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Changing Consumer Involvement 

Abstract 

The aun of this dissertation is to investigate whether and how marketers can 

mcrease consumer involvement and identify the factors which the marketer is able to 

influence to achieve this. The dissertation extensively elaborates on the involvement concept 

by reviewing present consumer behavior models by Assael ( 1995), and Engel, Blackwell 

and Miniard (EBM) ( 1995). The review reveals weaknesses of the theories in 

acknowledging the important role the degree of involvement plays in the decision making 

process. We attempt to eliminate these weaknesses by developing an alternative approach 

which incorporates the significance of involvement and the interaction between individual 

and environmental factors, w hich is neglected in the EBM-model. We identified three key 

factors ( 1) Linkage with higher involvement issues, (2) focus on the benefi ts and advantages 

provided by the product and (3) consistency with consumer self-image as principal factors 

which the marketer can adapt advertising and brand image in accordance with. In addition, 

specific recommendations are provided of how the marketer can identi_fy variables 

influencmg the key factors fo r specific products. Furthermore we found, that the important 

issue is not just to increase involvement but to increase it relatively to competitors brands. 

As a result, thi s dissertation suggests that it is possible for marketers to increase the 

consumers degree of involvement by enhanced accommodation of the interest of consumer 

segments. Marketers are recommended to perform extensive market research into the 

interests, motives and attitudes of targeted consumer segments, in order to develop 

marketing campaigns consistent with consumer interest. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Because of the development of technology and improvements in transport 

capabilities, the world has become a global marketplace. This internationalization of trade 

has caused competition to increase considerably, with the implications fo r marketers that 

they have to compete not only with national but also international businesses. For firms to 

market their products as efficiently as possible, it is crucial to know the processes of 

consumer decision making behavior, including how consumers behave and form their 

beliefs, how information search is carried out and what product attributes are perceived to 

be important in the decision making process. But, even more so, it is important to know 

how to react to and implement the implications of this knowledge. In addition, it becomes 

necessary for the marketer to create a base of loyal customers in order to protect the 

company' s market share. 

To do this, the marketer must attempt to increase the degree of consumer 

involvement in the sense that their product is present in the consumers awareness set and 

perceive that product superior to others in the same category. This goes for both high 

involvement and low involvement products, since the marketers in both cases must strive to 

differentiate their products from others to form a consistent image, which the consumer is 

able to recognize and relate to. 

Knowledge of how consumers form perceptions of products and become involved in 

the purchase decision is hence significant in the development of effective marketing 

campaigns. However, we want to emphasize, that this cannot be a guidebook in specific 
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marketing solutions, because products and the needs of the consumers differ from day to 

day, person to person, and culture to culture. Consequently, such complex factors as 

demographic, psychographic and sociographic variables influence the degree of involvement 

and behavior of consumers and thus makes it impossible to give recommendations for 

specific products. 

ln order to maintain our focus on consumer involvement we will not di scuss any 

ethical or cost based aspects of the findings, since the aim is to investigate whether or not 

the marketer is able to increase the degree of consumer involvement on the basis of 

consumer behavior and information search processes. 

1.2 Ajms of the research 

The primary aim of this research is to investigate whether and how marketers can 

obtain a higher degree of involvement and loyalty and which factors cause such an increase 

in consumer involvement. The research will inquire into factors influencing and developing 

consumer involvement. lnitiaUy we will attempt to illustrate the different aspects of 

consumer involvement and the factors which influence the decision process, but through thi s 

research, we hope to be able to give recommendations to marketers as well as future 

qualitative and quantitative research. 

1.3 Defining the problem 

Consumers generally do not spend long time in choosing between low involvement 

products - in for example a supermarket they either take the first brand or a brand they are 

familiar with and put it in the trolley. Whereas the time used to choose between high 
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involvement products, such as different types of cars, computers or furniture, generally is 

quite long. Of course this is to a large extent based on the higher cost associated with these 

high involvement products, which increases the perceived economic risk of buying the 

wrong product. But the problem is; would it be possible to increase the consumers degree 

of involvement in relative low involvement products? The development of a higher degree 

of involvement must either arise from a change in the consumers interests and motives to 

buy or a change in the perception of the product. Marketers can attempt to change both 

motives and perceptions by using advertisements which focuses on new ways of utilizing the 

product or by accommodating the product to a specific consumer segment, which in the end 

would create a certain image of that product. The questions this research will attempt to 

answer therefore are: How does the degree of involvement influence the consumer' s 

decision making process? Which factors influence the degree of involvement? How can the 

motives and perceptions of consumers towards products be changed? Is it possible to 

increase involvement towards a specific brand relative to other brands in the same product 

category? 

1.4 Significance 

The significance of research m this area is, that by identifYing ways to increase 

consumer involvement it would become possible for marketers to tailor their marketing 

towards specific consumer segments, thereby possibly increasing their market share through 

more loyal customers. lf certain factors, in the control of the marketer, can influence the 

degree of involvement, this would lead to much more efficient marketing, since the 

marketer can concentrate on those specific factors which lead to a higher degree of 
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consumer involvement. Insight into the influences of involvement on consumer decision 

making is therefore significant, because it could improve the marketer' s efficiency in selling 

the product. 

1.5 Methodology 

We chose to illustrate the problems of consumer involvement by reviewing present 

theories and models, analyzing and interpreting these to form a new approach and applying 

the findings. This methodology is illustrated in figure 1. 1 which shows the structure and the 

research process of this paper. This review begins with a definition and explanation of the 

involvement concept, where we used Henry Assael' s model ( 1995) to describe the hierarchy 

of effects and the differences in consumer behavior caused by a high or low degree of 

involvement. We then proceeded by describing the consumer decision process in detail by 

reviewing the Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (EBM) model of consumer behavior (1995). 
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Figure 1.1 Structure and Research Process 
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The review of the EBM model begins with a discussion of the stimuli consumers 

absorb and the role memory plays in the decision process, including a discussion of 

danicaJ and instrumental conditioning to iUustrate how consumers store information 

and ' learn' product associations. From this the discussion continued by reviewing the stage 

of need recognition and the motives behind consumer purchases. While describing the 

decision making process, extensive attention was paid to information search, since this is 

an area where the importance of involvement is most outspoken. The next stages of the 

decision making process - Evaluation, Purchase, Consumption and Post-Purchase 

Evaluation - are di scussed including a review of the influence of feedback on beliefs and 
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attitudes toward the purchased product. Finally the environmental and individual 

influences are discussed and evaluated according to the concept of consumer involvement. 

We then developed a new model which takes the discovered weaknesses into 

consideration and to a higher extent emphasizes the importance of consumer involvement, 

and the interaction between individual and environmental factors. On the basis of this model 

we then continued by giving recommendations as to ways of increasing consumer 

involvement by marketing techniques. 

I. 6 Definitions 

Lnitially we must identi fy what is meant by a consumer being high or low involved in 

a purchase decision. To be low involved indicates that the consumer does not strongly 

identify with the product and does not consider the significance of the product fo r his/her 

beliefs system. (Assael, 1995, p. 145). The consumers belief-system is the opinions and level 

of credence the consumer holds towards different brands. When a consumer is low involved 

in the purchase decision making this indicates that the consumer does not recognize the 

differences in products as being significant and therefore does not want to spend additional 

time evaluating them. As a consequence, the information search is relatively limited and to a 

large extent passive. 

To be high involved means that the consumer identifies strongly with the product 

and considers the product essential for his/her belief system. Consequently the consumer 

clearly recognizes product differences and find them signjficant which leads to additional 

resources spend on evaluation. Therefore the information search is more extensive and 

active. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Consumer behavior is replete with models of decision making. Much has been 

written about how the consumer evaluates and chooses between different products, and 

consequently an extensive review of the current literature is necessary in order to identify 

the factors influencing consumer involvement. 

Initially we will review current theories of the involvement concept to explain what 

involvement is and how it influences the behavior of the consumer. We have then chosen to 

use Assael' s ( 1995) model of four types of consumer behavior to describe how differences 

in the degree of involvement can influence the consumer decision making process, because 

this is one of the few models which incorporates a differentiation between high and low 

involvement. We then continue by reviewing the most recent model of consumer behavior 

by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (The EBM model) ( 1995), because this model very 

extensively illustrates the different stages in the consumer decision making process. 

2.1 Involvement 

To clearly understand how involvement can influence the choice of the consumer we 

have to examine what causes a higher or lower degree of involvement. It seems natural that 

areas in which the consumer has interest or motivation to gain knowledge will also cause 

the consumer to be higher involved in related products. It is also obvious, that the diversity 

of consumers will convey a multitude of interests that cannot easily be generalized, in which 

case it will be difficult to address specific areas of interest. The discussion will consequently 

be concerned with the factors which influences interest and hence involvement. 
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The level of consumer involvement will depend on the perceived personal 

importance and/or interest evoked by stimulus. Personal importance increases if the 

expected benefits or losses linked to the purchase increases (Mowen, 1995, p.75). 

Consequently, a consumer who believes that the outcomes could either produce great 

benefit or loss will tend to be higher involved in the purchase decision, and thus have 

greater motivation to comprehend and gather information important in the purchase 

decision. 

Motivation, interest and involvement are closely related since interest will motivate 

the consumer to spend more resources and consequently be higher involved in products 

related to this interest . If, for example, a consumer has an interest in computers, this will 

create motivation to read computer magazines to keep in touch with the technological 

development And, consequently, this consumer will spend more time evaluating different 

brands and probably also spend more money, which will indicate a higher degree of 

involvement. 

It is commonly agreed, that involvement is related to the consumer's values and 

self-concept, can vary across individuals and situations and is related to some form of 

arousal (Engel et al, 1995, p.161) (Burnkrant and Unnava, 1995, pl7) (Ozanne et al. , 1992, 

p.452). Involvement can thus be said to have three main properties: direction, intensity and 

level of persistence (Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993, p.343). The directional property can be 

described as the interests and motives towards which the consumer directs resources and 

the intensity is the degree of arousal or interest. The level of persistence describes the time 

period in which the consumer has interest in the product, where the longer the period the 

higher the level of enduring involvement (Mitchell, 1981, p.28). Two consumers can 

therefore differ in involvement intensity and level of persistency even though they have 
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directed resources towards the same interest. That is, the highly involved consumer has 

directed his or her motives towards the evaluation of different brands with a high level of 

intensity. If the level of persistence is high this would increase the degree of involvement 

even more. 

The dimensions of involvement include antecedents, moderating factors, 

involvement properties and response factors as illustrated in figure 2.1 below. 

Figure 2.1 Major dimensions of Involvement 

Antecedents 
Person 

Stimulus/object 
Situational 

2.1.1 Antecedents 

Involvement 

Intensity 
Direction 

. P~.rsi~e-9.~ ... 
;;:: 
;.;:; 

.:···:·::-:.::{ 

(Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993 , p342) 

The antecedents are variables which precede involvement and influence its nature 

and extent. These are divided into three major categories, person, stimulus/object and 

situational. The person category encompasses personal needs, experiences, values and 

interests. For example, the person interested in computers will be more likely to purchase 

computer magazines and be interested in new products. Products and stimuli which the 

consumer perceives to be in accordance with personal values, experiences and interests are 

more likely to lead to higher levels of involvement. Consequently, different consumers will 
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react differently towards the same product if they possess individual interests and values. In 

addition, the perceived risk derived from purchasing a certain product will influence the 

degree of involvement (Dowling and Staelin, 1994, p. l 32). The higher the risk, the more 

involved the consumer will be because the risk of financial loss, physical loss or 

psychological harm will influence the consumer to evaluate the products more thoroughly 

(Mitchell, 1992, p.28). 

The media in which the stimuli or product is advertised can also influence the degree 

of involvement. Advertisements shown in television are more likely to produce passive 

response (and consequently lower involvement), because the consumer does not process 

any information derived from it, whereas printed advertisements are more likely to motivate 

consumers because they require active participation (reading) (Park et al. , 1994, p. 71 ). 

Furthermore, the situation in which the product is to be used can also influence the degree 

of involvement. For example, the purchase of a bottle of wine for guests might involve the 

consumer to a higher degree than if it were just for personal use. Or similarly, the age of the 

consumer might influence the choice of car because a pensioner might not need a large car 

to transport a large family. 
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2.1.2 Moderating Factors 

Certain variables limit the consumers possibility and ability to process information 

For example, there might be an advertisement on the radio, which is interesting but the 

telephone rings and the consumer is limited in the possibility to process the information 

given. Or the information given in an advertisement is not evaluated as completely as 

possible because the consumer does not have the ability to comprehend or process the facts 

(Johar, 1995, p.276). 

2.1.3 Involvement Properties 

It is important to understand that the outcome, the degree of involvement, cannot be 

depicted as either high or low involvement. The degree of involvement is a continuum and 

will differ from one consumer to another, one situation to another and from one product to 

another. In addition, the degree of involvement of one product should be seen in relation 

with other products, since one consumer might be more involved in several products it is 

possible to rank them. This could be done by comparing products and asking which one is 

perceived to be more important. 

2.1.4 Response Factors 

The response dimension characterizes the behavior of a consumer under various 

involvement conditions. As such it describes the mental and physical actions a consumer 

engages in when confronted with different situational factors and levels of involvement. The 

difference between high and low involvement responses is illustrated in figure 2.2: 
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Figure 2.2, The hierarchy of effects 

High-involvement 
hierarchy 

Low-involvement 
hierarchy 

(Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993 , 345) 

Figure 2.2 shows that in a high involvement situation, the consumer will form brand 

attitudes before purchase on the basis of infonnation search, because the product or its 

function is important. This is also called the central route (Anti!, 1984, p.205). In the low 

involvement situation the risk is perceived to be smaller and consequently, the consumer is 

willing to purchase the brand, without or with a minimum of information search, and then 

fonn brand attitudes on the basis of the use of the brand. This is called the peripheral route 

(Rook and Hoch, 1985, p.24). These brand attitudes may, however, never become very 

strong, because the brand or product is of relative low importance to the consumer . 

The consumer will tend to engage in thorough infonnation search and the message 

have a high impact if the degree of involvement is high. In addition, the consumer will to a 

higher degree perceive differences among brands and engage in extended problem solving 

(Engel et al, 1995, p.26l ). Thus marketers should be able to change the degree of 

involvement by addressing issues which are important to the consumers. However, 

marketers must realize that for numerous products consumers are not interested to learn 

about alternative brands and their characteristics, and moreover that many purchase 
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decisions are made without consumers having formed attitudes towards specific brands or 

even having much knowledge about alternatives. If consumer involvement is to be 

increased, it is necessary to obtain the interest of the consumer and develop a specific brand 

image which the consumer can relate to (Bayus, 1991 , p. 50). 

2.1.5 Multidimensional nature of involvement 

It is also important to acknowledge that consumers can be involved in a product at 

several dimensions. According to Kapferer and Laurent (1985-86, p. 50) there are five 

components of involvement: product importance, interest, risk, emotion and badge value. 

Kapferer and Laurent also divided involvement into two categories, enduring and situational 

involvement, where product importance, interest, emotion and badge value is related to 

enduring involvement and risk and badge value, again, is related to situational involvement. 

Th.is is illustrated in figure 2.3: 
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Figure 2.3, Dimensions of Consumer Involvement 

Conditions for 
consumer 

involvement 

, ·j . Product 
importance 

Types of 
involvement 

2. Continuos interest t-•~ '~-~-!~!:~:!:~:~!:= ---.. , 
3. Emotional appeal t 
4 . Badge value 

1. Perceived risk. 

2. Badge value 

:: 
-~:~ 

Situational 
involvement 

t 

NTIJ 1996 

(Kapferer and Laurent, 1985-86, p.52) 

It is obvious, that the degree of involvement consequently will depend upon not 

onJy the resources (time and money) spent, but also the degree of interest and emotional 

appeal . The badge value is the degree to which the consumer associates the product with 

marks of status or the extent to which the product can be identified with the norms of a 

group. As such, it can both be enduring (an exclusive car) and situational (expensive 

vacation). The model shows, that the higher the value of the conditions the higher the 

consumer involvement which consequently leads to a higher level of information processing 

and a more complex decision making. If involvement is to be increased the marketer must 

thus attempt to create a brand image which is consistent with the interests of the consumer. 

The consumer interest and degree of involvement in that specific product will then increase. 
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2.2 Assael's model of Four Types of Consumer Behavior 

To illustrate the differences in consumer behavior between high and low involved 

consumers. we have chosen to look at Assaels model "Four types of Consumer Behavior" . 

We have chosen this model because it. in contrast to the classical hierarchy of effects 

approach, not onJy looks at high and low involvement but also at the degree of decision 

process: Lirruted to complex and inertia to brand loyalty. Consequently Assael does not onJy 

focus on the classical two hierarchies of effects but divides consumer behavior into four 

hierarchies of effects and therefore we find his model much more detailed and useful. 

Figure 2.4, A Classification of Four Types of Consumer Behavior 

DECISION MAKING 

HABIT 

l-OGH LOW 

INVOLVEMENT INVOLVEMENT 

D"£CIS10N PROCE:~ DF..ClS~ON PROCESS 

Coo:w4-~ ~oo Milking Lim.iiOO ~isioo M~ 

HfE.RARCHY OF EfFECTS 

.Belie& 

EvaJo<rtion 

Behavior 

THEORY 

DEClSTON PROCESS 

Brand Loyah.y 

HIERARCHY Of EFFECTS 

{&licfs) 

(EvaJoation) 

.Dehavior 

Page 16 

Evalu.Uion 

THEORY 

P~iVt: L.:aming 

DEClSlON P.R.O<.-"ESS 

Inmia 

.B;;liefs 

Evaluation 

(Behavior) 

THEORY 

Assael, 1995, p. l52. 



MBA DISSERTATION NTU 1996 

Changing Consumer Involvement 

Assael ' s model describes four different types of consumer behavior on the grounds 

of consumer involvement and the extent of decision process. If a consumer is low involved 

and the behavior is best described as habit, Assael describes the decision process as inertia. 

Inertia means the decision process lacks motivation and involvement. The consumer 

chooses a product without deeper analysis of alternative products available and the focus is 

on achieving satisfaction. If a low involved consumer has found a brand that satisfies 

rum/her, the person finds no reason for further evaluation of alternative products and no 

reason for a change in brand. Often the behavior can be described as habit or impulse buying 

and the decision process is therefore brief The consumers attitude towards low involvement 

products are u~1Jally weak and easy to change. As with all models we find it is fairly static. 

Not nearly all behavior of habit can be placed in either high or low involvement. Many 

examples can be given of purchases that are placed on the limits of these types of behavior. 

It can in fact be very difficult or completely impossible to change the habit of a person who 

always buys the same brand because this habit is so inherent in the person that a behavior 

has been reached which is similar to brand loyalty. 

Brand loyalty is described in the lower left comer of the model where the 

consumer behavior is high involved and habitual. Brand Loyalty is defined as: by Assael 

(1995,p. l3l)as: 

"Brand loyalty represents a favorable attitude toward~· a brand resulting in 

consistent purchase of the brand over time". 
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The consumer has found exactly the brand which not only satisfies the need of the 

consumer, but by which the optimal satisfaction is achieved. A pure brand loyalty is first of 

all recognized by the consumers willingness to repurchase exactly that brand, independently 

of any price changes in that brand or alternative brands. Secondly the consumer is willing to 

shop elsewhere if the brand is not in stock (Edwards et al. , 1994, p.6). Normally the 

consumer holds preferences for two or more alternative brands and are therefore likely to 

purchase one of these if the most preferred brand is sold out (Lawson et al. , 1996, p.607-

612). It is therefore difficult to know exactly how brand loyal a consumer is, since brand 

loyalty holds commitment to the brand and not just consistent behavior. 

As a consequence some consumers are, due to either habit or brand loyalty, set in 

their mind on what brand they want to purchase, whereas others make the decision in the 

store If the consumer chooses brand spontaneously and where there is no absolute attitude 

towards or preference to a given brand, it is supposedly easier to change the consumers 

choice of brand. Change in choice of brand can be due to in-store advertising, a need for 

variation and an urge to try new things or a change in price of one or more brands 

considered of equivalent quality. On the contrary, a change in brand by a high involved 

consumer is more likely to be due to either dissatisfaction with the previous used brand, a 

change in the needs of the consumers or a change within the consumers environment which 

leads the consumer to a change of brand. 

If a consumer is low involved and his/her behavior is habitual, a change in for 

example brand price can lead the consumer to limited decision making on grounds of past 

experience and the new information the person has received passively (i.e. the upper right 

corner of Assaels model) Consumers, whose behavior normally are described by habit, can 

at times move into this corner either due to changes in various factors such as price or a 
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need for variation. This is emphasized by the hierarchy of effects which at this point has 

behavior before the formation of attitude. At all other consumer types in the model the 

attitude is formed prior to making the choice even though this attitude may not be 

evaluated every time a purchase is made. The hierarchy of effects must be seen as a 

continuos process by which prior attitudes are either reinforced or rejected. 

In the upper left hand comer of the model we find complex decision making. Here 

the consumer perceives the differences between alternative brands as being significant The 

consumer is high involved in the purchase decision and closely evaluates different 

alternatives before making a choice. The consumer forms attitudes towards the different 

brands prior to purchase. How these attitudes are formed and on what basis are not 

included in this model by Assael but will be explained in detail when describing the Engel, 

Blackwell and Miniard model on page 21. 

At which stage in the model the consumer is, depends on the consumer as well as on 

the nature of the product. The consumer moves between the different types over time. It is 

important to stress though, that for certain products, like for example salt which is a very 

low involvement product, it is impossible to identify consumers who engage in a complex 

decision making process because a product like salt simply does not hold sufficient 

information for the consumer to have a complex decision process. It is not possible for the 

consumer to identify sufficient differences between brands to be high involved and reach this 

stage of the model. 

We fmd that Assael 's model holds limitations in terms of: (I) It only identifies the 

most common elements in consumer behavior. As noted earlier many examples can be found 

where it is impossible for a behavior to be placed at one particular stage in the model. (2) 

The components in the model might not be equally important for all products, all individuals 
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and for all usage situations. This depends to a large extent on the consumers self-perception 

and how easily the consumers attention are caught by new information, advertising and 

other influences from the environment. Assael therefore neglects to address the importance 

of both individual factors influence (i.e. lifestyle, values, personality, attitude and 

knowledge) as well as environmental influences (i.e. reference groups, culture, social class 

and situation). 

Having illustrated the differences in consumer behavior depending on the degree of 

involvement and hence the differences in hierarchy of effects, we must identify the factors 

that lead the consumers to evaluate different brands. 

2.3 The Engel, Blackwell and Miniard Model (EBM model) 

One of the most extensive consumer behavior models has been developed by Engel, 

Blad.rwell and Miniard ( 1995, p.l54). The model describes the process the consumer 

experiences when buying a product. It describes the impact on the consumer of the stimuli 

the marketer uses to get consumer attention and how these stimuli might be saved in the 

consumers memory (awareness set). Furthermore the model illustrates how the consumer 

recognizes a need and searches for information (internally and externally, influenced by ones 

environment), leading the consumer to evaluate the different alternatives and finally 

choosing/buying the product which suits the person best (on behalf of ones individual 

differences). This leads to a post-purchase evaluation of whether the consumer is satisfied 

or dissatisfied with the product and an evaluation of what to do next 
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keep, sell or through away the product. 

Fipre 2.5. The Engel. Blackwell and Miniard Model of Consumer Behavior 

(Engel, Blackwell and Miniard, 1995, p.154) 

We have chosen to use this model because it is more extensive than most other 

models such as the microeconomic model of consumer behavior (Lawson et al., 1996), 

Katona's behavioral economics perspective model (Katona, 1963), Nicosia model of 

consumer behavior (Nicosia, 1966)and the Howard-Sheth model of buyer behavior 

(Howard and Sheth, 1969). The EBM model incorporates various models of information 

search, motivation and attitude change, but even though this model includes much, it still 

lacks certain aspects of the process. As stated by Loudon and Della Bitta, (1993 ,p.612) the 
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broadness of also contributes to its weakness. Loudon and Della Bitta focuses their critique 

of the environmental factors (i e culture, family and other reference groups) which 

influence is noted in the EBM model but the role in affecting behavior is not well specified. 

We agree with this critique but also find this apply to the individual differences (i .e. lifestyle, 

personality, knowledge and attitude) in the EBM model. The importance of these factors 

are largely understated in the model as we will prove in the following sections. 

Furthermore we find that the model neglects the fact that every evaluation does not 

necessarily resolve in actual purchase as well as the fact that if alternatives are evaluated and 

no satisfactory solution is found, the person might go back and perform additional external 

information search in order to find a satisfactory solution. When post-purchase evaluation 

has resolved in satisfaction, dissatisfaction or divestment we find the model neglects to 

recognize that the experience is in fact stored in the consumers memory. Furthermore in 

accordance with Loudon and Della Bitta (1993, p.612) we find the focus on motives in 

influencing behavior is quite vague. 

The model has been widely criticized and altered various times over the years since 

it was first developed in 1968 (Engel et al. , 1995, p. vii-viii). But because of this, the model 

has withstood the test of time quite well and consequently it is widely used and recognized 

as a very useful tool in describing and understanding the process of consumer decision 

making (Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993, p.610). And in contrast to some alternative models, 

however, it recognizes that for many purchase decisions more of these detailed steps are 

passed through very quickly or completely bypassed. 
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We will describe each of the factors identified by the EBM model extensively and 

support/critique it on the basis of various other consumer behavior findings, in the following 

sections. The critique of the model will be explained and reasoned. 

2.3.1 Stimuli 

Everyday we are exposed to thousands of stimuli. The products used in the 

bathroom in the morning, the clothes other people wear and the advertisements we see are 

aJI stimuli. which affect the way we perceive our environment We will concentrate on the 

stimuli communicated by marketers, since we want to examine the influences on consumer 

involvement. Marketing stimuli are any communications designed to influence consumers 

and can be divided into primary stimuli (product, package and physical properties) and 

secondary stimuli (price, store, salesperson, advertisements) which represents the products 

through words. pictures and symbols (Assael, 1995, p.l86). Since marketers can only claim 

to be effective if consumers actually buy their products, the experience with products 

become the ultimate stimuli (Pechrnann and Ratneshwar, 1992, p.373). In this section we 

will discuss the ways marketers can influence consumer involvement by using stimuli and 

have them stored in the memory of the consumer. The association between involvement, 

stimub and memory is illustrated in figure 2.6, which is an adaptation from Mowen (the 

involvement part) and Engel et al (the information processing). 
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Figure 2.6, Involvement and stimuli 

Stimuli 

(information input) 

' ' ' Exposure 

(Adapted from Mowen, 1995, p. 75 and Engel et at, 1995, p 150) 

The figure shows how we perceive the degree of involvement influences the way the 

consumer reacts to stimuli since the EBM model does not recognize the importance of 

involvement when processing information. If a consumer is highly involved, stimuli related 

to this issue will to a higher extent be noticed and it will be easier to obtain the attention of 

the consumer. In addition, the amount of information a consumer possesses of a certain 

brand or product category will be larger and consequently, the consumer will comprehend 

more of the communicated stimuli (Jacoby et al. , 1994, p.292). When, fo r example, a 

consumer is very interested in fishing and consequently buys fishing magazines he will thus 

be exposed to stimuli in thi s area. In addition, hi s attention will be focused on specific 

brands or products and he will be able to comprehend the information given in the 

advertisements or the magazine. Furthermore, if the information is not rejected after 
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comparing it with existing beliefs and attitudes in the memory, it will be accepted and some 

changes may occur (Jacoby et at, 1994, p.292) (Engel et at, 1995, p.150). When the 

information is accepted it will be stored in the memory for later retention, even though this 

is by no means a certainty. 

The degree of involvement thus influences the amount of stimuli encountered 

whereas the memory forms the base of knowledge for comprehension. Low involved 

consumers are characterized by less attention to and less cognitive elaboration of attribute 

information. and consequently the degree of involvement will influence the information 

processing (Park and Hastak, 1994, p.535). 

2.3.2 Memory 

Whether or not the consumer actually stores brand- or product-information in the 

memory depends upon the perception of its importance. It does not, however, have to be a 

high involvement product to be stored - it could just be some stimuli, which the consumer 

perceives significant or extraordinary (Jacoby et at., 1994, p.291 ). It then enters the 

memory. fi rst in the sensory memory, and if found significant enough to be stored for a 

longer period, it continues to the short-term memory (STM). Neither of these memory 

systems are durable - the information in the sensory memory is only there for a fraction of a 

second while the STM is capable of holding information (up to seven different items) in up 

to one minute (Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993, p.407). If information is still considered 

important it proceeds to the long-term memory (L TM) which has an almost unlimited 

capacity to store information up to many years. It is in this memory system, and especially in 

the awareness set, that marketers strive to have their products (Jacoby et at., 1994, p.292). 

But to accomplish this they have to communicate stimuli which the sensory system of the 
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consumers will capture and store, not only in the STM but in the LTM. This can only be 

done if (I) the stimuli are repeated a sufficient number of times and (2) the consumer is 

motivated to process the information. 

There are some methods which can increase the possibility of being stored in the 

L TM, as for example classical and instrumental conditioning where an attempt is made to 

relate the brand with other stimuli (classical conditioning) or with some form of reward 

(instrumental conditioning). 

The memory system is also the first source of information when confronted with a 

decision - if information exists, the validity of this is re-assessed, and it is determined 

whether sufficient information exists to make a decision. If no information exists, the 

consumer will have to search externally until the requirements for making a decision are met 

by sufficiently reliable information (Park and Hastak, 1994, p.544). 

2.3.3 Learning 

The way consumers acquire new information can be described by the concept of 

learning. If, for example, a consumer over a period of time has become brand-loyal, learning 

has taken place, in the sense that the consumer knows the product and its benefits. 

Consequently almost every type of human behavior has been learned. The types of learning 

can be divided into physical behavior (walk, talk), symbolic learning and problem solving 

(recognizing brand symbols such as McDonalds and Sony, and knowing that doing this can 

solve that) and affective learning (liking some elements and disliking others). 

However, the extent to which learning takes place is determined by involvement 

which influences the motive, cues, response and reinforcement associated with learning 

(Jacoby et a!, 1994, p.30 I). The degree of involvement influences the strength of the 

Page 26 



MBA DISSERTATION NTU 1996 
Changing Consumer Involvement 

motives to purchase and the extent to which the product cues can influence this motive. The 

degree of involvement will also influence the learned responses to stimuli because it guides 

the consumer in deciding which responses are the most appropriate to specific situations. 

Finally, involvement also influences the extent to which reinforcement of learning 

occurs, since behavior which the consumer does not find important and thus is not highly 

involved in, will tend not to be reinforced (Macinnes and Jaworslci, 1989, p.6) . 

Consequently, the higher the degree of involvement the larger the extent of learning tends to 

be, even though learning also can occur with low involvement products, just not to the same 

extent. 

The most effective way of learning is through personal experience and consumers 

future behavior is conditioned by such learning (Assael, 1995, p. 111 ). There is three main 

learning theories, classical and instrumental conditioning (behaviorist school) and cognitive 

learning (cognitive school). These are discussed and illustrated below. 

ln classical conditioning a secondary stimulus is paired with a pnmary stimulus 

which leads to a predetermined response . As a result of this pairing an association is formed 

with the result that the secondary stimulus eventually will lead to the same response. 
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Figure 2. 7, Classical Conditioning 

Unconditioned Stimulus 

I Conditioned Stimufi 1----------------• ~P9?d\!iol!e<! Response ,I 
Emphasis: Association through repetition and contiguity 

(Assael , 1995, p. 11 3) 

The classical example is Pavlov ' s dogs, which he proved salivated (unconditioned 

response) when confronted with food (primary stimulus) . He then rang a bell every time the 

dogs where fed (unconditioned stimulus) and an association was made between the food 

and the bell Consequently, the dogs eventually salivated just by hearing the bell . The 

salivation after hearing a bell was thus the condit ioned response. In the same way marketers 

attempt to have their products associated with certain positive responses, like for example 

using celebrities in advertisements. It is then hoped, that the success and positive attitude 

towards that person is transferred to or associated with the brand. The consumer thus 

learns the association between celebrity and brand, and consequently, when confronted 

with the brand, will associate the positive (or negative) associat ions with the brand (Kent 

and AJien., 1994, p. l 03 ). This results in a more habitual purchase decision process and the 

consumer thus tends to be less involved. If the consumer is more brand-loyal and thus 

relatively higher involved instrumental conditioning will tend to be more effective. 

Page 28 



MBA DISSERTATION NTU 1996 
Changing Consumer Involvement 

Instrumental conditioning also links stimulus and response, but now the response 

takes the form of either reward or punishment of actions undertaken by the consumer 

(purchase) . If the consumer perceives the outcome of a purchase (behavior) as rewarding, 

this will increase the probability of response (repurchase and positive perception of the 

brand). 

If for example a consumer purchases a certain brand of wine for a dinner party 

(behavior) and the guest praise her for an excellent choice of wine (reward), this would 

increase the probability of a repurchase of that brand. There is thus a certain degree of 

conscious mental processing involved, which indicates a higher degree of involvement The 

marketers attempt to create this link between their products and a reward, by for example 

using social interaction in their adverti sements, where the person buying or having the brand 

is respected by the rest of the group. If marketers succeed in linking this positive perception 

of their brand in L TM the consumer will tend to choose exactly that brand in order to 

obtain the reward of social recognition again. 

Figure 2.8, Instrumental Conditioning 

Behavior I 

Reward or Punishment i 
Emphasis: Reinforcement; dependence of outcome on learner ' s actions 

(Assael, 1995, p.II3) 
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Instrumental conditioning thus influences changes in goal-directed behavior 

(Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993 , p.392) This demands a certain degree of involvement, since 

the consumer actively has to evaluate the outcome of the behavior and Link reward or 

punishment with the brand/behavior. 

The third theory is the cognitive learning theory which emphasizes the thought-

processes involved in purchases. 

Figure 2.9, Cognitive Learning 

Emphasis: Problem solving; understanding relationships 
(Assael, 1995, p.113) 

Instead of focusing on stimuli it concentrates on the ways consumers have learned 

to think - using insight to solve problems and achieve goals. When a goal is achieved this 

result will either vaJjdate or improve the insight, and this will be stored in memory for future 

use . In contrast to instrumental conditioning the reward is anticipated from the beginning as 

a result of insight gained. This can be illustrated by imagining a consumer who wants to 

loose weight - this is his goal. To obtain this the purpose of his behavior is to obtain insight 

into what can fulfill his goals. After insight into such behavior is deterrruned, he can then 

achieve his goal. If the behavior and insight is reinforced, learning takes place and the 

consumer can in future situations use the insight to obtain the same goal. But this demands 
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a higher degree of involvement since active information processing is required to obtain the 

necessary insight (Park and Hastak, 1994, p.544). 

Thus involvement is the factor that influences which stimuli are stored m the 

memory and to which degree learning takes place. Another influential factor IS the 

recognition of need, which will focus the consumers attention on certain stimuli and 

encourage the storage of information on this need. 

2.3.4 Motives to buy and Need Recognition 

Motives are general drives that define consumers needs and direct their behavior 

toward attaining these needs (Lawson, 1996, p.3 14) (Assael, 1995, p.85). As such in order 

for the consumer to feel a need to buy a certain product there has to be a motive. lf the 

consumer does not have a motive to buy, the marketer may use as many stimuli he or she 

wants and still the consumer wi ll no t feel a need to make the purchase (Wright and Lynch, 

1995. p. 709). Past experience and consumer characteristics may create specific motives. 

Examples of motives may be: status, curiosity, pleasure, possession, economy or the like. 

These motives are not specific to any product but they directly affect the specific benefit 

criteria consumers use to evaluate brands. For example if a consumer is motivated by status 

this will be reflected in what kinds of cars he or she will consider purchasing. 

Consequently consumer motives are a part of the establishment of a need and the 

recognjtion hereof. The moti ves the consumer holds help the person establish how to fulfill 

needs in order to achieve the preferred and expected benefits (Wright and Lynch, 1995, 

p. I 10-111 ). During this process the consumer is influenced by a large number of factors 

such as : the consumers past experience, consumers characteristics, environmental influences 
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and past marketing stimuli which aU influences the consumer in the decision making 

process. The EBM model does not recognize the importance of the influence of motives in 

the consumers decision making process, which we find is a big mistake because the 

motivation factors has everything to do with which needs the consumer identifies and what 

benefits they seek. 

Ones the need is established and recognized by the consumer, he or she engage in a 

search for information to help solve the problem. 

2.3.5 Information search 

When the consumer searches for information in order to find fulfillment of a need, 

initially internal information search is conducted. If the consumer does not have sufficient 

knowledge of experience, internal information or cognition, the consumer will engage in 

external search (Walters, 1978, p.124). This is recognized by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard 

even though it is not illustrated in their model in their latest edition ( 1995 , p.153 and 154). 

It is recognized verbally and illustrated on their initial model (1995, p.149) leading up to the 

complete model (1995, p. 154). 

The internal search is a search in the consumers memory in order to find out if he or 

she holds information about any product that may fulfill the need. The information the 

consumer holds about different products, may be in terms of quality cues, intrinsic or 

extrinsic, or quality attributes, experience or credence which are extensively described by 

Steenkamp ( 1990) and Zeitharnl (1988). 
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Quality cues are defined by Steenkamp ( 1990, p. 312) as: 

"Informational stimuli that are, according to the consumer, related to the quality 

of the product. and can be ascertained by the consumer through the senses prior 

to consumption ''. 

While quality attributes are defined as 

" ... the functional and psychosocial benefits or consequences provided by the 

product ". (Steenkamp, 1990, p. 3 13) 

As such quality attributes represent what the product is perceived to do or provide 

for the consumer and are thus unobservable prior to consumption. Quality cues are what the 

consumer observes and quality attributes are what the consumer wants (Richardson et aL , 

1994. p.29). Prior to consumption, benefits are unknown to the consumer and therefore the 

consumer has no direct way to determine the rating of a product on the quality attributes as 

he or she can onJy ascertain these benefits by consuming the product (Lawson, 1996, 

p.368 ). Consequently at the po int of purchase, consumers in general will use quality cues in 

choosing between product alternatives. However a cue is valued because of its perceived 

relationship with quality attributes . 

The value a cue has for a consumer is derived from the benefits it is believed to 

predict (Richardson et aL, 1994, p.29) . For example a consumer cannot obtain direct insight 

to the taste of a food product (quality attribute) and consequently the consumer must rely 

on information such as brand name, price and physical product cues (quality cues) to form 
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beliefs about the taste of the product Consequently the relationship between cues and 

attributes can be conceptualized as means-end chains (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313). The value 

of the means is determined by the value of the ends to which they are perceived to lead and 

hence cues are important only to the extent that they are perceived to be a means to achieve 

certain ends that are valued by the consumer (the benefits or quality attributes) . 

The consumer uses quality cues (brand name, price and physical product cues) as 

surrogate attributes because they believe these tell them something about the quality 

attributes ofthe product (taste, quality and nutrition) (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313). The quality 

cues are used as search attributes when the consumer searches for products to fulfill their 

needs (Wright and Lynch, 1995, p.709) (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313). They identify the 

products which, on the basis of their observable quality cues, seems to generate the 

preferred benefits and hence fulfill their need. 

Further quality cues can be divided into intrinsic or extrinsic quality cues and the 

quality attributes into experience and credence quality attributes. Intrinsic cues involve the 

physical composition of the product (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313) (Zeithaml, 1988, p.6). 

Examples of intrinsic cues are flavor, color and smell . Intrinsic cues cannot be changed 

without altering the nature of the product itself and are consumed as the product is 

consumed (ZeithamJ, 1988, p.6) (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313). Extrinsic cues, on the other 

hand, are product related but not part of the physical product itself. They are, by definition, 

outside the product as for example price, brand name, level of advertising, country of origin 

and store name (Zeithaml, 1988, p.6) (Steenkamp, 1990, p.313). 

Various studies (Szybillo and Jacoby, 1974; Pincus and Qalters, 1975; Wheatley et 

al. 1981 ; Jun and Jolibert, 1983; Davis, 1985) have been conducted to estimate whether the 

intrinsic or the extrinsic cues are superior in the consumers formulation of their perception 
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of different products. All of the above mentioned studies suggest that for most products. 

intrinsic cues are more important in the quality perception process than extrinsic cues. 

The studies by Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) and Holbrook et al ( 1986) suggest 

that for image products, extrinsic cues such as brand name and packaging may be more 

important than the intrinsic cues. lt makes sense that for image products the extrinsic cues 

are more important in the consumers perception process since these products are known for 

their higher level of advertising (Wright and Lynch, 1994, p. 7 16-717). This is consistent 

with Assael ' s model as well because in order to be a brand loyal consumer you have to 

recognize and identify the superior product by the brand name. 

The extent of the information search depends on the consumer' s level of 

involvement. If the consumer' s involvement in the purchase situation is low he or she is 

most likely to conduct only a simple internal information search. The consumer is searching 

for what Steenkamp ( 1990, p.3 17) calls ' experience quality attributes' w hich implies 

experience with any product cues from prior consumption of the product (Wright and 

Lynch. 1994, p. 709). This is associated with habitual behavior when for example the 

consumer needs to buy laundry detergent The consumer is low involved and hence may just 

go to the aisle, scan the different products available to find the one brand he or she usually 

chooses to purchase. The brand is recognized and bought without further information 

search. But if for some reason the product is sold out or the price has increased or a 

different brand is on sale, the consumer might do an internal search to see if he or she holds 

any information in the memory about the alternative brands available. If this is not the case 

the consumer might be convinced by statements on the package like: "New and improved", 

"Tested by the Asthma and AJlergy Association" or "Environmentally friendly" . These 

statements may convince the consumer that the product is actually superior in quality and 
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hence create such a credence quality attribute. As such Steenkamp ( 1990, p.312) 

distinguishes between experience attributes as they can be ascertained on the basis of actual 

experience with the product, product type or brand, and credence quality attributes which 

cannot be ascertained even after normal use for a long time and/or without consulting an 

expert . It is therefore impossible for the consumer to know if the given brand is actually 

environmentally friendly or tested by the Asthma and Allergy Association even after 

completion of consumption of the product. 

If the consumer' s involvement in the purchase situation is high, which is often the 

case if the price is high, then the consumer tends to fmd the internal information search 

insufficient . The consumer might hold information in the memory about various brands but 

if it is a long time ago since the consumer has made a similar purchase, the consumer might 

find the information held insufficient to make a decision and hence choose to conduct an 

external search. This is often the case if for example the consumer is buying a new car. 

Since he or she last purchased a car new models and even new brands might have come on 

to the market and cause the consumer to seek further information. The external information 

search is a supplement to the internal search through sources such as reference groups, the 

media and the marketer (Lawson, 1996, p.545-546). 

If the product has been in the market for a long time, the consumer will mainly seek 

information from the reference groups. The information the consumer can obtain through 

word-of-mouth communication in the environment will be considered important information 

for the consumer. Is it on the other hand a new product, the consumer will mainly seek 

information from opinion leaders and the media (Lawson, 1996, p.546-547). This is because 

the knowledge held by the reference groups of the new product is limited in contrast to the 

knowledge of and the experience with already existing products. In contrast the opinion 
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leader is always in possession of knowledge and the media is always available (Walters. 

1978. p. l22). External information can be (Hawkins, Best and Coney, 1992, p.466): 

1. The reference groups attitudes, feelings and behavior towards products 

2. The media's information from books and articles 

3. The marketer 's message from catalogs, brochures and advertisements or by 

personal contact where it is possible to examine the product. 

information can be obtained either actively or passively. Being active m the 

information search means that the consumer engages in information collection either out of 

interest or to obtain information in a given purchase situation (Loudon and Della Bitta, 

1993. p.355). On the other hand, passive information search implies that information is 

obtained by influence from advertisements or reference groups without asking for it as 

explained earlier w1th exposure to stimuli. For low involvement products the information is 

mainly obtained passively through advertisements and prior experience with the product, 

product type or alternative products ofthe same brand. (Walters, 1978, p.l26-127). 

By engaging in an external information search the consumer now possesses a higher 

cognjtion level which makes the consumer able to recognize the product and connect it to 

the newly associated attributes . Studies (Myers and Myers, 1992) seem to prove that a 

consumers perception of the product's quality increases with the level of advertising. There 

is though, a maximum level at which the consumer gets tired of the advertisements and 

consequently rejects the information(Myers and Myers, 1992, p. 31 ). This indicates that 

since more money is spent on advertising campaigns for brand name products, they are 

perceived as superior in quality to generic brands which are advertised less . 
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The infonnation gathered either internally or externally is evaluated for the purpose 

of finding a suitable solution to fulfill the consumers need. This leads us to a discussion of 

pre-purchase evaluation. 

2.3.6 Pre-purchase evaluation 

The gathered infonnation is being evaluated in order to find the best solution to the 

need recognized. The perceived quality - 'The consumers overall evaluation of the 

excellence of the perfonnance of the product' (Mowen, 1995, p. 51 2) - of the alternative 

products are being evaluated against their perceived sacrifices and hence the product seen as 

being of highest quality may not be the one purchased. The perceived sacrifice is the size in 

time. money and other resources the consumer perceives he or she must give up to obtain 

the product (Dowling and Staelin. 1994, p. 1 19). The time dimension is the time it takes the 

consumer to gather infonnation about the products and to buy the product. The price of the 

product is a necessary cost to obtain the product (Grewal ad Mannorstein, 1994, p.453). 

Other resources are driving to the store to buy the product and the like. Further there is the 

different types of ri sks as for example the social risk the consumer takes if buying products 

different from the product type accepted by the reference group (Assael, 1995, p.252). 

The product providing the highest value to the consumer will be the product 

purchased, if any. because this is the product the consumer feels provides him or her with 

the best quality according to the necessary sacrifices and risks involved. All though some 

debate exists as to the definition of perceived risk, consumer researchers view perceived risk 

as the consumer' s perception of the overall negativity of a course of action based upon an 

assessment of the possible negative outcomes and of the likelihood that those outcomes will 

occur (Mowen, 1995, p.209). 
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The pre-purchase evaluation process must not be seen as a separate function of the 

information search even though one might be tempted to do so according to the EBM 

model. The evaluation of the information gathered is an ongoing process while obtaining 

information. The EBM model indicates that the evaluation process leads to choice and 

purchase of the product found most feasible by the consumer to fulfill hi s or her need, but 

we find this is not always the case. The evaluation process may not lead to a suitable 

solution and consequently the consumer may choose to go back one step and re-engage in 

the information search process or completely give up being able to obtain fulfillment of the 

need An example may be a consumer who has a need for a car. After evaluating the 

different options he or she finds that there are no cars available for the price he or she is 

willing to spend on a car. The consumer may then choose to postpone the purchase of a car 

until his or her economy is better. 

The consumer evaluates the perceived quality of the alternative products against the 

necessary sacrifice to obtain the product. The price is an indicator for the amount that has to 

be sacrificed in order to purchase the product and at the same time it is an indication of the 

quality level of the product (Rao and Monroe, 1989, p.356). Perceived price can be defined 

as the consumer' s perceptual representation or subjective perception of the products 

objective price (Chang and Wildt, 1994, p. l 8). The consumer' s perception of the products 

objective price is formed on the basis of the actual (objective) price and the consumer' s 

referred price (Chang and Wildt, 1994, p. l7) . The objective price is the price the consumer 

must pay to obtain the product. ln the purchase situation the consumer often compares the 

objective price with the internal referred price, which is the upper price limit the consumer 

perceives to be fair for products of the given category (Chang and Wildt, 1994, p. l8) 
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(Lattin and Bucklin, 1989, p.299). Naturally, this indicates that the consumer must be in 

possession of some information about similar products in order to have a referred price 

level. 

More studies (Chang and Wildt, 1994; Grewal and Marmorstein, 1994; Jacobson 

and Obermiller. 1990: Hegelson and Beatty, 1987) have shown that the perceived price -

the price recognized by the consumer - is positively associated with the products objective 

price and negatively associated with the referred price. The positive relation to the objective 

price in contrast to the negative relation to the referred price further means that the 

objective price has a larger influence on the perceived quality than does the perceived price 

(Chang and Wildt. 1994, p.24) (Jacobson and Obermiller 1990, p.420). The consumer uses 

the price as an indicator of the perceived level of quality. If the price is relatively high the 

consumer tends to perceive the product as being of better quality than alternative products 

of the same category (Walters, 1978, p.528). But the price can be too high or too low. If 

the price of a given product is far below the consumers referred price level for this kind of 

products, the consumer may be skeptic of the product and associate it with lower quality. 

Contrary if the price is far above the consumers referred price level, the consumer may be 

led to believe that it is impossible fo r a product to be so superior in quality to be worth the 

price difference (Assael, 1995, p.215). Consequently they choose to purchase a product 

which price is consistent with their referred price level. 

Further the consumer faces the risk of buying too cheap, which is the case if the 

consumer is unwilling to pay for the better quality - quality risks. This kind of risk has been 

shown to be larger when the consumers perceived ri sk for product fai lure is high (Peterson 

and Wilson in Jacoby and Olson, 1985, p.265). This means there is an aspect of danger 

associated with pricing the product either too expensively or it too cheaply compared with 
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competitor' s products. The marketer may therefore be able to influence the consumer' s 

perception simply by pricing the product at a level slightly on the upper level of the average 

price level of substituting products and hereby increase the consumer involvement. . 

A product sold at a relatively higher price gives the consumer the impression that 

the product is of high quality which further creates motivation to purchase the product. At 

the same time the higher price means that purchase is associated with a relatively large 

economic sacrifice (Dodds et al, 1991, p.308) . It is this complexity that leads to the creation 

of the perceived value of the product. 

Research regarding the price-quality discussion indicates that the positive influence 

of the objective price on the perceived quality depends on the amount and relevance of the 

additional infonnation the consumer has available (Alba et al, 1994, p.231-232) (Grewal et 

aJ . 1994. p. 151 ). The available infonnation does not have to be extensive if the knowledge 

the consumer has available about the product is direct intrinsic cues from prior personal 

experience with the product. In thi s case the influence of the objective price on the 

perceived quality will be very limited or completely eliminated (Grewal et al. , 1994, p.152) 

(Chang and Wildt . 1994, p.24 ). This means the more information the consumer possesses 

about the product and the more this infonnation is created on the basis of personal 

experience with the product, the weaker the influence of the objective price as a quality 

indicator 

As such the price factor is an indicator of product quality and at the same time a risk 

factor The different types of perceived risks can be outlined as (Mowen, 1995, p.2 l 1) 

(Lawson, 1996, p.562): 
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I. Monetary or financial risk The consumer may Jose money if the brand chosen does not 

work at aJI or costs more than it should to maintain. Products and services that are very 

expensive are most subjective to this form of risk 

2. Functional or performance risk - The product may not work properly or may fail 

completely, leaving the consumer with no alternative or backup. The consumer wastes 

time and effort getting the product adjusted, repaired or replaced. 

3. Physical risk - The brand may be or become harmful or injurious to one 's health . Food 

and beverages. mechanical and electrical items are highly susceptible to this type of risk. 

4 Psycholog~cal risk -The brand may not fit in well with the consumer' s self-image or self

concept. making him or her feel guilty, self-indulgent or stupid for purchasing. Products 

that are high priced. luxurious and long lasting engender the most risk of this type. 

5 Social n sk - The product purchased may negatively affect the way others think of the 

consumer Houses. cars. clothes, jewelry and recreational equipment are product 

purchases that are subject to social ri sk 

6 lime risk - Risk a decision will cost too much time in the long run . Products that 

demands a great effort of maintenance are highly subjective to this kind of risk. For 

example frequent tuning of a sports car is necessary maintenance. 

7 Opportumty loss risk - Risk that by taking one action the consumer will miss out on 

doing something else he or she would reaiJy prefer doing. For example buying an 

expensive car may cause the consumer to miss out on buying expensive o il paintings. 

There are a number of factors influencing the amount of risk consumers perceive in 

a given situation. The characteristics of the individual consumers influence his or her 

perception of risk. Research (Pettigrew, 1968) have found that personality factors can 
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influence the extent to which a part1cular person reacts to the risk in a given situation. The 

following personal characteristics have been found to be associated with a greater 

willingness to accept ri sk: Higher self-confidence, higher self-esteem, lower anxiety, and 

lower familiarity with the product (Pettigrew, 1968, p.532) (Mowen, 1995, p.211-213). 

Situational factors may also influence the perception of risk. If the consumer is buying wine 

for an important dinner party, he or she may be less willing to take the risk of buying an 

unknown brand on sale whereas the consumer might have chosen to buy it , had it just been 

for hi s or her own consumption. 

The characteristics of the product can also influence perceived risk. ln general, high 

risk products have a greater degree of involvement attached to them. Thus, products whose 

use may result in higher negative outcomes, are perceived as rislcier, in terms of cost , social 

visibility or the potential physical danger in the use of the product or service (Mowen, 1995, 

p 213 ). 

In generaL consumers buy products which they find minimizes the risks involved 

(Mowen. 1995. p.2 16). They compare the perceived risk with the acceptable risk level. 

There are a number of ways the consumer can minimize the amount of risk involved in a 

purchase (Mowen. 1995. p 216). By being a brand loyal consumer or by adapting a habitual 

behavior, as described by Assael ' s model earlier. he or she can reduce the risk involved in 

trying new products. He or she may choose to buy through brand image or store image to 

reduce the perceived risk (Rosel ius, 197 1, p.60). This is consistent with Steenkamp's 

(1990) and Zeithaml ' s ( 1988) theories of surrogate attributes where the consumer uses 

attributes like brand image and store image as indicators of product quality because they 

believe these attributes tell them something about the superiority of the product and hence 

reduce the perceived risk . By searching for information externally through reference groups, 
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media and experts, the consumer can obtain information about the perceived risk involved in 

various products and make a decision on that basis. The consumer may also choose to 

simply buy the most expensive brand or the lease expensive brand as di scussed in the 

explanation about perceived price. If the consumer buys the most expensive product thjs 

might indicate that the product is superior in quality but on the contrary the financial risk 

will rise and vise versa. 

Diamond ( 1988, p.283) describes the connection between perceived risk and the 

level of consequence. Diamond looks at two different circumstances. Firstly the case where 

the possibility of negative outcome is rugh but the consequences caused are relatively low. 

An example may be groceries because there is a relatively large possibility the consumer 

does not like the taste of a product, but the risk associated with the purchase is fairly low 

because the financial loss, as well as other risk factors, is relatively limited. The second case 

is the situation where the purchase is associated with a relatively low risk for possible 

negative outcome. An example hereof may be the purchase of an airfare ticket. Involved is 

the financial aspect but also the considerations of the risk of a plane crash. Purchase 

involving a rugh possibility of risk occurrence but low consequences, the consumer will 

mainJy focus on the possibility. Likewise, in situations where the possibility is low but the 

consequences are rugh, the consumer will focus on the consequences that may occur 

(Diamond, I 988, p.283 ). 

The communication about products with a rugh possibility or negative outcome and 

few consequences must therefore seek to rrurumize the perceived possibility of negative 

outcome The reduction of the perception of potential loss must therefore be addressed 

secondly In contrast, the reduction of the perception of the potential loss must be of 
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primary interest for products with a low possibility of risk occurrence but where the 

consequences may be severe (Diamond, 1988, p.283). 

Page 45 



MBA DISSERTATION NTU 1996 
Changing Consumer Involvement 

2.3. 7 Purchase 

The evaluation process leads us to the purchase situation. As we saw evaluation of 

product alternatives may or may not result in a purchase. The consumer may feel he or she 

has insufficient information and hence go back one step to repeat the information search 

process or the consumer may on the basis of the information conclude that the risk 

overweigh the perceived benefits and then abandon the need initially causing the information 

search and evaluation of product alternatives. This is not recognized by the EBM model but 

is an important factor in understanding that the decision making process is a continuos 

process influenced by a various number of factors. The model should therefore contain an 

arrow going back-ward from the pre-purchase alternative evaluation to the search and need 

recognition as well as an arrow pointing away from the pre-purchase alternative evaluation 

process to indicate evaluations not resulting in actual purchase of a product. . 

If the consumer is low involved, the evaluation process may onJy consist of 

recognition of a brand when the consumer overlooks the shelf in the store i.e. evaluation 

and choice of purchase are incurring simultaneously. In this case the evaluation process is 

very limjted and it is difficult to state if a true evaluation process is taking place or it is 

simply a question of repetitive behavior consistent with the hierarchy of effects described in 

Assael ' s model (I 995) 'A Classification of Four Types of Consumer Behavior' . The 

consumer chooses the laundry detergent he or she initially recognizes without consciously 

trunking about why this is done. Repetitive advertisement of these kinds of low involvement 

products may be sufficient to trigger the consumers memory to cause recognition of the 

product and hence purchase. 

This again stresses the importance to acknowledge the fact that the process the 

consumer goes through in the decision making process is very individual. The extent to 
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which information is gathered and t:valuated and the basis on which a decision is made to 

make a purchase or abandon the need completely is also individually determined. Not only 

does the individual factors influence this process but also the environmental factors which 

will be described extensively at the end. 

During the evaluation process the consumer has evaluated the different alternatives 

and rated them in terms of preference. By evaluating the preferences against the price and 

various risk factors the consumer identifies the product with the highest perceived value. 

This product may not be the most preferred but it is the product the consumer chooses to 

buy taking perceived sacrifice and the various risk factors into consideration. For example a 

consumer may really want to buy a Porsche but since thi s will result in the consumer having 

to sleep in the car because there wil l be no money left to pay rent, he or she may choose to 

buy a smaller car to avoid these sacrifices. 

2.3.8 Consumption and post-purchase alternative evaluation 

Once the product is purchased the consumption process and the attached post

purchase evaluation folJows. The purchase may be immediately followed by consumption as 

for example when purchasing a dinner meal at a restaurant, or it may be consumed at some 

later stage as for example may be the case when purchasing a retirement fund assurance. 

The consumption and post-purchase evaluation are naturally closely linked and we therefore 

address these simultaneously. 

It is not until resent years the marketer' s have paid significant attention to this part 

of the decision malcing process. Mainly the significance has been on the purchase situation 

but the importance of the consumption and the outcome of the evaluation process are 

becoming more widely recognized. The main question is whether or not the buyers 
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expectations are being met. lf expectations are matched by perceived performance, 

satisfaction is the outcome. Consumer satisfaction is defined as the overall attitude 

regarding a good or service after its acquisition and use (Mowen, 1995, p.Sll ). lf, on the 

other hand. the expectation are not matched by perceived performance, dissatisfaction is the 

outcome. The actual perceived outcome of the consumption process is hignly influenced by 

the situation in which the consumption is taking place. For example how the consumer 

perceives the food in a restaurant may be highly associated with the surroundings, the 

atmosphere at the dinner party, a smile and good service from the waiter and the like. As 

such the mood of the consumer and the physical environment can influence the consumption 

experience (Mjniard et al, 1992. p. 190). ln addition the consumption process is influenced 

by demographic variables. personality variables and naturally expectations (Gerald, 1979, 

p 8) 

Since advertising to a large extend can affect the consumers expectations and belief 

formation for a product. it is very important for marketer's to know not only the outcome 

of the consumers post-purchase evaluation but also why the consumer is dissatisfied with 

the product. In recent years it has become more common to see toll free telephone numbers 

printed on the packaging on consumer products to encourage consumers to give comments 

to the manufacturer. Often the consumer cannot be bothered to file a complaint but instead 

get it of his or her chest by complaining to ones environment. Studies have shown that a 

dissatisfied consumer is twice as likely to engage in negative word-of-mouth communication 

than a satisfied consumer is to engage in positive word-of-mouth communication 

(Westbrook, I 987, p.268). 

Satisfaction or di ssati sfaction also have to do with the degree of prior experience 

with the product. If a consumer for example has consumed a Coca-Cola Classic many times 
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before, but this time it does not taste good, the consumer is far more likely to just accept its 

bad taste as a minor error (rationale: It can happen to even the best and they (The Coca

Cola Company] do produce an awful lot). Whereas if the drink was of an unknown brand, 

the consumer is more li kely to blame it on the manufacturer and simply believe the brand in 

general has a bad taste or that the error was caused by inexperience and insufficient product 

controls. This shows that the degree of acceptance of manufacturers error has to do with 

the established image of the product and how that image can to some extent protect the 

product. But this is not always the case and especially not in the long run where the image is 

likely to be damaged (Peter and Olson, 1990, p. 125). Has an image been damaged it is very 

difficult to reestablish (Engel et al ., 1995, p.284). 

If the consumers experience of the consumption does not meet his or her 

expectations it may lead to a change in attitude towards the brand. The outcome of the 

experience is stored in the memory, even though this is not recognized by the EBM 

model . The consumer now holds knowledge of the experience attributes such as taste and 

degree of sweetness in a softdrink which are stored in the consumers memory and hence can 

be retrieved during internal search the next time the consumer need to make a similar 

purchase. This process may be a very brief confirmation of the prior knowledge stored in 

the memory - a brand loyal consumer confirms his or her attitude towards the specific brand 

as being the best after once again having received optimal satisfaction from consuming the 

product as seen from Assael ' s model ' A classification of Four Types of Consumer 

Behavior' earlier. Or it may be a revised attitude towards the brand caused by 

dissatisfaction. The new attitude will be stored in the memory and the consumer must once 

again conduct an external search in order to try to find a product which will fulfill the 

consumers need in a satisfactory way. 
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Whether or not the consumer ends up being satisfied or di ssatisfied with the product 

has to do with the degree of involvement. Again the EBM model lacks identification of the 

importance of both the individual and the environmental factors influence. If the consumer is 

low involved, according to Assael as explained earlier, the consumer just seeks satisfaction 

but if the consumer it high involved the consumer seeks optimal sat isfaction. This influences 

the consumers attitude towards what is acceptable and thus satisfactory and what is 

unacceptable and thus di ssatisfactory. 

Finally in the 1995 version of the EBM model, Engel, Blackwell and Miniard has 

identified the last stage of the consumer decision making process as being divestment. The 

consumer now faces the option of disposal, recycl ing or remarketing (sale on the used 

market) . This aspect naturaUy depends on the nature of the product. If the product is a 

softdrink, the consumer has no other choice than to throw it away or give it to a friend who 

likes the taste. If. on the other hand, we are talking about a car, the consumer is most likely 

to try to re-sell it then to just give it away since more money is involved. Furthermore, 

divestment caused by dissatisfaction is different from the divestment engaged in after 

satisfaction. The reason for divestment after satisfaction may be due to a new and improved 

model that has been released which the consumer would rather own. This again shows how 

the consumers continuously capture stimuli from the marketer concerning matters in which 

they are personaUy interested in. 
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2.3.9 Environmental Influences 

The environmental influences are in the EBM model described as culture, social 

class. personal influences, family and situation. These factors are shown as influencing the 

need recognition. the search process and the pre-purchase alternative evaluation stage as 

explained above. The EBM model thus fails to show the enormous importance of these 

factors and how they influence what stimuli are obtained by the consumer and stored in the 

memory, how the purchase, consumption and post-purchase evaluation are influenced by 

the situation in which the product is consumed and how perception is highly influenced by 

the reference groups attitude towards the brand. 

Culture influences what we do and how we do things. Culture is the complex whole 

which includes knowledge, beliefs. art, morals, custom and any other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society (Wilkie, 1990, p.348). This in itself explains why 

culture has an enormous influence on every factor in the model. Social class influences the 

consumer in striving to get certain products associated with the social class he or she 

belongs to or wishes to belong to . This is extensively explained by Walters (1978) theory of 

'The Concept of Consumer Image ' which in short explains how the consumers self image 

consist of how the consumer perceives oneself. how the reference groups perceives the 

consumer, how the consumer thinks the reference groups perceives him or her, how the 

consumer wishes to be perceived and the consumers real self image. This also involves how 

the reference groups influence the consumer. The family has the strongest influence on the 

consumer because the relationship to the consumer is very close in comparison to the other 

reference groups the consumer belongs to. 

Consequently it is clear that the environmental factors also influence the personal 

differences, a link also not identified by the EBM model. 
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2.3.1 0 Individual Differences 

We are all different, or at least we like to believe that we are someone special. We 

have different needs, attitudes and motives towards purchases and these affect the way we 

evaluate, search and process information. Similarly we have different personal objectives 

and these also affect our behavior and the perception of products, brands and persons. What 

is important to marketers is consequently the consumer segments who have similar, even 

though not identical, needs, attitudes and motives. It is by identifying these segments that 

efficient and effective marketing campaigns can be constructed, and this makes insight into 

the way consumers behave and think significant. 

The degree to which consumer's individual differences affect the decision making 

process depends - according to Engel et aJ, 1995, p.148 - on the consumers resources, 

motivation, involvement, knowledge, attitudes, personality, values and lifestyle. These 

factors are alJ incorporated in the EBM model, but we believe that the influence is more 

substantial than just affecting need recognition, search, alternative evaluation, purchase and 

consumption. We believe that these factors, and particularly involvement, affect all of the 

other factors outlined in the model, since they also influence the perception of the 

environment and the stimuli-processing . An individuals personal traits will inevitably affect 

the perception of friends, culture and family and consequently influence the behavior. In 

addition, the personality, knowledge and attitudes of a consumer decides the degree of 

involvement because the consumer will be interested in and purchase products which are 

consistent with personal goals and needs (0' Shaughnessy, 1987, p.20). These can thus be 
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perceived as the source of involvement and not as outlined in the EBM model as factors at , . , 

the same level as involvement. 

The consumer resources. such as time, money and information reception and 

processing capabilities, will influence the degree to which the consumer is exposed to 

stimuli and the acceptance and retention of information (Alba et al., 1994, p.220). The 

available time to process will, for example, determine how much attention is focused at 

stimuli and whether the information is understood. Obviously this is determined by the 

degree of involvement since a high-involved consumer will be willing to spend more time 

and money processing and evaluating stimuli or information. In addition the individual 

capability to process information will determine the degree of comprehension and thus the 

degree to which information is stored (correctly) in the memory. This knowledge, stored in 

memory. will then be at hand when evaluating alternatives, and consequently individual 

differences will also influence the extent of alternative evaluation. Previous knowledge, 

attitudes. personality, values and lifestyle will similarly influence which stimuli receive 

attention and exposure and to which degree the information or message is accepted and 

stored Studies (Solomon, 1983) (Wright and Sirgy, 1992) have shown that consumers are 

more likely to buy products which they perceive are consistent with their self-concept. That 

is, consumers who perceive themselves to be (self-image) or want to be (ideal self-image) 

sporty will to a higher extent buy products and brands which are consistent with this image. 

Belk ( 1988) called this the extended self because the self-concept is enhanced with the 

things we own - our possessions reflect our personality. This connection between the self 

and the purchased products has been called symbolic interactionism because it emphasizes 

the interaction between individuals and the symbols in their environment. 
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This is not incorporated into the EBM model which thus lacks the recognition of the 

comprehensive influence of individual factors. It does not recognize the effects individual 

differences has on the information processing, the pre- and post-purchase evaluation and 

whether or not the outcome of a purchase is considered satisfactory. We believe, that the 

preferred behavior patterns characterizing a market segment are the key to increasing 

consumer involvement because knowledge of these patterns will enable the marketer to link 

product and consumer interests and behavior together. It is most important to acknowledge 

that the individual factors form the interest and motivation determining the degree of 

involvement which has immense influence on the entire consumer decision making process. 
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Chapter 3 An Alternative Approach 

Having reviewed the literature to identify the way involvement influences consumer 

decision making process. we now attempt to create an alternative approach which removes 

some of the weaknesses found in the EBM model. Most significantly we attempt to 

illustrate the major role the degree of involvement plays in the decision making process and 

at the same time recognize the interrelationship between the ' Environmental Factors' and 

the ' Individual Differences' 

Naturally the individual is influenced by his or her surround ings. We, as consumers, 

rely on the word of mouth from our reference groups and experts on w hat products are 

most reliable and we influence our surroundings ourselves by our say on different issues. 

This interrelationship is very important because some of the most significant boundaries are 

formed for the individual of what products to pursue and why these are important to posses. 

Culture. for example, is a very important factor in stating the individuals norm, values, 

beliefs and attitudes which widely affect what products the consumer wants to buy as 

di scussed in chapter 2. 

As such, these factors influence the consumer' s degree of involvement or interest in 

different areas A consumer may in general be very interested in a broad variety of things 

and may for example have specific interest in the new technology of the computer industry 

but is not interested in changes in the motor industry. As such the degree of involvement 

may vary according to interest and thus across product categories. As a result, the degree of 

involvement is closely interrelated with motive because if the consumer has an interest this 

Page 55 



MBA DISSERTATION NTU 1996 
Changing Consumer Involvement 

is in fact an initial motive to pursue the interest and hence needs are likely to be evoked. 

The EBM model has stated involvement and motives under ' Individual Differences' which 

is true to the extend that the degree of involvement and the motives of the consumer is 

individual but we perceive the influences hereof as far more extensive than shown in the 

EBM modeL The consumer' s degree of involvement has an immense influence on every 

factor in the consumer decision making process. As such, if the consumer is interested in a 

particular area he or she is far more likely to pick up any information/stimuli forwarded by 

the marketer regarding this area than a person completely uninterested in that particular 

area. Therefore the degree of involvement influences what stimuli catches the consumer' s 

attention and consequently what information is stored in the memory. lf the consumer has 

an interest in the area he or she is more perceptive towards any information offered in this 

area. as discussed in chapter 2. 

A continuous argument is whether involvement creates motives to buy and motives 

creates need recognition or whether involvement creates need recognition which then 

creates motives to buy. It may even be argued that need recognition may create interest and 

hence increase the degree of involvement. For example, if a consumer is interested in 

computers he or she may be motivated to buy computer equipment to enhance the 

performance even though the consumer does not have a specific need for it. On the other 

hand if a consumer is thirsty he or she has a need for something to drink. Consequently the 

consumer is motivated to purchase a drink. Furthermore, if a consumer has a need for a 

portable computer the consumer may become high involved in the purchase even if he or 

she had no prior specific interest in computers. As a result, need arousal may create 

involvement. The attention towards stimuli and the acceptance of stimuli will therefore be 

dependent upon the degree of involvement, interest or need. 
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Arguments can be found for all these statements and this shows that it is not an 

either or process but depends on the individual as well as the situation. This again shows the 

importance for marketers to understand the interrelationship between involvement, interest 

and needs and take advantage of the opportunities that arises. 

The EBM model shows that pre-purchase evaluation leads to purchase. We have 

seen that this is not always the case because the information search may not have led the 

consumer to a suitable solution. The consumer may therefore either return to the 

inforrnation search stage in order to find a suitable alternative not recognized in the fi rst 

place or simply postpone satisfaction of the need indefinitely. The EBM model ignores thjs 

aspect of the consumer decision process and hence fails to identify that not all needs are 

satisfied. 

ln contrast to the EBM model, we find that the outcome of the post-purchase 

alternative evaluation i.e . satisfaction or dissati sfaction, the experience is stored in the 

consumer ' s memory and can as such be retained for use in a similar purchase situation. The 

consumer may choose to engage in additional external inforrnation search in order to find 

satisfactory inforrnation to fulfill the need and is thus more exposed to stimuli from the 

marketer regarding any inforrnation about products that may result in satisfaction of the 

need This completes the circle. The new information from the marketer is then evaluated 

according to personal experience already stored in the memory of the consumer from 

previous experiences with the product in the decision making process. 

The EBM model recognizes the factors influencing the decision making process of 

the individual but tend to underestimate the effect the degree of involvement. The 

interrelationship between involvement, motives and need recognition is largely 

underestimated and does therefore not clearly identify how the marketer to a large extent is 
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able to influence the consumers decision making process by using this interrelationship to 

his or her advantage. 

Further, the EBM model fails to acknowledge the interrelationship between the 

environmental factors and the individual differences. Together these factors define the 

settings in which the individual consumer undergoes the decision making process. The 

stimuli sent from the marketer is in fact a part of the environment surrounding the individual 

and therefore the entire influence hereof comes from the environment. 

Incorporating the foregoing criticisms we arrive at an alternative approach: 
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Figure 3.1. An Alternative Approach to Copsumer Decision Makipg 
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1 Environmental Factors are: Culture, social class, reference groups and situation 

2 Individual Factors are: Consumer resources, knowledge, attitude, personality, lifestyle 

and demographics. 

Figure 3.1 shows how the decision making process itself is surrounded by the 

environmental factors and the individual differences which are also interrelated i.e. the 

individual differences are influenced by the environmental factors and vise versa. The 

stimuli are placed within the environmental factors because they are in fact a part of the 
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environment. And so is the external search because the external search consists of collecting 

infonnation from the marketplace as stated by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard ( 1995, p.494) 

which means that sources from which the consumer may search externally are the reference 

groups, the media and the marketer. Consequently they are a part of the consumer' s 

environment and should therefore be placed within the environmental factors in order to 

illustrate the dependence. 

We have chosen to place involvement as surrounding the entire consumer decision 

making process instead of placing it as an individual difference. We find that the consumers 

degree of involvement is in fact individual, but that it is influenced by individual differences, 

and environmental factors and thus is influencing the entire decision making process 

including: 

• which stimuli the consumer is exposed to, 

• what needs the consumer has, 

• what, where and how the consumer searches for infonnation 

• the extent of the infonnation search, 

• the extent of the pre-purchase alternative evaluation process, 

• the choice of purchase, 

• the extent ofthe post-purchase evaluation process, 

• whether a stage of satisfaction or dissatisfaction is reached and 

• the significance of the experi ence to the consumer and consequently the importance of 

the experience stored in the memory for future use. 
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Finally the degree of involvement affects whether the consumer chooses to engage 

in further external search to find information leading to fulfillment of the need. However it is 

very important to be aware of the fact, that some of these stages in the model may be 

passed through very quickly or completely bypassed as seen in the case of habitual behavior 

or brand loyalty. In those cases the stages may be: ' the pre-purchase alternative evaluation 

stage' . ' the choice or actual purchase'. ' the post-purchase evaluation stage' and thus the 

feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the product. If no real post-purchase 

evaluation is performed the experience may not be stored in the consumers memory and 

consequently not be of any use in future purchases. 

We find that the importance of the degree of involvement is underestimated in the 

EBM model and hence more correctly illustrated by having involvement surrounding the 

entire decision making process. The degree of involvement influences the decision making 

process but the degree of involvement may also be influenced by and during the decision 

making process. This may for example happen during the information search when a 

consumer who initially was not very interested in the purchase of for example a bike, 

becomes very interested when made aware of the many different models and features. The 

initial interest changes accordingly and hence the consumer becomes more involved in the 

decision making process. 

Motives influence the need recognition but as discussed earlier arguments can be 

made for the influence of need recognition on motives as well as these factors influence on 

the consumers degree of involvement. As a result we have chosen to illustrate motives as a 

separate stage influencing need recognition and vise versa. Again these factors are 

influenced by both the consumers degree of involvement and vise versa. 
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Not every pre-purchase alternative evaluation leads to a purchase. The consumer 

may choose to extend the search process or postpone the possibility to fulfill the need 

indefinitely. This we have illustrated in the model by the arrow going back to the 

information search process if further search is carried out and by the arrow going straight 

out from the pre-purchase evaluation process if fu lfillment of the need is postponed 

indefinitely or abandoned. 

The alternative approach to the consumer decision making process has incorporated 

the critique given of the EBM model in chapter 2. We find that the alternative approach 

model more accurately recognizes the very important role of the consumers degree of 

involvement and the importance of the interaction between environmental factors and 

individual differences. Through this approach it becomes more apparent to the marketer 

how he or she may in fact be able to influence the consumer's decision making process by 

influencing the consumer ' s level of involvement. In the foUowing chapter we will in greater 

detail di scuss how marketers can use marketing techniques to achieve this. 
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Chapter 4 Implications for Marketers 

In this chapter we will discuss the implications for marketers of the need for a 

greater emphasis on consumer involvement found in our review. We will illustrate how the 

alternative approach. developed in chapter 3. affects the way marketers should attempt to 

increase consumer involvement, give specific recommendations as to how marketers can use 

marketing techniques to increase involvement and finally set up a list of acts to be 

performed to identify the variables which can increase consumer involvement. 

4. 1 Environmental and individual influences 

Because the consumer is constantly influenced by and interacts with the 

environment. the marketer can influence the individual by influencing the environment. By 

establishing an image of quality among the consumer' s reference group this will affect the 

consumer ' s attitude towards that particular brand (Peter and Olson, 1990, p.309). This 

influence is larger when the product is unknown, because the consumer does not have any 

experience attributes upon which to evaluate the product. The influence will also increase 

the more conspicuous the product is . If the consumer has a need to comply with the norms 

of his or her reference groups - which is common for most people - the product has to be 

consistent with these norms and hence the consumer will be relatively more involved in the 

purchase. 

Aaker, Batra and Myers ( 1992, p. l) illustrate how exposure to advertisements 

influences the purchase behavior of consumers. Figure 4 .1 includes a number of factors 

which the marketer can use to influence brand attitude. It does not, however, include the 
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degree of involvement but it is evident from the earlier discussion that this is a very 

important factor. We have chosen to include the model because it gives a clear presentation 

of how stimuli from the marketer influences brand attitude and purchase behavior. If the 

consumer is not interested and consequently not involved in the advertised product, the 

effect on brand attitude and purchase behavior will be very limited. 

Figure 4.1, The effect of Ad Exposure on Brand Attitude and Purchase Behavior 

Awareness/Familiariey + 
with brand 

Reo-Under or 
Inducement about 

'''\iii Brand Trial 4.® 

1----l~lr:-r>:ufcnase\j 
::::l~ehaviot:t .. 

(Aaker et al, 1992, p. l) 

If a consumer is not interested (involved) in the product he or she will not be 

receptive to the stimuli (the advertisement), and even if the consumer forms an attitude 

towards that brand, it will be weak. The model does, however, outline how to influence the 

brand attitude through creation of a brand image/personality, association of feelings with the 
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brand and linkage of brand with peers and group norms, which we have found useful. The 

marketer will hence be able to influence the degree of involvement if he or she is successful 

in these areas. 

lf for example, the marketer is able to create a positive brand image (high quality, 

good price-performance), either through classical or instrumental conditioning or cognitive 

learning, the consumer will use this information to form a positive attitude towards the 

brand. AdditionaUy the marketer can use the learning methods to associate those feelings 

(for example social recognition, freedom or accomplishment), which the consumer segment 

has identified as positive or valuable, with the brand name. 

Finally, when linking the brand with group norms, the individual consumer will 

conform to group norms when purchasing this product. These three methods would 

consequently increase the degree of involvement indirectly, not because of the product itself 

but because of the symbols it represent. The last factor, ' reminder or inducement ', 

obviously depends upon the degree of involvement - if the consumer does not have any 

interest in remembering or processing the stimuli (the advertisement) then the information is 

not stored in the long-term memory. Consequently the attributes, possible benefits and 

awareness of the brand are not processed or stored and can thus not be retrieved for a 

future purchase decision. 

4.2 Recommendations to marketers 

This section provides marketers with specific theoretical advice which should help in 

increasing the degree of involvement consumers have towards their products. The 

recommendations, which are divided into general, high and low involvement implications, 
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are g1ven on the basis of our rev1ew and that of Loudon and DeUa Bitt a ( 1993 ), 

O' Shaughnessy ( 1987). Wilkie ( 1990), Assael (1995), Engel et al. ( 1995), Steenkamp 

( 1990) and Zeithaml ( 1988). 

4.2.1 General implications for marketers 

As illustrated in our model, an alternative approach - Figure 3. 1, much more 

emphasis should be placed on attempting to increase consumer involvement, because the 

degree of involvement is principal to most factors in the decision making process. To 

increase the degree of involvement the marketer must first of all identify the search 

attributes used by the targeted consumer segment, minimize the perceived sacrifice needed 

to obtain the benefits and differentiate the brand from rival products (Muthukrishnan, 1995, 

p. 98). Section 4 .3 will discuss in greater detail how marketers can identify the factors which 

are essential to achieve an increase in consumer involvement. 

Severa] researchers (Mitchell and Olson, 1985; Phelps and Thorson, 1991 ; 

Holbrook and Batra, 1987; Boles and Burton, 1992; Bone and Ellen, 1992) have identified 

ways to increase involvement. Our findings suggest that a much greater emphasis on 

attempting to increase consumer involvement should be considered . To this extent the 

importance of previous findings become even more significant. 

The marketer should attempt to identify the benefits and advantages the product wiJJ 

g~ve the consumer and communicate these to the consumer. Generally, to increase 

involvement, the marketer should link the product with positive associations and issues 

regarded important by the consumer. Following some specific recommendations for 

marketers: 
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• To help achieve advertising impact (attention paid to stimuli), every advertisement 

should be linked to a vision of the personal advantages if a purchase is made and should 

show the brand as faci litating social involvement. 

• To increase primary demand for a product, a marketer should consider trying to change 

the relative importance the consumer associates with the personal advantages achieved 

from a purchase. This can be done by: 

Showing that the advantages are achievable by use of the brand or product 

Showing increased satisfaction with the product which is recognizable and socially 

approved 

Emphasizing the favorable consequences of a purchase 

• lf the product or brand is new, the marketer should attempt to use a novel expression of 

the advantages of the product. because consumers generally are more involved in 

novelties (Peter and Olson, 1990, p.468). 

• If the product is to be accepted quickly it must be consistent with the consumers lifestyle 

(Mowen, 1995, p.258). 

• If the marketer is experiencing decreasing customer satisfaction, competitors advertising 

must be reviewed, because the level of satisfaction is related to perceptions of the 

alternatives. 

• lf consumers do not understand the potential advantages and personal benefits of the 

product the marketer must attempt to demonstrate the link between the wants and needs 

and the brand and how it can help in achieving these advantages and benefits. 

• Where the marketer cannot educate consumers (by cognitive learning) to change their 

taste he or she should attempt to change them through associating the brand with the 
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people, items and situations with which the target segment currently identifies itself 

(classical and instrumental conditioning). 

• If the marketers brand is to enter the awareness set of the consumer the brand must 
' 

distinguish itself from rival brands, to avoid that the consumer considers the performance 

to be equal . 

• lf the marketer is to take account of consumer involvement there is a need to identify the 

choice criteria (search attributes) which the consumers employ together with information 

on how the consumers judge the presence of search attributes. 

• If the product is socially visible, the marketer should attempt to identify and enhance the 

integrative functions provided by the product including : 

Conventions in the consumer' s environment 

Fashions in the consumer's environment 

Status/esteem/respect in the consumer' s environment 

Power structures in the consumer' s environment 

• As consumers budget their time as well as money and seek to spend it wisely, the 

marketer should attempt to minimize the perceived sacrifice, because this will increase 

the value of their brand. 

4.2.2 Implications for high involvement products 

When a consumer is hjgher involved in a purchase decision more information is 

sought and it is evaluated more critically (Petty and Caccioppo, 1983; Krugman, 1965; 

Sanbonmatsu and Kardes, 1988). The marketer has to make sufficient information available 

to the consumer to satisfy the search attributes and the advertising must be able to persuade 
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the consumer that this is the brand which will provide the most benefits. The advertisements 

should therefore focus on expressing how the product will be of value to the consumer, 

whether this is of purely utilitarian or more psychological value. 

Since the consumer is actively processing the stimuli, the advertisements should 

incorporate how purchasing will reward (instrumental conditioning) the consumer or enable 

the consumer to achieve an objective (cognitive learning). For example, a consumer should 

be informed about how purchasing that brand of car will g ive social recognition and respect 

(reward) or, how purchasing that specific car will achieve the objective of being able to 

drive to work on time and still leave money for vacation (objective) . 

When advertising image products, extrinsic attributes are more important to the 

consumer than the intrinsic because the brand itself represents a value (Holbrook and 

Hirschman, 1982, p. 13 8). If for example, a consumer wants to buy a car, the brands all have 

different images, even though they prov1de practically the same service - namely 

transportation. But some brands will be of more value than others because the brand will 

signal something to the consumers. The consumer will purchase the brand which is 

consistent with his or her self-image, and the marketer should consequently create an image 

which is consistent with the targeted consumer segment (Walters, 1978, p.l81 ; Grubb and 

Grathwohl, 1967, p.26: Belk, 1988, p.160: Levy, 1959, p. ll9). 

Foil owing are statements concerning the marketing of high involvement products: 

• Jfthe marketer's brand is a high quality product, a high price reinforces the quality image 

and increases the degree of involvement and should consequently be adopted. 

• Whenever a marketer charges a higher price than competitors for similar products, the 

marketer must signal a value difference which equals the price difference. 
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• If consumers choose products as a result of a decision making process and not by habit, 

the marketer should attempt to influence the consumer's degree of involvement right up 

to the point of purchase, because the consumer will use search attributes throughout the 

stages of buying. 

4.2.3 Implications for marketers of low involvement products 

Since consumers do not engage in any or minimal information search, the marketer 

can increase involvement through either repetitive advertising which does not require 

information processing or advertising which links the brand or product with issues that are 

important to the consumer. 

By using repetitive advertising the marketer hopes to achieve familiarity with the 

brand which, in a consumer decision making process, will result in purchase. The consumer 

is highly involved because that particular brand seems familiar and recognizable . This is, 

however, very hard to achieve because of the extensive advertising of competitive brands 

which also will attempt to obtain familiarity, and consequently the repetitive advertising will 

only result in higher involvement when the brand is clearly differentiated from the rival 

brands. 

By linking the brand with issues regarded as important by the consumer, the 

marketer may also be able to increase consumer involvement. The marketer can influence 

the perception of the brand through advertising by associating the brand with social 

interaction (classical conditioning) To increase consumer involvement the marketer should 

use instrumental conditioning or cognjtive learning which demands active processing and 

illustrates the rewards of purchasing the brand to the consumer. For example a marketer of 

tunafish could emphasize that the tunafish is caught in nets which will not kj)) dolpruns. As a 
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result, a consumer who is environmentally concerned will purchase this brand instead of 

others because the product is consistent with an important issue for the consumer. 

Following are some recommendations for marketers of low involvement products: 

• Advertising resources should be spent in a repetitive campaign and should use short

duration messages, because low-involvement consumers do not engage in active 

information search. 

• Advertising should focus on a few key points rather than on a broad-based information 

campaign because low-involvement consumers are not willing to process large amounts 

of information 

• Visual and non-message stimuli should be emphasized to obtain consumers attention 

• Advertising should be the primary means of differentiating the brand from the 

competition. because low-involved consumers do not recognize major differences in 

brands (Peter and Olson. 1990, p.87) 

• Television rather than print media should be the vehicle for communication, because 

consumers do not need to process this information actively 

4.3 Practical Recommendations 

From the literature review in Chapter 2, we have seen the importance of 

involvement in the consumer decision making process. But the recommendations are of no 

use if the marketer cannot obtain the necessary information on the relevant consumer 

segment. In thi s section we provide guidelines to help the marketer identify the variables 

which influence the degree of consumer involvement. By focusing the marketing campaign 
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on the significance of these variables the marketer will be able to increase the consumer' s 

degree of involvement in the decision making process. 

These proposed guidelines can apply to marketers of any products and help in 

identifying the factors which can increase the consumer' s level of involvement in the 

decision making process thereby influence the consumer to buy the specific product. 

4.3.1 Guidelines to increase the degree of consumer involvement 

There are a number of research methods which are useful in identifying variables 

that can influence the degree of consumer involvement. These include focus group 

interviews, observations and quest ionnaires. lnitially we recommend that the marketer 

conducts a number of focus group interviews which will aide the marketer in identifying the 

associations consumers have with the specific product. The focus group interviews should 

thus be used as a method of obtaining information which can be validated through 

quantitative research. Questions included in the interview could be: 

• Do you ever buy this product/brand? How often? 

• Do you use it yourself? 

• Who in the household uses the product/brand? 

• Can you name any brands in thi s product category? 

• Which brand(s) do you buy and why? 

• Do you always buy the same brand? Why/why not? 

• When do you decide what brand to buy? 

• Do you ever change brand between the name you intended to buy and the one actually 

being purchased? 
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• What may make you change your mind? 

• Do you buy a different band depending on whether you intend to use the product at 

home or when together with friends and family? 

• What is your attitude towards the different brands mentioned? 

• What do you perceive to be the difference between the brands? 

• Do you remember any commercials for these products/brands? 

• Do you think advertising affects your choice ofbrand? Why/why not? 

• Are you environmental concerned? 

• What are your hobbies/interests? 

• What influence does the basis of price, brand and/or quality have on your final choice? 

• Which is more important and why? 

If the marketer knows the market segment, the respondents must be drawn from this 

population, not only for the focus group interviews but also for the quantitative research. If 

the segment is unknown, the marketer must conduct focus group interviews with as large a 

variety of consumers as possible in order to identify specific segments with a similar level of 

involvement in that product. The result of these initial focus group interviews should then 

be used in constructing questionnaires. 

The focus group interviews should provide the marketer with information about 

which moderating variables the consumer identifies as important, as for example a focus on 

environmental issues, quality superiority, social interactions. This should be complemented 

with the use of naturalistic observations of consumers in actual purchase situations to 
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determine not only the amount of time used in the selection process but also the number of 

brands evaluated. 

When the possible moderating variables are identified by the focus groups these 

must be quantified in a questionnaire because the major problem with focus group 

interviews is that the outcome is qualitative data which must be quantified in order to be 

proven valid (Kinnear and Taylor, 1996). Therefore we recommend that the variables 

identified are implemented into a questionnaire distributed to the identified consumer 

segment to ensure that these variables are in fact the right variables to use. 

It is suggested that the order of the application of data-collection techniques should 

be: I) focus groups interviews, 2) naturalistic observations and 3) questionnaires. This order 

is important because the focus group interviews will provide information as to which 

variables the respondents believe determines their degree of involvement and how much 

time and money they employ in the purchase situation. The observations can then be used to 

examine how long consumers actually use in the decision making process to give an 

indication of the degree of involvement If for example, fifty observations are carried out in 

different locations, the results might indicate how many brands are evaluated and how long 

they spend in the evaluation process. The marketer will then be able to identifY factors 

which affect the degree of involvement, and attempt to change the decision in the actual 

purchase situation through for example special pricing, statements on the packaging or by 

point-of-purchase commercials. As such the focus group interviews and the observations 

wiJJ be used to determine which questions are relevant and which scales are to be used in 

the questionnaire. 

The Questionnaire 
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With the information obtained in focus groups and through observations the 

marketer can construct a questionnaire which is more accurate in measuring the degree of 

involvement and the areas of interests. 

The questionnaire should include those questions from the focus group interviews 

mentioned above which are found to be significant and questions generated from the 

interviews. The questions should be as simple as possible and attempt to identify the 

interests and self-perceptions of the consumer segment in order to validate and quanti fy the 

information obtained in the focus group interviews. The actual sample size depends on the 

product and the importance of the transferability of the results to the entire population. 

Intended outcomes 

By conducting focus group interviews, observations and questionnaires the marketer 

of a specific brand will be able to identify what moderating variables influences the degree 

of involvement in the particular consumer segment and how each variable influences the 

degree of involvement. This way the marketer will be able to focus the marketing campaign 

much more narrowly to the particular consumer segment and hence rrught be able to change 

the attitude of consumers towards specific brands. This could in tum increase the degree of 

involvement which influences the consumers decision making process. The marketer will 

hence have the necessary information to adapt their products to these moderating variables 

and thereby increase the degree of consumer involvement. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

The extensive literature review revealed a lack of focus on what we have found to 

be a very substantial factor in consumer decision making process, namely involvement. ln 

addition, the review highlighted some shortcomings in the EBM-model with regard to the 

interrelationship between environmental factors and individual differences, which we also 

found to be important since the consumers degree of involvement is also influenced by the 

environment. 

We believe that these deficiencies are minimized in our model which emphasizes the 

importance of involvement and illustrates how marketers can influence the degree of 

involvement through marketing stimuli and the environment. We have demonstrated that 

marketing stimuli are a part of the environment. Furthermore, the role and importance of 

motives in the consumer decision making process are emphasized as is the fact that not 

every evaluation process leads to an actual purchase. 

Recommendations are given as to how marketers can increase the consumers degree 

of involvement of both high and low involvement products. The key factors are shown to 

be (I) Linkage with higher involvement issues, (2) focus on the benefits and advantages 

provided by the product and (3) consistency with consumer self-image. Recommendations 

are given as to how the marketer can identify variables influencing the key factors for 

specific products. 

Furthermore, we find that the important issue is not just to increase involvement but 

to increase it relatively to competing brands - the marketer should strive to have consumers 

more highly involved in his or her brand than in rival brands. 
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We have demonstrated that the importance of involvement should not be 

underest imated and found that the degree of involvement is a factor of immense importance 

because it influences the degree to which consumers are perceptive towards products, 

reference groups and marketing stimuli . By associating the advertising with consumers 

interests and lifestyles, marketers can achieve a higher degree of involvement. 
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