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(ABSTRACT)

This research challenges the cognitive view of consumers as goal-driven,
rational, problem-solving, information processors. Consumer's feeling states, or affective
responses, are viewed as beneficial to consumers in that they provide information for the
decision-making process.

Two separate studies, based on two divergent perspectives, were conducted to
investigate consumers’ feeling states. An experimental study investigated the
relationships between affective responses and product evaluations. Specifically, the
economic theory of information was extended to include "affective information" and a
model was developed that hypothesized that affective responses to affective information
would influence subsequent product evaluations. Two experiments were conducted to
examine the model. One experiment tested this notion using a verbal communication
method (i.e., a written product description) and the other experiment employed the use of

a visual communication method (i.e., a video). In general, the results supported the
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influence of affective responses on expectations of perceived quality across both
communication methods. Moreover, when affective components were added to models
based on cognitive responses only, significantly more variance was explained.

The second study focused on an in-depth examination of consumer shopping
experiences, centering on the feelings consumers experience while shopping, as a result
of shopping, and during consumption of the products purchased. Moreover, the
meaning of these shopping experiences, to the consumer, was also investigated. Six
existential-phenomenological, in-depth interviews were conducted to develop both the
structure of each participant’s shopping experiences and an interpretation of their
meaning to the participants. In general, it was found that shopping is a relationship
between self, others, and the world (i.e., environments such as social and political); it is
an expressive communication act that discloses self to others and at the same time
reflects meaning about self back from objects and others. Concomitantly, the world acts
to constrain this process. Shopping is an emotional experience that appears to be highly
influenced by significant others. The penalties and rewards of shopping are defined as
much by others as they are defined by self. Moreover, the process of shopping appears
to contribute as much to the meaning of shopping as does the result of shopping (i.e.,
the product purchased). The response of others to purchase decisions attached meaning

for the shopping process and for the products purchased.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Marketing researchers have criticized the unrealistic assumptions that
economists make about the behavior of consumers. Perhaps the most serious criticisms
concern the challenges against the notion of the consumer as a perfect information
processor and utility maximizer. Yet, one cannot help notice the striking similarity
between this economic view and the currently dominant cognitive view of consumers in
marketing research wherein consumers are viewed as goal-driven, rational, problem-
solving, information processors. Certainly, a contribution has been made by relaxing the
constraints of consumers as perfect information processors and possessing complete and
perfect information, but accepting the notion that errors are made in the deliberate
logical and mathematical calculations does not alter the underlying basic assumptions.

The assumptions underlying this information processing view of consumer
behavior need to be examined critically. In particular, the notion of rational behavior
seems to focus research attention on certain topics such as decision rules (including
heuristics), multi-attribute models of choice, and information processing and search.

But, the amount of consumer behavior that can be explained by this rational approach
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has been disappointing (Olshavsky and Granbois 1979).

An alternative approach is to introduce the notion of behavior being influenced
by emotion, or feeling states. Behavior that cannot be adequately explained by applying
cognitive decision rules may be based on feeling states that don’t adhere to these rules.
Consumer’s emotions, feelings, or affect may influence consumers’ preferences, choices,
and evaluations. Therefore, the challenge is to integrate the research on affect,
economics, and marketing to form a theoretical structure that can accommodate the role
of feeling responses in buyer behavior. The goal is to achieve a better understanding of
consumer behavior.

The purposes of this chapter are to (1) argue that affect should be a central
construct in consumer behavior research, (2) briefly define affect, (3) identify the specific
objectives of this research, (4) provide an overview of the conceptualization and the
research, and (5) discuss the theoretical, methodological, and substantive contributions

of this research.

AFFECT AS A CENTRAL MARKETING CONSTRUCT

One goal of marketing research is to understand consumers’ behavior. Most
consumer behavior is thought to be based on cognitive, rational, goal-driven thought and
consumer behavior models reflect this view (Bettman 1979; Engel, Blackwell, and Kollat
1978; Howard and Sheth 1969). However, research founded on this notion has not
demonstrated an ability to explain as much behavior as one might think given its
predominance in the literature (Olshavsky and Granbois 1979; Kassarjian 1978, 1986).
New approaches to consumer behavior must be developed that extend the current

conceptualization and allow for a significant amount of behavior to occur as the result of
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"nonrational” forces. In other words, not all behavior may be attributed to rational
thought; indeed, some behavior may be influenced by other processes that occur within
the individual.

Affect, i.e., moods, emotions, and feeling states, is one factor that researchers
should consider as a central construct in studying consumer behavior. In psychology,
researchers are reexamining the role of affect in human behavior. In his article that
spawned the current tide of interest in affect, Zajonc (1980) challenged the research
community to reconceptualize affect and its role in providing information upon which to
base behavior. However, prior to Zajonc's article, Isen and her colleagues had already
set out on a stream of research to examine the influence of affect on memory and
cognitive processes, problem-solving and decision making, risk perception, and judgment
and evaluation (Isen, Shalker, Clark, and Karp 1978).

Over the course of the last twelve years a relatively large body of empirical
evidence has been amassed demonstrating the pervasive influence of affect on behavior
and the cognitive processes believed to precede behavior. Affect has been shown to:
influence thoughts recalled and the categorization process, serve as a retrieval cue for
positive material in memory, induce familiarity, reduce the complexity of decision tasks,
allow for more efficient decisions, influence the use of simplifying heuristics, influence
risk aversion, influence judgments of both related and unrelated stimuli, and influence
the communication process. As a result, consumer researchers can no longer
adequately represent the role of affect in consumer behavior as a footnote to the
cognitive process (cf. Bettman 1979).

Affect should be conceptualized as a central construct in the study of
consumer behavior; a construct that is viewed as important as cognitive, rational
thought. There are some purchase situations where the rational information processor

view may be appropriate; however, it appears that many purchase decisions do not
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involve this high level of cognitive elaboration (Kassarjian 1978; Olshavsky and Granbois
1979). Although it is tempting to explain these situations as the result of processing
limitations, a more comprehensive, parsimonious, and compelling explanation is that

feeling states may influence purchase behavior.

DEFINING AFFECT

Affect is a fuzzy concept that has eluded precise definition. It is important to
establish the scope of this research by identifying exactly what feeling states are the
focus of these efforts; however, a complete development must await a review of the
literature. Thus, although considerable effort is devoted to a conceptualization of affect
in Chapter 2, a brief definition is appropriate to lay the foundation for the focus of this
research. "Feeling states" is a global term used to refer to all types and forms of affect,
emotions, preferences, attitudes, evaluations, and moods. A feeling state differs from a
cognition in that it is a more holistic physiological and psychological state that
permeates the mind and body. Although one can "think" about being happy,
experiencing happiness involves more than just thinking. The entire body responds as a
whole. One’s mind is not happy, nor is one’s eyes happy: the whole body and mind as a
unity is happy.

In the context of consumer research, an important group of feeling states are
those simple spontaneous feelings that occur everyday during the shopping and
consumption processes. For example, the excitement of seeing a red sports car while
driving past a new car dealer, or the contentment associated with enjoying a new piece of
furniture, or the frustration of not being able to find one’s size. The focus of this

research therefore, is on these everyday feeling states that seem to occur so often during
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a normal course of the day. These feeling states tend to be specific to a particular
stimulus, are usually short-lived, do not involve much cognitive effort, and are not very
intense. Although an interesting area for research, stronger emotions such as hate,
anger, and fear are not part of the scope of this study. These everyday, low-level feeling
states are referred to as affective responses, or more simply affect (Isen et al. 1978).

These low-level, everyday affective feeling states are conceptualized as
influencing attitudes, evaluations and preferences, but conceptually distinct because
attitudes, evaluations, and preferences always involve a significant level of cognitive
effort and are more enduring. Although at times little or no cognitive effort is required
for an affective response to occur, it does not suggest that cognition does not play a role
in affective responses. As the conceptual model presented in Chapter 2 lays out,
cognition may have a large and significant role in affective responses. The point here is
that significant cognitive effort is not always necessary for an affective state to occur,
whereas attitudes, evaluations, and most preferences suggest significant cognitive effort.
Some preferences may be based solely on affect (Zajonc 1980); however, the two are not
equivalent since a feeling state may not be in the form of a preference (e.g., one may be
happy about buying a particular item but may not have preferred that item over all
others), and a preference does not always have to be based solely on a feeling state (e.g.,
one may prefer a product simply because of its widespread availability).

Finally, affective responses are conceptualized as providing information for the
consumer. Consumers use the feedback on how they "feel” as input into other cognitive
processes. Specifically, it is proposed that cues associated with product stimuli elicit
affective responses. These affective responses, or feeling states are used by consumers
as information for subsequent evaluations and decisions, much as they use what might
be termed a more cognitive type of information. Thus, affective information, information

about feeling, is used by consumers. Therefore, one of the major characteristics of affect
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is its informational nature. Affect is information; it can be communicated and used in
decision-making situations. A more complete conceptual development of affect is

provided in Chapter 2.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The primary goal of this research is to gain greater insight and understanding
concerning "feelings” that consumers experience. Toward this end, two primary research
questions drive this investigation, "What feelings do consumers experience in their
everyday shopping activities and what is the meaning of these shopping experiences?"
and "Do consumers respond affectively to information and what role does this affective
response play in consumers’ decision making process?"

To address the first research question, an in-depth descriptive investigation
seems appropriate. The goal would be to gain rich insight into the feelings consumers
experience as they shop for and consume products. Moreover, some analysis to
determine the meaning of these experiences would be required. Existential
phenomenology has seen considerable use in psychological research and is recently
becoming popular as a clinical approach as well (Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989).
Existential phenomenology is the blend of two interrelated perspectives, existentialism
and phenomenology (Valle and King 1978). Existentialism addresses itself to the
concrete existence of the individual person. Phenomenology is the study of things as
they appear to develop an essential understanding of human consciousness and
experience. One of the primary contributions of phenomenology is the development of
specific methods for studying experiences. Thus, existential phenomenology is a

philosophical discipline that seeks to understand human experiences free of the
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presuppositions brought about by culture, as much as this is possible (Valle and King
1978). Existential phenomenology is a perspective that implies a methodology. As a
perspective, existential phenomenology embraces the concept of multiple realities
depending on one's position in the landscape. Thus, one methodological implication of
this perspective is that as much attention is focused on the background of the
phenomenon as the foreground, or more precisely, the researcher’s preconceived notions
of what the phenomenon is. Special attention is given to the context in which an event
occurs, as well as studying the event itself. Methodologically, the focus is on the
experience of the participant as it was lived, that is, the lived-world of the participant.
Consequently, the methodology is descriptive involving disciplined reflection. Open, in-
depth interviews that focus on the participants’ experiences are often used to implement
the methodology. Thus, this research will conduct a set of in-depth existential
phenomenological interviews to consider this first research question, the result of which
will be a description of consumers’ shoppin - experiences and the remembered feelings
that were a part of those experiences. Moreover, an interpretation of the meaning of
these experiences will be presented. Thus, all of the literature review and conceptual
development contained in Chapter 2 is not specific to answering this research question
and is presented in order to consider the second research question.

The second research question suggests that a theoretical structure needs to be
developed to hypothesize the role of affect as an informational component in the
consumer decision making process. This research integrates the study of affect in
psychology and consumer behavior with various concepts and theories of consumer
behavior from economics and marketing. Specifically, it is a premise of this research
that the two disciplines, economics and psychology, may contribute more to an
understanding of consumer behavior when they are considered together than either can

contribute separately. On the one hand, a large body of empirical results demonstrate
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the pervasive influence of affect, yet the research lacks an overall theoretical structure to
provide a research agenda and guide future research efforts. On the other hand, the
economic theory of information presents a logically compelling and parsimonious
conceptualization of consumers’ search for and use of information (i.e., consumers will
search as long as it will benefit them to do so). However, this theory lacks any
significant body of empirical results testing the theory (Calfee and Ford 1988}. The few
empirical examinations that are available provide weak support for the theory at best
due to the mixed results.

Consequently, there is a need for a theoretical structure to integrate affect into
consumer behavior, and at the same time there is a need to extend the economic theory
of information to incorporate information components beyond the notion of
cognitive/rational information. The goals of this aspect of the research are to (1) provide
a conceptual framework with which to model and study affect as information in the
context of consumer behavior, and (2) extend the economic theory of information to
include the substantive knowledge of the influence of affect. This research therefore,
extends and modifies the economic theory of information to incorporate the concept of
"affective Information,” develops propositions based on the modified theory, and tests a
subset of these propositions in two laboratory experiments.

Thus, this research actually is comprised of two separate studies. One study
employs the use of laboratory experiments to test aspects of a theory, and the second
study provides an in-depth examination of the experiences that consumers encounter in

their everyday shopping and consumption acts.
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CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW

In this section a brief overview of the conceptual model, based on the
economic theory of information, is provided as an introduction to the experimental study.
This conceptual overview is only appropriate for the development of the experimental
study and is not part of the development of the study using the existential
phenomenological interviews.

The economic theory of information contains three basic premises (Stigler

1961):
1. Information is a commodity and therefore can be produced, marketed, sold,
purchased, traded, and consumed.
2. Information has value; better information leads to better decisions which
increases utility.
3. There are costs, both psychological and economic, associated with the

acquisition and ownership of information.

Given this view of information as an economic commodity, Stigler theorized a cost-benefit
model of consumer search; i.e., consumers will search for additional information as long
as the marginal cost of acquiring information is less than the marginal benefit of the
search. However, consistent with economic theory based on the assumption of
consumers as rational utility maximizers, information is conceptualized as what could be
termed cognitive /rational information; i.e., information such as price and warranty
which are rationally evaluated to form logical judgments about products.

This research extends this conceptualization to include a two-dimensional

view of information. Information is considered to possess both a cognitive/rational
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dimension and an affective dimension. Hence, the same premises apply to the affective
dimension of information and any theoretical propositions that can be derived from the
economic theory of information also apply to the affective dimension of information.

Affective information is considered valuable since it informs buyers about
properties of the object that cognitive/rational information may not communicate as well
{e.g., feelings that may occur with product use). Thus, it is posited that consumers
search for affective information just as they search for cognitive/rational information,
and there is a cost associated with the acquisition and use of affective information.
Moreover, the value placed on products often incorporates an affective investment.
Hence, the definitions of utility, costs, and benefits are extended to include affective
components.

The definition of search cost is expanded to include the opportunity costs
associated with the deferral or loss of an affective experience. As a buyer continues the
search process, the affective experience associated with the purchase and consumption
of a particular alternative is postponed and potentially lost. The definition of search
benefits is extended to include the affective benefits associated with the search process
itself. In other words, buyers may obtain affective pleasure from performing search. For
example, some shoppers may find it fun and exciting to go to a mall to shop; other
shoppers may find it rewarding and pleasant to gather information taking pride in
making the best purchase choice possible. Finally, the notion of utility is expanded to
specifically include the utility derived from affective experiences. One product may
provide greater utility than another similar product if it provides a "better" affective
experience.

It is posited that affective information is communicated by the seller to the
buyer two ways. Direct communication occurs when a buyer is informed about an

affective experience associated with the product verbally (e.g., "You'll experience
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