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Preface


We wrote this book because we’re fascinated by the field of consumer behaviour. We hope that, as consumers and future managers, you find this study to be fascinating as well. Whether you’re a student, manager or professor, we’re sure you can relate to the trials and tribulations associated with last-minute shopping, preparing for a big night out, agonising over a purchase decision, fantasising about a week’s skiing in the Swiss Alps, enjoying a holiday on a Greek island or commemorating a landmark event, such as graduating from university, getting a driver’s licence or (dreaming about) winning the lottery.


Buying, having and being


Our understanding of this field goes beyond looking at the act of buying only, and extends to both having and being as well. Consumer behaviour is about much more than just buying things; it also embraces the study of how having (or not having) things affects our lives, and how our possessions influence the way we feel about ourselves and about each other – our state of being. In addition to understanding why people buy things, we also try to appreciate how products, services and consumption activities contribute to the broader social world we experience.


A European perspective on consumers and marketing strategy


An important objective for this new, seventh edition has been to ensure its continuing relevance to European audiences while retaining the accessibility and contemporary approach established over the last 12 editions of Michael Solomon’s U.S. Consumer Behaviour. The significant level of European material in this latest edition includes extra references to European research, illustrative examples and cases from a European consumer context, as well as a number of European advertisements so that the reader can visualise different elements in the marketing applications of consumer behaviour theory.


The internationalisation of market structures makes it increasingly necessary for business people to acquire a clear understanding of cultural differences and similarities among consumers from various countries. One of the challenges of writing this book has been to develop materials which illustrate local as well as pan-European and global aspects of consumer behaviour. In this spirit, we have kept a number of American and other non-European examples to illustrate various similarities and differences on the global consumer scene. To illustrate the potential of consumer research to inform marketing strategy, the text contains numerous examples of specific applications of consumer behaviour concepts by marketing practitioners.


Digital consumer behaviour


As more of us go online every day, there’s no doubt the world is changing – and consumer behaviour is constantly evolving in response to the Web and social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter). The seventh edition continues to highlight the new world of the digital consumer.


One of the most exciting aspects of the new digital world is that consumers can interact directly with other people who live either just down the street or half way across the world. As a result, we are having to radically redefine the meaning of community. It’s no longer enough to acknowledge that consumers like to talk to each other about products. Now we share opinions and get the up-to-date information about new films, music, cars, clothes ... in electronic communities that might include a young parent from Aalborg or Aachen, a senior citizen from Odense or Les Moutiers, or a teenager from Amsterdam or Edinburgh. And many of us meet up in computer-mediated environments (CMEs) such as Facebook or Twitter. We have tried to thread material and examples about these new emerging consumer playgrounds throughout the text. These new ways of interacting in the marketplace create bountiful opportunities for marketing managers and consumers alike.


However, is the digital world always a rosy place? Unfortunately, just as in the ‘real world’, so inevitably the digital world comes with its own warnings (e.g. trolling). That said, it is difficult to imagine going back to a world without the Web, and it is changing the field of consumer behaviour all the time – so watch this space.
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Part A Consumers in the marketplace


This introductory part comprises two chapters. The first chapter gives an overview of the field of consumer behaviour. It examines how the field of marketing is influenced by the actions of consumers, and also how we as consumers are influenced by marketers. It also surveys consumer behaviour as a discipline of enquiry, and describes some of the different approaches that researchers use in order better to understand what makes consumers behave as they do. Next, it addresses contemporary consumer culture and, more particularly, its globalisation tendencies. The second chapter offers a broad overview of the consumer in the marketplace, through its investigation of the modern ritual of the shopping process. It also looks at various contemporary retail environments and the roles they play in consumers’ social lives.
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Chapter 1 Consumer behaviour and consumer society


Chapter objectives


When you finish reading this chapter you will understand why:


1.1 We use products to help us define our identities in different settings.


1.2 Consumer behaviour is a process involving many actors.


1.3 Many different types of specialists study consumer behaviour.


1.4 There are basically two differing perspectives (called paradigms) regarding how and what we should understand about consumer behaviour.


1.5 The society we live in today can be described as a consumer society.


1.6 Globalisation is important when trying to understand the consumer society.


1.7 Consumption is not just a private but also a political issue. The ethics of consumption is becoming more and more significant.


1.8 We are witnessing the appearance of new forms of collective consumption formats.


LIANE is working at her computer. It is early autumn and the beginning of a new term at her Higher Professional Nursing School in Amsterdam. Time for getting new books and study materials. As a full-time student in her final year of a full-time practical internship with exams, she is not surprised to find that several of the required books are unavailable at the campus bookshop.


She goes online to check if she can get her books from one of the internet bookshops. She uses her favorite portal www.athenaeum.nl/studieboeken, which she thinks might be able to deliver the books faster than its international competitors, but Athenaeum doesn’t have all of the books in stock that she needs, and she really feels that she should get all them from the same store. On an impulse, Liane visits a website that sells used books and provides search facilities for a number of online booksellers. She searches for a couple of the titles she needs, but the search function on this site does not seem to be working properly. For a moment, she considers putting some of her used books up for sale on this site, then decides not to let herself be distracted and moves on to the UK version of Amazon. She has heard from friends that prices are a little steeper here (relative to the other internet bookshops), but she knows this site well by now. Besides, the books she wants are in stock and can be delivered in about a week, maybe less. Considering that the chances of the books she needs appearing in the campus bookshop on time seem pretty slim, Liane decides to go ahead and buy them online.


While filling out the Amazon order form, she thinks about what else she needs to get done. She and her friend are looking for an interesting topic for a course project and she wants to look at ideas for a relevant European project, so she clicks on CESSDA’s website (https://www.cessda.eu/) for some inspiration. Also, she wants to visit a few of her favourite sites for news, music and travel. ‘A little information update before meeting my friends this afternoon for coffee’, she thinks to herself. She clicks back to the Amazon tab in her browser, hits ‘OK’ on her textbook order confirmation and is glad to have that out of the way. She navigates her way back to the CESSDA website and starts her search. All the while that she’s getting the textbooks ordered, she is also thinking to herself that she should take a look at her personal performance data, which is logged on her activity tracker, Polar Loop. She finished a great workout and run at the gym the day before... now might be a good time to post the results of that impressive effort on her Facebook page! Suddenly Liane remembers that there were a couple of study plans to print out from the university website – and a few emails to answer. She checks her email account and is a little surprised to see that she has received so much mail today – it seems like everybody has just realised that summer is over and wants to get started on new projects. It makes her feel joyful, even invigorated... 


DIANA STORM, UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN DENMARK


Introduction


This text is about consumer behaviour, written from a European perspective. But what does that mean exactly? Obviously, to write about a ‘European’ consumer or a ‘European’s consumer behaviour’ is problematic. For that matter, one might even ask ‘What and where is Europe’? For it is a concept as well as a continent, and the borders of both oscillate wildly. The most common present-day usage of the term ‘Europe’ seems to be shorthand for (and synonymous with) the European Union. The external borders of this supranational project are movable, having consistently shifted outward until Brexit made it evident that the project can also shrink. And a number of obviously ‘European’ countries have never been members.


Some of the general theory about the psychological or sociological influences on consumer behaviour may be common to all Western cultures. However, some theories may be culturally specific. Certain groups of consumers do show similar kinds of behaviour across national borders, and research on consumers in Europe suggests that we even use our understanding of the consumption environment to make sense of the foreign cultures we are visiting.1 So, the ways in which people live their consumption life vary greatly from one European country to another, and sometimes even within different regions of the same country. As a student of consumer behaviour, you might also want to ask yourself: ‘In which consumption situations do I seem to have a great deal in common with fellow students from other European countries? And in what ways do I seem to more closely resemble my compatriots? In what ways do subcultures in my country exert a strong influence on my consumption patterns, and how international are these subcultures?’


This book is about consumer behaviour theory in general, and we will illustrate our points with examples from various European markets as well as from other countries. Each chapter features ‘Multicultural dimensions’ boxes, which spotlight international aspects of consumer behaviour. From both a global and a pan-European perspective, these issues will be explored in depth.


Consumer behaviour: people in the marketplace




1.1


We use products to help us define our identities in different settings.





You can probably relate to at least some general aspects of Liane’s behaviour. This book is about people like Liane. It concerns the products and services they buy and use, and the ways these fit into their lives. This introductory chapter briefly describes some important aspects of the field of consumer behaviour, including the topics studied, who studies them and some of the ways these issues are approached by consumer researchers.


But first, let’s return to Liane. The sketch that started the chapter allows us to highlight some aspects of consumer behaviour that will be covered in the rest of the book:


•   As a consumer, Liane can be described and compared to other individuals in a number of ways. For some purposes, marketers might find it useful to categorise Liane in terms of her age, gender, income or occupation. These are some examples of descriptive characteristics of a population, or demographics. In other cases, marketers would rather know something about Liane’s interests in fashion, sports, fitness, music, or the way she spends her leisure time. This sort of information often comes under the category of psychographics, which refers to aspects of a person’s lifestyle and personality. Knowledge of consumer characteristics plays an extremely important role in many marketing applications, such as defining the market for a product or deciding on the appropriate techniques to employ when targeting a certain group of consumers.


•   Liane’s purchase (and boycotting) decisions are heavily influenced by the opinions and behaviours of her friends. A lot of product information, as well as recommendations to use or avoid particular brands, is picked up in conversations among real people, rather than by way of television commercials, magazines or advertising messages. The bonds among Liane’s group of friends are in part cemented by the products they all use, or specifically avoid. The growth of the Web has created thousands of online consumption communities, where members share opinions and recommendations about anything from healthy foods to iPhone apps. Liane forms bonds with fellow group members because they use the same products. There is also pressure on each group member to buy things that will meet with the group’s approval, and often a price to pay in the form of group rejection or embarrassment when one does not conform to others’ conceptions of what is good or bad, ‘in’ or ‘out’.2


•   As a member of a large society, people share certain cultural values or strongly held beliefs about the way the world should function. Other values are shared by members of subcultures, or smaller groups within the culture, such as ethnic groups, teens, people from certain parts of the country, even hipsters who listen to Arcade Fire, wear Band of Outsiders clothing and eat vegan tacos. The people who matter to Liane – her reference group – value the idea that women should be innovative, style-conscious, independent and up-front. While many marketers focus on either very young targets or the thirty-somethings, some are recognising that rapidly growing segment of older (50+) people.


•   When browsing through the websites, Liane was exposed to many competing ‘brands’. Many offerings did not grab her attention at all; others were noticed but rejected because they did not fit the ‘image’ with which she identified or to which she aspired. The use of market segmentation strategies means targeting a brand to specific groups of consumers rather than to everybody – even if that means that other consumers will not be interested or may choose to avoid that brand.


•   Brands often have clearly defined images or ‘personalities’ created by product advertising, packaging, branding and other marketing strategies that focus on positioning a product a certain way, or by certain groups of consumers adopting the product. Leisure activities, in particular, are very much lifestyle statements: they say a lot about what a person is interested in, as well as something about the type of person they would like to be. People often choose a product offering, a service or a place, or subscribe to a particular idea, because they like its image, or because they feel its ‘personality’ somehow corresponds to their own. Moreover, a consumer may believe that by buying and using the product, its desirable qualities will somehow magically ‘rub off’.


•   When a product succeeds in satisfying a consumer’s specific needs or desires, a Amazon did for Liane, it may be rewarded with many years of brand or store loyalty – a bond between product or outlet and consumer that may be very difficult for competitors to break. Often a change in one’s life situation or self-concept is required to weaken this bond and thus create opportunities for competitors.


•   Consumers’ evaluations of products are affected by their appearance, taste, texture or smell. We may be influenced by the shape and colour of a package, as well as by more subtle factors such as the symbolism used in a brand name, in an advertisement, or even in the choice of a cover model for a magazine. These judgements are affected by – and often reflect – how a society feels that people should define themselves at that point in time. Liane’s choice of a new hairstyle, for example, says something about the type of image women like her want to project. If asked, Liane might not be able to say exactly why she considered some websites and rejected others. Many product meanings are hidden below the surface of the packaging, the design and advertising, and this book will discuss some of the methods used by marketers and social scientists to discover or apply these meanings.


•   Amazon.co.uk has a combined American and international image that appeals to Liane. A product’s image is often influenced by its country of origin, which helps to determine its ‘brand personality’. In addition, our opinions and desires are increasingly shaped by input from around the world, thanks to rapid advancements in communications and transportation systems (witness the internet!). In today’s global culture, consumers often prize products and services that ‘transport’ them to different locations and allow them to experience the diversity of other cultures. While the global/European recession had an impact on many consumer behaviours,3 young/single European consumers seem to be making use of the internet for another form of ‘shopping’ – with online dating websites reporting revenues of over half a billion euros! In the UK, the Office for National Statistics has added online dating as a category in its basket for measuring goods and services as a cost of living. As the financial analyst for online dating puts it: ‘People don’t cut back on hooking up, but meeting people online is cheaper – you get to sift through potential suitors’.4


The field of consumer behaviour covers a lot of ground: it is the study of the processes involved when individuals or groups select, purchase, use or dispose of products, services, ideas or experiences to satisfy needs and desires. Consumers take many forms, ranging from a six-year-old child pleading with her mother for wine gums to an executive in a large corporation deciding on an extremely expensive computer system. The items that are consumed can include anything from tinned beans to a massage, democracy, reggae music and even other people (the images of rock stars, for example). Needs and desires to be satisfied range from hunger and thirst to love, status or spiritual fulfilment. There is a growing interest in consumer behaviour, not only in the field of marketing but from the social sciences in general. This follows a growing awareness of the increasing importance of consumption in our daily lives, in our organisation of daily activities, in our identity formation, in politics and economic development and in the flows of global culture, where consumer culture seems to spread, albeit in new forms, from North America and Europe to other parts of the world. This spread of consumer culture via marketing is not always well-received by social critics and consumers (as we shall see in subsequent chapters).5 Indeed, consumption can be regarded as playing such an important role in our social, psychological, economic, political and cultural lives that today it has become (for better and for worse) the ‘vanguard of history’.6


Consumers are actors on the marketplace stage


Consumer identities are not forged mainly from within ourselves. The perspective of role theory, which this text emphasises, takes the view that much of consumer behaviour resembles actions in a play,7 where each consumer has lines, props and costumes that are necessary for a good performance. Since people act out many different roles, they may modify their consumption decisions according to the particular ‘play’ they are in at the time. The criteria that they use to evaluate products and services in one of their roles may be quite different from those used in another role.


Another way of thinking about consumer roles is to consider the various ‘plays’ that the consumer may engage in. One classical role here is the consumer as a ‘chooser’ – somebody who, as we have seen with Liane, can choose between different alternatives and explores various criteria for making this choice. But the consumer can have many things at stake other than just ‘making the right choice’. We are all involved in a communication system through our consumption activities, whereby we communicate our roles and statuses. We are also sometimes searching to construct our identity, our ‘real selves’, through various consumption activities. Or the main purpose of our consumption might be an exploration of a few of the many possibilities the market has to offer us, maybe in search of a ‘real kick of pleasure’. On the more negative side, we might feel victimised by fraudulent or harmful offerings, and we may decide to take action against such risks from the marketplace by becoming active in consumer movements. Or we may react against the authority of the producers by co-opting their products and turning them into something else, as when military boots all of a sudden became ‘normal’ footwear for pacifist women. We may decide to take action as ‘political consumers’ and boycott products from companies or countries whose behaviour does not meet our ethical or environmental standards. Hence, as consumers we can be choosers, communicators, identity-seekers, pleasure-seekers, victims, rebels and activists – sometimes simultaneously.8
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