation and, 366
expectancy-value models, 128–129
explanation of, 356
global, 358
infl uence of, 365
of innovators, 425
instrumental, 358, 457
marketing implications of, 14, 263, 

366–368
measurement of, 368–371, 380–381
motivation and, 50
perceived, 429
psychographics and, 380–381
segmentation and, 367
social class and, 14, 366
symbolic, 457
terminal, 358
types of, 358
in Western societies, 358, 362, 365

Value systems, 356–358
Variety seeking

decision making based on need for, 
266–267

explanation of, 266
marketing implications of, 267
tactics for, 252

Vicarious exploration, 267
Vicarious observation, 263–264
Video Games, advertising in, 69–70
Vietnam, 197, 292, 303, 319–320
Viral marketing, 408–409
Visionaries, 423

Visualization, 222
Visual perception, 80–81

W
Wait and bait advertisements, 154–156
Warranties, 272, 430
Wearout, 157
Weber’s Law, 85–86
Weddings, 64, 460–461, 466
Whitening toothpastes, 92
Wife-dominant decisions, 351
Woman

sex roles, 308–309
consumptive behavior, 309–310
targeting of, 310

Word-of-mouth communication
engineering favorable, 410
explanation of, 408
marketing implications and, 14
negative, 289, 409
pervasive and persuasive infl uence of, 

408–409
rumors and scandals, handling of, 410
tracking, 410

Work, 360–361
Working class. See Lower class

Y
Yankelovich MindBase, 36, 382
Youth, value place on, 363–364

Z
Zapping, 73
Zipping, 72–73
Zone of acceptance, 260–261
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