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HOWARD'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO MARKETING: SOME THOUGHTS

Jagdish N, Sheth
University of Illinois

INTRODUCTION

To ask me to discuss Howard's contributions to marketing is like ask-
ing a child on Christmas Day whether he believes in Santa Claus! The
socialization process, the heavy commercialization of the concept of Santa
Claus as well as continuous reinforcement awarded the child in believing
in Santa Claus, all conspire to make the child less deliberate or objective
and more affectively dependent on that belief. Not that there is any-
thing wrong in believing in Santa Claus. After all, the child usually
outgrows his beliefs ;nd reexamines the same concept from a somewhat dif-
ferent and independent perspective. Given ny association with John Howard
as his student, his coauthor and his colleague, Iwould be less than candid
if I dida't adwit feeling like that child. Hopefully, I have matured
enough to outgrow emotional faith in Howard's work and to be in a posi-

tion to evalvate it more objectively. At least, let me try.

A PERCEPTUAL MAPPING OF HOWARD'S CONTRTBUTIONS

In order to fully comprehend and integrate many different types of
contributicns Howard has made to the discipline of marketing over a pe-
riod of more than two decades, I have searchcd for the number and kinds
of underlying dimensions on which his contributions have varied, The
result is a totally nonanalytical but probably highly descriptive map

a la multidimencional scaling tradition represented in Figure 1. Similar
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to most multidimensional scaling examples and applications, Howard's
contributions to marketing are at least two~dimensional in nature. The
first dimension represents a continuum ranging from managerial to public
policy related research contributions. The second dimension repre-
sents another continuum ranging from theoretical to empirical aspects

of his research contributions.

Chronologically, Howard's contributions began on the managerial
side of the two~dimensional space with the publication of the first ed-
ition of Marketing Management (1957). Even though it was only a text-
book it had the theoretical richness unparalleled among other books on
marketing at that time. Howard was probably the first scholar in mar-
keting to systematically provide a nanagerial orientation to the mar-
keting thought very similar to what Joel Dean did in economics.

Soon thereafter Howard shifted his attention to the area of con-
sumer behavior and concentrated on lese economic and more psychological
foundations underlying consumer's brand cholce behavior. This new area
of research resulted in a monumental series of publications starting

with Marketing: Executive and Buyer Behavior in 1963 and culminating

in The Theory of Buyer Behavior in 1969. As one historically reviews

various publications during this period, he is struck with two obser-
vations: the maturity of thought is almost evolutionary and the
divorce from managerial perspective is almost total so that the latest
publication on buyer behavior theory begins to emerge more as an un-
derstanding of buyer behavior from the point of view of the consumer
rather than that of the marketer. This shift in perspective may be

more responsible in making buyer behavior theory almost look like a
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theory of human choice behavior generally found in psychology. It
would appear that this shift from managerial marketing may be in part
responsible for comments, criticisms and even questioning the relevance
of buyer behavior theory in marketing (Maloney, 1973; Webster, 1970;
Hunt and Pappas, 1972), Taking all things into account, it would ap-
pear that these were Howard's most formative years in terms of gener-
ating a body of knowledge at a rigorous and scientific level. It is,
therefore, probably no exaggeration to state that the genesis of modern
marketing thought exemplified in the concept of customer-oriented
marketing planning and strategy owes a great deal to his pioneering
efforts in generating a respectable body of knowledge which made con-
sumers look more deliberative and rational, and less as defenseless,
manipulable entities in the market place. A second, and more subtle,
contribution was the demonstration of dramatic similarities between
the institutional and household consumers which led to calling the
research on customers as buyer behavior instead of consumer behavior.

A third shift in Howard's research activities would seem to be
in the direction of empirical research on buyer behavior, Empirical
research at first took the form of relatively small scale in-depth

studies of the decision making process among the organizational mana-

gers and buyers (1965, 1968). This research was very heavily in-

fluenced by the Simon tradition of bounded rationality and the infor-

Sty

mation-processing approach teo studying decision processes. It is

somevhat surprising to note that very few recent studies on informa-

tion processing a la decision nets (Bettman, 1974) even refer to

[t

Howard's pioneering research almost a decade before anyone else in

marketing.



A second phase of the empirical research involved a large scale
and continuous research to test the Howard-Sheth theory of buyer behav-
ior under what is commonly referred to as Columbia Buyer Behavior
Project. Under Howard's leadership more than a dozen scholars and doc—
toral students operatiocnalized and tested various elements of the
Howard-Sheth theory. In its scope and procedures, Columbia Buyer Be-
havior Project also has remained unparalleled at least in the academic
setting. Finally, Howard's interest in empirical research also led him
to work toward the organization of, and mission for such fundamental
research institutes in marketing as Consumer Research Institute and
Marketing Seience Institute.

Just about when empirical research was getting published, a fourth
shift occured in Howard's interests in the direction of public policy
issues of marketing. These were more clearly manifested in providing
to policy makers the theoretical underpinnings of consumer decision
processes, and in providing them with guidelines with which to evalu-
ate the impact of advertising claims including deceptive and exagger-
ated claims (Howard and Hulbert, 1974), While it is too early to
assess the impact of his thinking in the public policy area, it has
not been immune from comments and criticism in the academic circles
(Sachs, 1975).

The most recent shift is toward conducting empirical research
on socletal problems such as nutrition and population. This is mani-
fested by way of a new research institute at Columbia University.

This shift from theory to empirical research in the public policy

area roughly parallels a comparable shift almost a decade ago he made




in the area of buyer behavior. If history could be trusted as a good
extrapolator into the future, Howard should be ready to generate yet
another theory in some future contemporary issue in marketing. Let us
see whether the prophecy is fulfilled.

Another look at Figure 1 which summarizes Howard's major contri~
butions to marketing reveals several fascinating aspects to his research
thinking vhich may be loosely called his "style of research'. TFirst,
Howard seems to concentrate on those areas of marketing which are out
of the ordinary at that time and eventually become the mainstream of
marketing thought. Examples are the managerial and the customer-
oriented approach to marketing theory. Second, without a doubt Howard
seems to have acted as a catalyst or change agent in marketing innova-
tions. Third, Howard appears to be a Texan at heart. Most of his
endeavors have been big whether they are in building theories or in
conducting research. Finally, Howard seems to have the knack to gen-
erate controversy, criticism and additional effort on the part of
others to revise or modify his thinking. The classic example is the
impetus for further research and concomitant controversy generated
by the Howard-Sheth theory of buyer behavior (Hunt and Pappas, 1972;
Ward and Robertson, 1974; Maloney, 1973; Webster, 1970).

Enough on generalities and praise on Howard's contributions to
marketing. It is about time to focus on the contribution he has made
namely the development and emergence of a comprehensive theory of
buyer behavior. For no other reason than that I Just finished teach-

ing a doctoral seminar with 1t, I will utilize the Howard-Sheth theory




of buyer behavior for a critical review and analysis. Let me state
at the outset that among many disadvantages of coauthorship, there is
at least one advantage: you can blame the weaknesses on the other
guy.

There is no question that the Howard-Sheth theory of buyer behav-
ior is widely, if not universally, accepted by the academic community
as witnessed by frequent references to it in the literature. It is
also more and more applied and adapted by marketing research depart-
ments in the industry as a means of providing a comprehensive perspec-
tive and vocabulary to collect micro level data on customers. Finally,
it is gaining entry and acceptance among public policy makers and re-
searchers as evidenced by Howard's utilization of the theory to guide
the Federal Trade Commission.

However, a better test of how good the theory is rests on its
successfully passing a number of metatheory criteria such as internal
consistency, linguistic exactness, empirical interpretability, meth-
odological simplicity, originality, external consistency, stability
and the like (Zaltman, Pinson and Angelmar, 1973). Since such an eval-
uation has been already performed by those who have not been associated
with the theory, it is best to reproduce their evaluation in Table 1.
According to Zaltman, Pinson and Angelmar (1973), the Howard-Sheth
theory of buyer behavior out performs or at least matches other theories
in consumer behavior on several criteria chosen by them to perform a
stringent evaluation task.

While the Howard-Sheth theory is generally accepted as good, it

is by no means perfect. There are a number of areas of potential




Table 1

An Evaluation of Three Major Models of Consumer Behaviorl

Engel-Kollat
Criteria/Model Nicosia Howard-Sheth Blackwell
Formal Criteria
1. Well-formedness very good very good good
2. Internal comsistency good-very good good-very good good
3. Independence * * *
4. Strength good good good
Semantical Criteria
5. Linguistic exactness good fair-good fair
6. Conceptual unity good fair fair
7. Empirical inter- good good fair
pretability
8. Representativeness fair-good good fair-good
Methodological Criteria
9. Falsifiability poor-fair fair poor
10. Methodological poor-fair poor-fair poor
simplicity
Epistemological Criteria
11i. Confirmation (untested) fair (untested)
12. Originality good good fair
13. External consistency fair-good fair~-good fair-good
14, Unifying power good-very good good-very good good
15. Heuristic power good good-very good fair-good
16, Stability fair fair fair

* The criterion does not apply.

1Borrowed from Zaltman, Pinson and Angelmar, Metatheory and Consumer Research,
(Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1973), p. 122.




improvement and future extensions of the theory largely because either

the theory is not fully specified or it has done insufficient justice

to several of its parts. I will try to isolate several aspects of the
theory which need further research and even rethinking before the theory
is accepted as a final word in consumer behavior. Parenthetically of
course, the reader will understand the psychology of self-criticism and
self-refutation: it is at least one way to keep myself alive and kick-
ing despite coauthoring and writing comprehensive theories!

Perhaps the single most important weakness of the Howard-Sheth
theory is the decision-making and problem~solving approach it has taken
in explaining consumer brand choice behavior. Such an approach unfor-
tunately forces the authors to treat all consumer choices as highly
deliberative, cognitive and even rational decision-making processes
minimizing the possibility of being mamipulated by the marketing ac-
tivities. As Sheth and Raju (1975) have pointed out, systematic brand
choice behavior can arise by at least four distinct processes (sit-
uational influences, novelty, curiosity, emotive or other nonspecific
motivational processes, habit and decision-making process) only one
of which is the highly deliberative cognitive process. While the
Howard-Sheth theory does discuss novelty-curiosity as well as routin-
ized response behavior, the emphasis is much less on these nondeliber—
ative processes. In a way, it is unfortunate that too soon too many
social sciences have adopted the Simon's problem—solving and decision=-
making approach as the only viable process underlying systematic choice

behavior without properly observing the realities of human choice.
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Second, even in the decision~making approach underlying the Howard-
Sheth theory, it is limited to individual brand choice behavior. This
explicitly excludes a vast number of Joint decisions both in the family
and in organizations. The theory is to that extent not comprehensive

enough to encompass all types of brand choices actually occuring in the

market place. Perhaps the recent efforts in extending the theory to
accommodate both autonomous and joint decisions (Sheth, 1973; Sheth,
1974) may make the theory more realistic.

Third, it is only a theory of brand choice behavior and not all
aspects of buyer behavior. By focusing on the processes of brang
choice decisions and how marketing communications (significative and
symbolic) affects them, the theory has either ignored, or at best
given only a cursory treatment to the highly integrated and inter-
dependent flow of activities associated in buyer behavior including
the linkages between brand choice and store choice decisions. While
there is a flow chart analysis of motor and mental steps evoked by
a consumer in a highly routinized situation in the Howard-Sheth
theory (Chapter 5), it is not given the same prime importance as pre-
diction of brand choice behavior from attitudes and intentions. It
ie my opinion that we need to more fully understand the sequence of
behavioral activities involved in buyer behavior either by qualita-
tive research or by time and motion study of consumer behavior. It
is only such type of research which will bring to the forefront the
importance of situational variables as well as behavioral antecedents

which generate a need to choose among alternatives,
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Fourth, the theory has created a major structural weakness by
mixing together static and dynamic constructs. I am referring to the
Inherent difference between the learning constructs and the percep~
tual constructs. In my numerous attempts to adapt the theory for
industry research, it has proven virtually impossible to create a
single research design which can satisfactorily track both learning
and perceptual constructs, It would appear that it is relatively
easy to measure the learning constructs (attitudes, intention, satis-
faction, choice criteria) by way of a cross-sectional survey. How-
ever, it almost invariably requires either an experimentation or
laboratory observation to measure perceptual constructs (attention,
perceptual bias, overt search, ambiguity).

Fifth, as Howard and Sheth themselves point out, there are at
least two areas in the theory which are relatively weak and need
further thinking. The first is the process of search. What initi-
ates search behavior on the part of the individual? How does he go
about searching for alternatives and information? 1Is there a cog-
nitive limit inherent in the search process even if it is carried
out on a temporal basis? What about the question of optimum in-
formation and the problem of information overload suggested by
Jacoby (1974)? Finally, are there individual and situation differ-
ences in the search behavior of people? A thoery of search behavior
is badly needed especially in light of the contemporary concerns about
the overload of both quality and quantity of information communicated

to the people.
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A second area which needs further thinking and theorizing is
the process by which the individual codes the stimulus display. The
question of stimulus-as-coded is highly relevant and useful even from
the marketing and advertising viewpoint., In fact, I have elsevhere
suggested that the standard measures of advertising effectivness such
as recall, recognition, readership, as well as the more cognitive
insfruments such as Reaction Profile or Schwerints Preference Shares
are simply measures of how the stimulus got coded in the mind of the
individual and not measures of impact of advertising on consumer be-
havior (Sheth, 1973). Furthermore, even in the utilization of stan-
dard instruments in advertising, no one as yet knows the model by
which an advertising communication is processed by the individual:
it still remains a black box. While the Howard-Sheth theory probably
went farther than most theories in providing tentative and as yet
speculative ideas in terms of quantity (attention) and quality (per-
ceptual bias) of information distortion, it is not enough to be
directly applicable to either managerial or public policy planning
purpcses. This is not so much a criticism of the theory per se as
it is a reflection on the potential areas of further research in
consumer behavior.

Sixth, the empirical testing of the theory has made it obvious
that considerable more imagination and effort are needed to opera-
tionalize the various hypothetical constructs with the judicious use
of psychometric scaling procedures. In today’s fervor to quantify

anything and everything to gain respectability, as well as the strong
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biases of all the scholarly marketing journals toward empirical re-
search, it is even doubly necessary that the regearcher not only
Present a theory which can stand the tests of logic and face validitv
but also at the same time provide exact operational rules of corres-
pondence for various constructs in his theory. Otherwise, the empiri-
cal tests such as those by Farley and Ring (1974), no matter how
imaginative they may be, are bound to generate criticism, and even
more sadly, a premature discarding of an otherwise very rich theory.
Unfortunately, but rightly, the burden of providing psychometrically
scaled and standardized instruments for the hypothetical constructs

of the theory must fall on the authors of the theory. In fact, there
is ample evidence In attitude literature that extremely good and rich
theories go by the wayside and remain unnoticed simply because the
author failed to take one additional step in terms of operationalizing
his theory. And at the same time, some relatively weak theories are
adopted very rapidly, and often blindly, simply because the author
took pains to operationalize his constructs. This contrast is very
vivid between Katz's functional theory and Fishbein's cognitive

theory in attitudes.

A related problem to operationalization of the theory constructs
is the need for a priori homogenecous segments of consumers to avoid
the problems of statistical artifacts due to aggregation. While the
Howard-Sheth theory has admirably theorized the problem of hetero-
geneity of respondents by way of exogeneous variables, there are very
few empirical tests of the model which have a priori segmented the

market and then to test the theory on individual homogeneous segments.
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In order for the Howard-Sheth theory or any other theory to gain
greater acceptance in marketing and enhance the respectability of mar-
keting as a discipline among social sciences, it is very critical that
in the next decade we concentrate more on scaling and validation of
constructs and less on developing new theories (Sheth, 1974)., This is
especially crucial for comprehensive or grand theories in marketing
glven the present winds which favor middle range theories.

Finally, it seems that the time is ripe to also attempt theorizing
about consumer behavior in a general sense and not from the perspective
of marketing management, public policy, consumers or academic research.
All the existing theories in consumer behavior have a managerial ap-
proach built into them. Perhaps Howard has gone farther than most in
adapting the theory for public policy purposes. Still they are all
developed on the presumption that the theory and related research are
simply essential inputs to someone else's planning and strategy de-
cisions. This has often led‘to semantic and scaling problems in the
sense that the definitions and measurements of constructs are highly
oriented toward the managerial or public policy perspectives. For ex-
ample, brand choice, brand loyalty and intention to buy are all vari-
ables or constructs defined and measured in a way to be relevant for
those industries which have m&nopolistic competition structure. This
often limits the scope of the theory and makes the process of adapta-
tlon or generalization difficult to other industries with a different
competitive structure such as a monopoly. It would appear that just
as the words like product, price, promotion and distribution have

hindered the acceptance of marketing as a reallocation process for
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nontraditional products and services such as contraceptives, educa-
tion and welfare, the same thing is also happening at present in
consumer behavior even in terms of extending the theory to the other
traditional areas such as organizational buyer behavior. In short,
we need to build a theory of buyer behavior and the concomitant scal-
ing of its constructs which is free of any outside perspective. At
least, this will speed up the divorce between buyer behavior and
marketing comparable to the divorce between marketing and economics
which took place in the twentias with product differentiation and
distribtuion delegation. If for no other reason, 1 love to watch

the processes of divorce!
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