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Abstract

By focusing on individual decision-making framework, we
have neglected many areas of consumer behavior, These in-
clude habit, hedonistic and epistemi¢ determinants of
brand/product choice; group behavior including household,
organlzation, class and cross-national buyer behavior, We
also need to generate our own comstructs rather than blind-
1y borrow from other disciplines, especially soclal psy=-
chelogy. Finally, we need more research and theory from a
metatheory viewpoint in place of the managerial viewpoint,

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to take an inventory of con-
sumer behavior theory and research, There is no question
that consumer behavior as a discipline has displayed a
spectacular growth in borrowing concepts from the behavior—
al and quantitative sciences, in broadening its horizons
from tradicional marketing problems to social problems, and
in generating a body of knowledge about consumers as buy-
ers, users and decision-makers, (Ferber, 1977; Jacoby,
1976). It is simply a matter of time before consumer beha=
vior will diverce itself from marketing and stand on its
own as a distinct discipline relevant to many other consti-
tuents besides marketers and many other disciplines beside
marketing. Thus, it appears to be an opportune time to
take stock of consumer behavior theory and research and as=
sess its gurpluses and shortages,

A simple vay to assesg its surpluses and shortages is to
focus on the following areas of consumer behavior:

1. What has been the focus of understanding in consumer
behavior and what should be the future focus?

2. How have we researched the comsumer behavior phenomencn
in the past, and where should we go from here?

3. Why, in the past, did we choose to study consumer beha-
vior and vhat should be the future motivation for our
concinued interest in the area?

Focus of Consumer Behavior

While consumer behavior theory and research may look vary
eclectic at first glance, two aspects stand out as the com=
mon underlying dimensions with which most research efforts
have been undertaken. The first is the dominance of focus
on the individual consumer in many of his roles such as
shopper, buyer, decision-maker and the user. The second
aspect 18 the dominance of decision-making process and the
consequent implicit, if not explicit presumption that the
buying behavior is a rational problem-solving process (Ol
shavsky and Granbois, 1979; Sheth, 1976). Accordingly, we
seem to have abundance of research on individual consumers
and abundance of theories of consumer behavior which are
based on decision-making processes. This is particularly
evident in the recent proliferation of multiattribute atti=
tudes and information processing models (Wilkie and Pesse-
mier, 1973).

It is fairly obvious even to a naive obsarver that not all
consumers or all consumer behavior phenomena can be fully

explained or understood by a single perspective espacially
as elegant and rational as the decision-making perspective.

T believe that we need to bring at least three additiocnal
perspectives to fully comprehend the consumer behavior
phenomenon, These are (1) habit; (2) hedonistic; and the
(3) epistemic perspective (Sheth and Raju, 1973). Hopefule
ly, the four putually exclusive perspectives will be ex—
haustive enough to encompass the diversity of consumers and
consumer behavior phenomena., - It would be most fascinating
to genmerate hard measures of consumer behavior realities
with respect to the frequency and magnitude of prevalence
of each perspective. My a priori hunch is that the deci=
sion-making perspective may account for a relatively smal-
ler proportion of total consumer behavior phenomena.

Table 1 represents an attempt at summarizing the surpluaes
and shortages with respect to what we have versus what we
should focus on in consumer behavior theory and research.
What seems to be enough is the decision-making framework
applied to explain and predict individual consumer beha~
vior. Two classes of research in this combination are the
mulciattribute judgments and information processing models.
My own view is what these models now need is more usage and -
applications by the marketing practitioners and policy mak=
ers rather than further theoretical development. Perhaps
the applications in real world may provide us insights a-
bout the robustness of these models better than deductive
reasouing given that the world of social science is more
contingent and less absolute to be reduced to some invar-
iant lawa of social, economic or consumer behavior.

What we need most because toco little consumer research or
theory effort has been devoted so far {s the oppoaite com=
bination: understanding group behavier which is likely to
be based on non-problem solving processas. Examples of
such areas of focus for consumer research include crowd
consumption, fads and fashions, social mores and taboos,
and similar clinicsl mass motivations. This research
should be directed at the macro (group) rathot than at tha
micro (individual) level,
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Of coursa, the above statements do not imply that there is
no further need to study the individual consumers or that

the decision-maiting framework has outlived its utility. As
the Table indicates, we still need more resaarch and theory
about the individual comsumer buc in the non-decision-mak-
ing domains of his epistemic hehavior (impact of situation=

o




al effects on his choice behavior), formation, endurance
and utilization of habits which may or may not have any un=
derlying cogmitive structure, and the whole area of hedon=
istic research which was disreputed prematurely in the ear-
1y days of consumer behavior,

Similarly, there are many areas of group behavior which can
be understood by the decision-making framework, and where
more research and theory are clearly needed. These include
the more traditiomal areas of household behavior, organiza-
tional buying behavior, and the newer areas of soclology of

umption and ional buying behavior, The impor-
tant point to keep in mind is that we need to develop or
borrow more macro decision-making frameworks rather than
simply extend the micro decisioun~-making frameworks used in
understanding individual consumers. For example, recent
literature on cultural aggregates, game theory, jury deci=-
sion p » and izational confliect, power and
coalitions may prove more relevant than the tenets of exe
pectancy-value models.,

Proceas of Consumer Behavior
Theory and Research

The process of theorfzing and researching consumer behavior
can be evaluated on two dimensions, The first dimension
reflects the heavy reliance on, and the consequent domiw
nance of descriptive as opposed to normative process. This
£s understandable and deems to be due to two reasons,.
First, we are dealing with a very pervasive human or social
issues in consumer behavior where it is difficult to impose
a common set of normative value-laden judgments or perspec—
tives without befng criticized or at least questioned by
others. In other words, the descriptive process of finding
out how and why consumers behave the way they do and making
policy or practice decisions based on these findings seems
most reasonable, humanistic, less subject to criticism, and
compatible with our belief in the democratic processes. Se=
cond, social behavior is too complex and contingent to re=
duce down to an exact science. It is, therefore, more dife
ficult to generate normative or axiomatic propositions to
which all agree and subscribe as they seem to do in biolog=
ical and physical sciences., While these two factors ex=

plain why we might have leaned toward the descriptive pro= ’

cesses in consumer behavior, they canmot justify it.

The second dimension related to how we have gone about re=
searching and theorizing the consumar behavior area is the
dominance of borrowed concepts and coustructs as opposed to
generating our own concepts and constructs unigue to con=
sumer behavior. The dominance of borrowed versus self-gen=-
erated coustructs canm be attributed to several factors.
First, the early pioneers in the discipline of consumer be=-
havior made a fundameatal p ption that beha~
vior is not unique but part of a larger syndrome of human
and social behavior., It is interesting to note that econ=
omics did not make a similar presumption and consequently
ended up developing its own constructs and axioms. Second,
when a discipline begins to emerge without a formally de-
fined boundary or at best am ill-defined boundary, it is
easier to borrow constructs than create them, This seems
very much true of consumer behavior; we still do not pre=
cisely know what to include aad what to exclude from con=
sumer behavior to make it a distinct diaciplime, Third,
the pervasiveness of the phenomenon itself may have been a
contributing factor. Multitudes of viewpoints and proces—
ses were simultaneously applied to understanding consumer
behavior which resembled the proverbial blind men and ele=
phant situacion., While this was great for the discipline
to get off cthe ground faster and mature quickly, it ended
up in the dominance of using borrowed constructs at the ex-
pense of self generating constructs uniquely suited to the-
discipline.

Having identified the two process dimensiona (descriptive
vs. normative and borrowed vs, self generated constructs),

the task of taking inventory of how we have developed con-
sumer behavior theory and research is made much easier:
There is a clear surplus of borrowed constructs and a cri=
tical shortage of self-generated constructs in consumer
behavior, Similarly, there is a surplus of descriptive
constructs and a shortage of normative constructs. In Ta=-
ble 2, I have provided some examples of the types of re=—
search and theory processes in consumer behavior which we
must discourage and other types which we must encourage to
create a balance of processes of researching consumer beha=
vior,

Firat of all, I think we have borrowed enough conatructa
from several descriptive disciplines, This includes social’
psychology, personality research and diffusion of inmnova-
tions. On the other hand, we badly nead to generate our

own constructs related to several normative aspects of con- -
sumer behavior, These include developing unormative theor~
ies of market segmentation, what should be the atrategy mix °
to impact on the without ing negative aside
effects, how should we protect the consumer and which types .
of consumers, designing anti-consuming policies for certain
goods and services, and developing an audit system for
measuring consumption indicators which go beyond the re=
cently popular economic and social indicators. The most
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radical of the proposed areas of futurs resaarch is tha de-
velopment of marketing policy which would outline rights
and obligations of the marketers.

Again, tha above analysis does not mean that we should dis-
card descriptive processes altogether or that we should to-
tally stop borrowing constructs from other disciplines. As
Table 2 indicates, there are a numbar of exeiting areas of
research and theory in consumer behavior which can and
should rely upon the descriptive processea. These include ..
self-generating a unique typology of consumption needs/
wants, a typology of consumption life styles as opposad to
general life styles, and consumption life cycle based on

the time dependent covariances of preselected and repre-
sentative goods and servicea. It also includes more rew
search on self-generated constructs of brand/supplier loy~-
alty, product life cycle theory, and consumer satiasfaction/
dissatisfaction research., Finally, we badly need self-gen~
erated copstructs for the phenomena of information search
and the proceas by which marketing sctimuli ger internalized
in the consumer's mind both in the short and in the long~
term memory functions. In this last category of research
areas, I am more and more convinced that we need to gener=
ate our own constructs rather than borrow from cogaitive,
perceptual and/or neuropsychology. My coaviction is based
more on the strong differences in definition, size and
character of information units between borrowed constructs




and what is relevant in consumer behavior,

Lastly, there are several normative diaciplines from which
we have neglected to horrow in the past, even though they
appear to be useful to consumer behavior. These include
the policy literature %n sociology related to strategies of
planned social change, game theory and normative decision
theory, mathematical wodeling such as gueing theory, inven-—
tory coatrol theory and critical path analysis for educat-
ing and upgrading the household consumer so that he can
better opcimize his scarce resources of time, effort and
money, and finally axiomatic disciplines such as metathe-
ory, microeconomics, and logic.

Purpose of Consumer Behavior
Theory and Research

Llooking at the issue of why we have generated consumer be-
havior knowledge, it would appear that there are at least
two underlying dimensions. The first is the dominance of
sacisfying the managerial as opposed to the disciplinary
(meta theory) needs. The second is the dominance of ac—
quiring empirical knowledge (facts and figures) about the
consumer as opposed to the theoretical foundations of con-
sumer behavior.

The dominance of managerially oriented research on consumer
behavior is clearly due to the following factors., First
and foremost, consumer behavior was, and to a large exteni
it scill is, a part of marketing theory and practice. The
earliest studies in consumer behavior were undertaken for
the marketing managers who wanted to know more about the
consumer before deciding on specific marketing strategies.
Hence, market research has such a strong overlap with con=
sumer research in content and methodology. Second, re=
search funding by governmental agencies or foundationa to
study the consumer in a disciplinary mode has been practi=-
cally nonexistent. Without such funding it has been neces=
sary to rely on commercial or applied research, and conse=
quently, the purpose has been more managerial and less dis=
ciplinary. Finally, as I mentioned earlier, in the early
days of the discipline, most scholars were trained and pos—
sessed expertise in other diasciplines. To them, consumer
behavior was an interesting exteaslon and application area
@f{ ctheir pet theories and ideas., Maay of them had no
strong commitment or loyalty. In that regard, consumer be-
havior at that time looked like what laternational business
looks like today. As might be expected, without such com
mitmenat and full time migration, 1t 1§ difficult to produce
disciplinary research,

Similarly, the dominance of acquiring empirical kunowledge
rather than theoretical elegance can be attributed to sev=
eral factors. First, the inductive approach, by and large,
dominates a discipline in its infancy and growth phases
which results in generating more empirical observations
(facts and figures). Interest is more on description and
reporting of a specific event or behavior rather than on
its explanation, and the method of inquiry is less experi=
mental and more survey rasearch. This temds to generate
the bias in faver of the empirical as opposed to theoreti-
cal richmess. Sadly, this bias is still prevalent as indi=-
cated by the hesitation of che scholarly journals to pube
lish theoretical papers. Second, the managerial purpose
underlying consumer research has also tended to intensify
the bias. The manager has a pet theory of consumer beha-
vior specific to his task and he 1s often looking toward
research findings to support his own theory. It is, there-
Jore, no wonder when he says "give me facts about the con-
sumer and don't confuse me with your theories!" A third
and related factor 1s the extreme difficulty to prove or
disprove compering theories of consumer behavior. This is
@scly due to the contingent nature of the phenomenon, and
somewhat due to our inability to translate theories into
testable hypotheses and to effectively cope with consequent
operationalizacion and analysis problems,

What we have then 1s a surplus of managerial purpose and
the empirical knowledge, and what we have as a shortage is
the disciplinary (metatheory) purpose and the theoratical

knowledge, Table 3 summarizes this point and offers aever= -

al examples of surpluses and shortages in consumer behavior
so far as the purpose of researching and theorizing the
area are concerned.
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It is obvious that empirical knowledge on an ongoing basis
for managerial purposes is probably sufficient by now. In
fact, soma acholars have openly complained that both thae
government and the industry collects too much information
by way of surveys and audits, consumer demographics, life
styles and psychographics as well ag media and shopping ha=
bits especially since the start of the age of electronic
computers and other electronic devices, It would appear to
me that the next progressive step is data analysis. For it
is a sad commentary that probably eighty to ninety percent
of the information about the consumer goea unanalyzed or at
least underanalyzed. In short, data analysis and not data
collectlon should be the further direction in the area of
generating empirical knowledge for managerial purposes.

On the other side of the equation, what seems to be in most
accute shortage are the theoretical foundations of the dis~
gipline itself, While we do have several nice and rich hy=-
potheses {e,g., perceived risk, brand loyalty, and stochas—
tic preferences) and some good comprehensive theories in
consumer behavior, unfortunately most of them are developed
for the managerfal perspective, We need discipline-oriemt-
ed theoretical foundaticn, especially in the areas of com~
cept formation, symbolic communication and a good theory of
consumer needs/wants. It would be superb if we can evolve
tovard some commonly agreed upon and scientifically vali-
dated laws of consumer behavior.

This analysis does not mean that we should ignore or even
discard the managerial purpose in consumer behavior, How~
ever, what the manager needs much more critically are the

theoretical foundations of how the marketing mix does or

does not work. For example, it would be unice if scholars
in consumer behavior can provide him with a gsingle agreed
upon explanation as to how advertising works; or provide
rich theoretical foundations for the price-demand relation=
ship; or offer a good theory of product failurea.

Finally, the discipline itself needs further empirical
knowladge on a number of substantive issues, These includae
the degree and character of consumer satisfaction/dissatis-—
faction; prevalence of problem solving versus other methods
of making product, brand or store cholees; and cross=cul=
tural parallels and contrasts in magnitudes and types of
products and services consumed on our planet.




Summary and Conclusions

This paper is an attempt to take an inventory of consumer
behavior theory and research in order to identify surpluses
and shorxtages of concepts, infpmnr.ion and body of know=
ladge,

The inventory was taken with respect to the three areas of
focus, p and purp in the body of know=
ledge we call consumer behavior theory and research., The
following conclusions were derived in the process:

1. We have focused oo much on the fndividual consumer as
opposed to group behavior and similarly too much on the
rational models of problem solving (decision-msking) as

P d to other problem solving models of choice
behavior. The combination of these two focus factors
has resulted in abundance of attitude wodels, multi-
aceribute judgments, and information processing models,
What we need most is understanding of group phenomena
such as crowd consumption, fads and fashions, deviant
consumption behavior, and obsessive consumer behavior
with the use of more macro and non-problem solving hy-
potheses and theories of choice behavior.

2. The process of theorizing and researching consumer be-
havior has been dominated by descriptive as opposed to
normative consctructs, and by constructs borrowed from
other disciplines rather than self-generated constructs
uaique to consumer behavior, In the process, we seem
to have surplus of soclal psychology, diffusion theory,
and personality research. What we need now are more
normative and self-generated hypotheses and theories
related to market segmentation, strategy mix models,

ism and welfare theories, anti-consum~
ing models and a normative marketing policy which de=
fines the rights and obligations of the marketers.

3. Most of the consumer behavior research and thecry has
been for mamagerial purposes in contrast to the disci-~
plinary (metatheory) purposes. Similarly, it has been
more empirical rather than theovetical, This has ve~
sSulted in generating lots of facts and figures about
the consumer himself, how much does he buy, his media
and shopping habits and his demographics, life atyles
and psychographics. In the process, markat research
and consumer research have become almost synonymous,
What we need, however, are rich theoretical foundations
of the discipline itself with respect to many areas
such as concept formation, symbolic communication and a
theory of consumer needs/wants.

Iz would be simply exhilarating if we can evolve some a=
greed upon and properly validated laws of consumer beha=
vior. 5o far, it seems that we have discovered only two
obvious laws of consumer behavior: those who don't need
the product, consume it, and secondly those who need it, do
wot consume it! While these laws may go a long way in ex~
plaining the phenomena of imperfect competition and social
welfare disequilibrium as compared to the traditional mi-
<ro—economic theory of the firm, wa can do much better if
we decide to change our foecus, process and purpose in ur=
derstanding coansumer behavior,
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