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an academic subject. The academic subjects that preceded marketing include eco-
nomics (the study of supply and demand), sociology (the study of group behaviour), 
psychology (the study of thought processes), neurology (the study of brain function) 
and anthropology (the study of what makes us human). Each of these disciplines has 
looked at the problem from a different angle, and each will be discussed in greater 
detail throughout the book. The study of consumer behaviour combines elements 
from all these disciplines: as marketers.

Case study: Pizza

P izza was originally invented in Naples in the 16th century as a cheap, filling food for the poor. During 
the latter half of the 20th century, pizza spread throughout the world, with many regional variations: in 

Australia the basic tomato and cheese topping is garnished with bacon and eggs, in Pakistan the spicy chicken 
and hot sausage varieties are popular, in Sweden local cheese is used instead of mozzarella, and so forth.

The UK market is dominated by two American firms, Domino’s 
and Pizza Hut. Domino’s is entirely devoted to home deliveries 
of pizzas, whereas Pizza Hut has both restaurants and home 
delivery. Between them, these two firms have more than half the 
number of pizza outlets in the UK: there are some small local 
pizza places, and of course most Italian restaurants offer pizza 
as a choice on the menu, but for most people having a pizza 
delivered means calling Domino’s or Pizza Hut.

The overall market is very substantial indeed. Although it is 
difficult to calculate exactly how substantial (because Italian 
restaurants don’t keep records of exactly who ordered the pizza 

and who ordered the spaghetti), the market is estimated at over £1.5 billion per annum. The UK market for all 
take-away food is estimated at £8.5 billion (the largest in Europe), so pizza has a substantial share, and one 
that is probably growing. 

Pizza is not on anybody’s diet sheet, of course. A chunk of carbohydrate covered in melted fat, with no fresh 
vegetables and rather a high salt content, would not be exactly what your nutritionist would recommend. There 
have been links to cancer among frequent pizza eaters, due to the high salt content and predominance of 
processed foods such as pepperoni and ham. Yet pizza continues to be popular with most people – it is easy 
to eat, easy to share, and tastes good, as well as being a reasonably cheap alternative for those who don’t feel 
like cooking or want a treat. 

How to impress your examiner

Relate your answers to the real world. Use examples – this shows that you understand the theory, and can put 
it into a business context. While you are reading the book, try to think of examples of your own – everybody else 
will know the examples from the book, the examiner included!
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Defining consumer behaviour
All of us are consumers: all of us behave. This does not mean that all of our behaviour 
can be defined as consumer behaviour, of course. Specific consumer behaviour has 
been defined as follows:

Consumer behaviour is the activities people undertake when obtaining, consum-
ing and disposing of products and services. (Blackwell et al. 2001)

This definition is widely used, but it still leaves some questions to answer. First, what 
do we mean by ‘obtaining’? This presumably includes all the activities that lead up to 
making a purchase, including searching for information about products and services, 
and evaluating the alternatives. ‘Obtaining’ may not involve an actual purchase, but 
most consumer behaviour researchers and writers ignore this angle: a child who 
promises to keep his room tidy in exchange for a new video game is clearly obtaining 
a product, but this is not usually regarded as part of a study of consumer behaviour. 
Likewise, theft is usually ignored as an aspect of consumer behaviour, for ethical 
reasons.

Challenging the status quo

F rom a manufacturer’s viewpoint, shoplifting can only be 
a good thing. If the product is attractive to shoplifters, 

more of it will leave the retailer’s premises, and since the 
retailer has already paid the manufacturer for the goods, the 
manufacturer doesn’t care whether the goods are bought 
or stolen from the retailer. Leaving ethical considerations 
aside (and who doesn’t, from time to time?) wouldn’t it be 
in manufacturers’ best interests to make their products as 
easy to swipe as possible? 

On the other hand, would retailers continue to stock prod-
ucts that were easy to steal? For the manufacturer, the retailer 
is the customer, not the consumer, so the manufacturer needs 
to focus on industrial buyer behaviour rather than consumer 
behaviour! Or, better still, consider the needs of both. 

Other issues in the ‘obtaining’ category might include the ways in which people 
pay for the products (cash, credit card, bank loan, hire purchase, interest-free credit, 
and so forth), whether the product is for themselves or is a gift, how the new owner 
takes the purchases home, and how the decisions are affected by branding, and by 
social elements such as the respect of friends. 

Consuming refers to the ways in which people use the products they buy. This 
includes where the product is consumed, when (in terms of on what occasions the 
product might be used) and how the product is used. In some cases people use products 
in ways that were not intended by the manufacturer: this is called re-invention. For 
example, a biologist might buy a turkey-basting syringe to use for taking water samples 
from a river, or a gardener might buy a china serving dish to use as a plant pot. 

Consumer Someone who 

enjoys the benefit of a 

product

Product A bundle of benefits

How to impress your examiner Jim’s own advice for stand-
ing out from the crowd and proving you know your stuff!

Challenging the status quo Designed to develop your critical 
thinking skills, these short chatty asides offer you reflective 
challenges.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter you should be able to:

 Explain how the study of consumer behaviour has evolved.

 Show how consumer behaviour relates to marketing decision-making.

 Explain why relationships are harder to establish in business-to-con-
sumer situations than in business-to-business situations.

 Describe the scope and nature of psychology and sociology.

 Describe the scope and nature of anthropology.

 Describe the relationship of economics with the study of consumer 
behaviour.

 Explain the role of exchange in improving people’s welfare.

 Explain how the terms ‘luxury’ and ‘necessity’ relate to consumer 
behaviour.

Introduction
Every day we buy things. We exchange our money for goods and 
services, for our own use and for the use of our families: we choose 
things we think will meet our needs on a day-to-day basis, and we 
occasionally make buying decisions which will affect our lives for 
years to come. At the same time, we make decisions about disposing 
of worn-out or used-up possessions. All these decisions and exchanges 
have implications for ourselves, our families, our friends, the environ-
ment, the businesses we buy from, the employees of those businesses, 
and so on.

The key concept of marketing is customer centrality: we cannot ignore 
customer decision-making. Understanding the processes involved in 
making those decisions is central to establishing policy.

Consumer behaviour, and industrial buyer behaviour, have been 
studied by marketers since the time before marketing itself became 
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The importance of understanding 
consumer behaviour
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the decision to buy a product
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How to impress your examiner

Relate your answers to the real world. Use examples – this shows that you understand the theory, and can put 
it into a business context. While you are reading the book, try to think of examples of your own – everybody else 
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Learning objectives Highlights everything you should know 
or understand by the end of the chapter.

Case study An up-to-date example to get you thinking about 
what will be covered in this chapter.

00-Blythe-Prelims.indd   18 26/02/2013   8:15:49 PM



GUIDED TOUR xix

UNDERSTANDING CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR 21

People often define themselves, at least in part, by the products they consume. Pos-
sessions become an extension of the individual – an extended self – and thus project 
who the person is to others (Mittal 2006). Indeed, many acts of consumption are 
tribal and role-supporting, even when they do not define the self (Ryan et al. 2006).

Consumer decision-making is therefore not isolated from all other human behav-
iour. People try to behave in ways that enable them to enjoy their lives, to relate to 
their friends and families, and to contribute to society at large. In almost all cases 
this behaviour is likely to involve consumption of products and services produced by 
other people: this is the province of consumer behaviour.

Summary
Consumer behaviour studies derive from many different academic disciplines, as well as 
from direct studies by marketing academics. As a field of study, it has an appeal to most 
of us because it is, after all, about people. For marketing practitioners, understanding the 
ways in which people make decisions about their purchasing behaviour is clearly of crucial 
importance in planning almost every aspect of managing the exchange process.

Key points

The study of consumer behaviour is largely derived from other disciplines.
Consumer behaviour is at the centre of all marketing decision-making.
Relationships are harder to establish in business-to-consumer situations than 
in business-to-business situations.
Psychology is about internal thought processes: sociology is about behaviour 
within groups.
Anthropology is the study of what makes us human.
Economics is the study of demand.
Exchange always makes both parties better off.
‘Luxury’ and ‘necessity’ are subjective terms: they have no objective reality.

Review questions
1 How might marketers use knowledge of indifference curves to affect consumer 

choices?
2 Would you expect salt to have an inelastic demand curve, or an elastic demand curve? 

Why?
3 If a product has an inelastic demand curve, what does that imply for marketers?
4 If a product has an elastic demand curve, what are the implications for marketers?
5 How might group behaviour affect purchasing behaviour?
6 Why does exchange always make both parties better off?
7 What is the importance of the concept of perception to marketers?
8 Why is learning important to marketers?
9 Why are customers more important to a firm than, say, employees?
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Consumption is necessary for our health and well-being: obviously some consump-
tion is not good for us (over-consumption of alcohol, drug abuse, or even using a 
mobile telephone while driving) but most of our consumption is essential for living 
and relating to other people (Richins 2001).

Disposal of products when they are worn out or no longer needed has become a 
‘hot topic’ in recent years due to environmentalism. Disposal includes the disposal 
of packaging – whether it is recycled, burned or goes into landfill, packaging repre-
sents a major problem for the 21st century. Knowing how people dispose of prod-
ucts can be crucial to marketing them. For example, in many developing countries 
empty metal cans are used to make oil lamps, ashtrays, drinking vessels, and so 
forth. Changing the design or size of the can may well affect sales. Likewise, a system 
for trading in used or worn-out items can be a major boost for sales of new items: 
second-hand car trading is based entirely on this principle. 

Consumer behaviour in action: Trade-in

T rading in old cars for new ones was reputedly invented by General Motors dealers in the 1930s as a way 
of stimulating the market for new cars. The second-hand cars that were traded in could be sold to people 

who could not afford a new car, and so the number of people who were driving could be increased dramatically. 
Trade-in also solved the problem of what to do with a car once it was a few years old and perhaps not looking 
as new as it once had.

In 1995 Mrs Katherine Freund of Portland, Oregon, had an idea for extending the trade-in concept and at the 
same time improving road safety. Her son was run over by an elderly driver in 1988 (the son recovered fully) 
and it occurred to Katherine that there were many elderly people on the road who really shouldn’t be driving, 
but who felt that they had little choice in a world (and especially in a country) dominated by cars. So Katherine 
instituted a scheme whereby senior-citizen drivers could trade in their cars in exchange for rides. The elderly 
people are credited with rides, but the cars are operated by volunteers supplemented by a few paid drivers, and 
the scheme is self-financing. The rides are very much cheaper than using taxis so the credit in the scheme 
lasts a long time, and the service runs 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

One of the main advantages of the scheme is that it allows elderly people to remain part of the community 
and continue to do everything they used to do when they were still driving. The other advantage is that the 
roads are much safer – the over-75 age group has more accidents than any other group except teenagers.

This novel approach to trade-in has created an entirely new opportunity for older drivers: at the same time, 
it maintains their mobility and makes life safer for others. As a way of disposing of no-longer-needed cars it 
is second to none!

Another definition of consumer behaviour runs as follows:

The dynamic interaction of affect and cognition, behaviour, and environmental 
events by which human beings conduct the exchange aspects of their lives. 
(Bennett 1995)

This definition has the advantage that it regards consumer behaviour as dynamic, 
and emphasises the interaction of many different elements in determining consumer 
behaviour. This is the main reason why strategy needs constant review: a strategy 
that worked well in the past may not work nearly as well in the future, because the 
forces that shape behaviour may have changed out of all recognition. The definition 

Disposal Divestment of 

a product when it is worn 

out or used up
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In the first instance, purchasing behaviour relates strongly to segmenting the market. 
The whole purpose of segmentation is to determine which potential buyers are most 
likely to behave favourably towards our company and its products: most segmentation 
methods bear at least some relationship to consumer behaviour issues.

First, geographic segmentation breaks the market down according to the location in 
which the potential customers live. Where someone chooses to live, or is forced to 
live, is either an example of decision-making or dictates decision-making. Someone 
living in a cold climate is compelled to buy warm clothing, heating equipment, insu-
lation products for the home, and so forth. 

Psychographic segmentation and behavioural segmentation clearly relate very directly 
to consumer characteristics and behaviour. Psychographic segmentation is based on 
people’s thought processes and attitudes – clearly the starting-points for behaviour. 
Behavioural segmentation is based on what people do – what hobbies they have, what 
foods they eat, how they travel, work and spend their spare time. Demographic seg-
mentation is based on consumers’ wealth, age, gender and education levels (among 
other things), each of which relate directly to purchasing decisions. There is more 
on psychological factors in Chapters 2 to 6, and more on attitude in Chapter 7. 

Recently the idea has been proposed that consumers are not simply users of value 
(and, by extension, destroyers of value as they use up products) but should instead 
be considered as co-creators of value (Vargo and Lusch 2004). The thinking is that 
goods and services only have value when they are used – an electric drill has no 
value if it simply stays on the retailer’s shelf, but it does create value when someone 
buys it and uses it. This perspective, known as service dominant logic (SDL), supposes 
that in fact all products are service products, since consumers are not buying a drill, 
nor are they buying holes, but are in fact buying a hole-drilling service for which 
they will provide some of the effort and therefore create some of the value. SDL has 
a strong appeal – after all, someone who needs to drill a hole could (presumably) 
hire someone to come and drill the hole for them, or could buy (or hire) a drill and 
do it themselves. The value created is much the same in each case, but the relative 
contribution by the consumer and the supplier is very different. Chapter 14 has 
more on services.

There are a great many conceptual implications involved in service dominant logic, 
and academics are still debating the practical implications for companies. However, 
there is certainly research supporting the idea that modern consumers are not pre-
pared simply to accept what manufacturers provide for them, but instead seek to re-
invent, add value and communicate new ideas to each other entirely independently 
of producers (Hewer and Brownlie 2010).

Consumer behaviour and the marketing mix
Marketing management is usually considered to consist of controlling the marketing 
mix. Table 1.1 shows how consumer behaviour relates to the seven Ps (7P) model of 
the marketing mix developed by Booms and Bitner (1981).

Although the marketing mix has been widely criticised by academics because 
it tends to imply things being done to consumers rather than things being done 
for consumers, it is still widely taught because it offers a relatively simply way to 
understand what marketers do. Putting each element of the mix into a separate 
‘silo’ is one way of simplifying the real world, but looked at from the consumer’s 
viewpoint the distinctions between the elements may not be valid at all. For exam-
ple, price is regarded as a cost from the consumer’s viewpoint, but might also be 
regarded as a promotion – a money-off special offer could be regarded as a major 
incentive to buy now rather than postpone the purchase. In other words, the 7P 

Segmentation The act of 

dividing up a market into 

groups of people 

with similar needs

Geographic 
segmentation Dividing a 

market into smaller groups 

based on location

Psychographic 
segmentation Dividing a 

market according to the 

psychological profiles of 

potential customers

Behavioural 
segmentation Dividing up a 

potential market according to 

the behaviour of its members

Demographic 
segmentation Dividing up a 

market according to people’s 

age, income and social 

standing

Service dominant logic The 

view that all value is 

co-created by the consumer 

and the supplier, and 

thus that all value can be 

considered as a service

Marketing mix The 

combination of activities 

which creates an overall 

approach to the market

Summary Covers all the essential information from each  
chapter and puts in context of consumer behaviour as a 
whole.

Consumer behaviour in action Additional examples to high-
light what actually goes on in the real world.

Key points Recaps the key topics for review at the end of 
each chapter.

Definitions To help you spot the important terms you will 
need for revision purposes, each new concept appears in 
coloured text and is defined in the margin.
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the sports area). Accommodation is luxurious and has a kitchen, so that residents can cook 
their own food if they prefer (or if they have specific dietary needs). There is, of course, a 
well-stocked supermarket on-site.

Because there are so many activities for children on-site, parents are able to have some 
time to themselves if they want to. Apart from swimming and cycling, children can have real 
adventures, zipping through the trees on high wires or learning falconry. The Center Parcs 
approach goes well beyond simply supplying a child-minder dressed as a clown to supervise the 
play area – children can learn new skills such as archery, can build nesting boxes for wildlife, 
can learn tennis or rollerskating, and any one of dozens of skills (even including survival skills). 
Parents are encouraged to join in – the whole Center Parcs ethos is built around families 
sharing experiences. 

Perhaps one of the biggest selling-points of Center Parcs is that there is always something 
to do, whatever happens to the weather. For most British people, holidays mean going out of 
the country, simply because the weather is so unpredictable (and is often rainy). Center Parcs 
can guarantee a sub-tropical experience, even if it is artificially created, and if the weather is 
bad one can always go for a sauna or a spa treatment, or the children can try something new 
indoors. For those who remember wet holidays in a seaside caravan park, this is a major 
plus. Of course, Center Parcs are not cheap: most activities have to be paid for, and the 
accommodation is upmarket. A long weekend (arriving Friday and leaving Monday) in peak 
season will cost anywhere between £600 and £1900 for four people staying three nights: this 
is approximately what bed and breakfast in a three-star hotel would cost. A family of four 
should budget at least £800 for a weekend at Center Parcs, even if they plan on self-catering.

Having said that, for a family Center Parcs offers a truly memorable experience. Families 
have the opportunity to spend time together and share new experiences in a way that is not 
often available in normal, day-to-day life in the 21st century. 

Questions

1 Why the emphasis on short breaks? 
2 Why have the on-site catering run by chain restaurants and cafes?
3 Why do Center Parcs have so many adventure activities for children?
4 What factors might figure in the choice to have a weekend at Center Parcs rather than go 

abroad?
5 Who might be most likely to take a break at Center Parcs? 

Further reading
Economics by Richard Lipsey and Alec Chrystal (Oxford: OUP, 2011) is a comprehensive 

text covering all aspects of economics. It is written in a clear, straightforward style and 
covers the ground well.

Anthropology: The Basics by Peter Metcalf is a fascinating introduction to the subject. There 
are plenty of examples, some of which you can try yourself, and some excellent in-depth 
looks at cultural issues.

Sociology by Anthony Giddens (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009) is now in its 6th edition. 
The latest version includes a chapter on war and terrorism, and it is jargon-free and 
comprehensive. 

Games People Play: The Psychology of Human Relationships by Eric Berne (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books, 2010) is a humorous way of looking at the ways in which people relate 
to each other. Berne describes the various interactions in terms of games, with winners 
and losers and rules. This is not a serious textbook, but it is a fun read and it offers 
some entertaining insights into human interaction.

Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything by Steven D. Levitt 
and Stephen J. Dubner (Ontario: Harper Perennial, 2005) is another popular-science book. 
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Consumer behaviour is at the centre of all marketing decision-making.
Relationships are harder to establish in business-to-consumer situations than 
in business-to-business situations.
Psychology is about internal thought processes: sociology is about behaviour 
within groups.
Anthropology is the study of what makes us human.
Economics is the study of demand.
Exchange always makes both parties better off.
‘Luxury’ and ‘necessity’ are subjective terms: they have no objective reality.

Review questions
1 How might marketers use knowledge of indifference curves to affect consumer 

choices?
2 Would you expect salt to have an inelastic demand curve, or an elastic demand curve? 

Why?
3 If a product has an inelastic demand curve, what does that imply for marketers?
4 If a product has an elastic demand curve, what are the implications for marketers?
5 How might group behaviour affect purchasing behaviour?
6 Why does exchange always make both parties better off?
7 What is the importance of the concept of perception to marketers?
8 Why is learning important to marketers?
9 Why are customers more important to a firm than, say, employees?
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Case study revisited: Pizza

So what is it about pizza that creates its eternal appeal? In some cases, no doubt it is the 
convenience of the product – having someone prepare your dinner for you and deliver it to 
the door is convenient in itself, but pizza is also easy to eat. Probably most people eat it 
straight from the delivery box, so there is no washing-up either.

Then again, it is a really easy product to share. One or two pizzas will feed a family, and 
everyone can eat as much or as little as they want: for children, pizza is hard to beat because 
they can eat it with their fingers without having to deal with adult-size cutlery, tables and 
plates. It’s an easy meal to eat in front of the TV as well.

Maybe pizza also appeals because of its cultural connotations. We see images of people 
ordering pizza deliveries in films and TV shows, and it has a certain American appeal about 
it (despite being Italian in origin). Most advertising for pizza (in the UK at least) emphasises 
the American aspects of the product – Chicago pizzas, New York pizzas and just plain old 
American pizzas are emphasised.

On the other hand, Pizza Hut have reported a £22 million pound loss for 2011–12. Despite 
the fact that the market is predicted to grow by 22% between 2012 and 2016, Pizza Hut’s 
business has shrunk considerably. Some of this appears to be due to a downturn in the 
restaurant part of the business: people simply aren’t eating out in pizza places as much as 
they did, and if they do they tend to go to restaurants offering a wider variety of food on the 
menu, or places with a rather more pleasant ambience than Pizza Hut provides. 

Helen Spicer, a senior food analyst at market research company Mintel, says that Pizza Hut 
have failed to keep pace with changes in the eating out market, and are now seen as outdated. 
Perhaps closer attention to the consumers, and their behaviour, might have helped.

Case study: Center Parcs

Center Parcs started in Holland over 40 years ago, and 
revolutionised the holiday industry there. The company 
provides family accommodation in purpose-built villages in 
forested areas, and specialises in short breaks (i.e. visits of 
less than one week). The company has scored a remarkable 
success since entering the UK market in 1987 with its flagship 
village in Sherwood Forest – it now has four locations, 
strategically placed around England so that a Center Parc 
is within a short drive of most places. Center Parcs claim to 
have achieved 95% occupancy of their resorts – no mean 
feat in an industry which regards 70% as good – and also 
claim to be the market leader in short breaks.

The resorts themselves are entirely self-contained, with restaurants and activities on-site, 
but visitors can explore the local forest on bikes supplied by Center Parcs. Within the resort 
itself there is a dizzying range of activities on offer – everything from watercolour painting 
to scuba diving lessons. Many activities happen indoors, and each resort has a ‘Subtropical 
Swimming Paradise’ in which the temperature is maintained at 29 oC: it is free to all residents, 
and it would be entirely possible to spend the whole day in there since it has a cafe and a bar. 
Residents can even rent a ‘cabana’ for the day, in which there is a TV, comfortable chairs, 
free soft drinks and towels and a true tropical ambience. In view of the British climate, this 
little taste of the tropics must be very welcome for residents.

Restaurants and cafes on-site are run by nationally known chains: in the Sherwood Forest 
Center Parc residents can find Cafe Rouge (for French food), Huck’s (American fast food), 
Forester’s Inn (a gastro-pub), The Pancake House, Rajinda Pradesh (Indian food), Zilli’s 
(Italian), Strada (also Italian), Starbucks (coffee), and Sports Cafe (casual dining overlooking 

Review questions Help test your understanding of what you 
have just read.

Case study revisited A look back at the case study from the 
start of the chapter to see how it relates to the topic at hand.
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For students:

Multiple choice questions – To test 
your understanding of each of the 
chapters
Glossary of terms – A complete 
list of the book’s glossary
Website exercises – Web-based 
exercises to get you thinking!
Video examples – Clips related to 
all the case studies so you can see 
them in action.

For lecturers:

Instructors’ manual – A chapter-
by-chapter guide to the textbook 
with additional material
PowerPoint(TM) slides – All the 
key figures and diagrams from 
the textbook extracted and ready 
to drop into your own lecture 
slides

Companion website
To access a variety of additional web resources to accompany this book please visit: 
www.sagepub.co.uk/blythe
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