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1
What’s Social about 

Consumer Behavior?
MIChAELA WäNKE

Universität Basel

T he topic of consumer psychology typically provokes two sorts of responses. 
Some people find it fascinating, in particular, the effects of subliminally 
presented messages in advertising. Others consider consumer psychology 

to be evil and morally objectionable, in particular, the effects of subliminally pre-
sented messages in advertising. Apparently, “The hidden Persuaders” (Packard, 
1957), a best seller in the 1950s and 1960s, has shaped the public’s view of con-
sumer psychology for about half a century. Interestingly, in current consumer 
research we also witness a renewed academic interest in the unconscious (see also 
Dijksterhuis, this volume). The research snippets that make it into the public arena 
most often involve unconscious influences in one way or another—although not 
necessarily subliminal influences. Without doubt, the literature shows many such 
fascinating—or, depending on perspective, evil, manipulating—effects: People 
buy more French wine relative to German wine when French rather than German 
music is played in the supermarket (North, hargreaves, & McKendrick, 1997); the 
same wine priced at $45 is not only subjectively rated as better tasting than when 
priced at $5, but also prompts higher activity in the medial orbitofrontal cortex, 
the part of the brain that experiences pleasure (Plassmann, O’Doherty, Shiv, & 
Rangel, 2008); people prefer brands that begin with the first letter of their name 
(Brendl, Chattopadhyay, Pelham, & Carvallo, 2005); cars depicted as driving from 
left to right in an ad are perceived as being faster and stronger than cars mov-
ing from right to left (Maass, 2007); and, yes, more people chose Lipton Ice Tea 
over other soft drinks when subliminally primed with Lipton Ice Tea (Karremans, 
Stroebe, & Claus, 2006).

Whether such findings are fascinating or evil is, of course, in the eye of the 
beholder, an utterly subjective question, and not suitable for an objective, scientific 
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debate. What is indubitable, however, is that these studies allow researchers to 
better understand the processes involved in central topics of fundamental social 
psychology such as priming, self-esteem, embodiment, or (the role of expectation 
in) attitude formation. The point I want to argue in this introductory chapter, and 
with this book, The Social Psychology of Consumer Behavior, in general, is that 
consumer behavior is an important, interesting, and fruitful topic for psychology 
and social psychology in particular. I will illustrate why studying consumer behav-
ior is a genuine social psychological topic. A second goal of the book is to illustrate 
that psychological research in consumer behavior involves more than a sample of 
sensational and surprising findings. All chapters in the book document that the 
research is driven by clearly spelled-out theories embedded in a more inclusive 
scientific framework, and it delivers important knowledge that is informative for 
both psychological theory and applied contexts.

SociAl PSychology’S role in 
Studying conSumer behAvior

“Advertising is an essential factor in modern business methods, and to advertise 
wisely the business man must understand the workings of the minds of his custom-
ers. … he must know how to apply psychology to advertising.” Substitute “business 
person” for “business man,” and the statement represents a timely and modern 
summary of the significance of psychology in explaining consumer behavior. In 
fact, it was written in 1904 by Walter Dill Scott, a disciple of Wilhelm Wundt, in an 
article for the Atlantic Monthly. Apparently, the notion that psychology can help 
and advance understanding of consumer behavior is almost as old as psychology as 
a scientific discipline. Around 1900, harlow Gale—a psychologist at the University 
of Minnesota—undertook experimental studies on the effects of advertising and 
studied such modern phenomena as advertising involvement, attitude toward the 
ad, and low-involvement learning (Eighmey & Sar, 2007). he also taught a course 
on the psychology of advertising and influenced many scholars. The first textbooks 
in consumer psychology soon followed (Scott, 1908; Münsterberg, 1912, 1913), 
illustrating the fact that the young discipline quickly discovered advertising, mar-
keting, and market research as potential topics of applied research.

A closer look at Scott’s essay on “Psychology of Advertising” (1904) reveals 
quite explicitly one of the major factors in the relationship between psychology and 
consumer research. he argues that “The time is not far away when the advertis-
ing writer will find out the inestimable benefits of knowledge of psychology. … 
The mere mention of psychological terms, habit, self, conception, discrimination, 
association, memory, imagination and perception, reason, emotion, instinct and 
will, should create a flood of new thought that should appeal to every consumer of 
advertising space.” Scott’s call for psychological know-how in order to create better 
advertising assigns to psychology the role of an auxiliary in understanding, explain-
ing, and modifying consumer behavior. Undoubtedly, social psychological theories 
and know-how are immensely beneficial in this respect. For example, the question 
of how advertising affects recipients is hardly distinguishable from the question of 
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how persuasion works in general; social psychologists know under what conditions 
attitudes correspond to behavior and they can help design conditions so that proen-
vironmental attitudes translate into recycling habits (see Goldstein & Cialdini, this 
volume); social psychological know-how suggests that decisions for the more distant 
future are governed by different concerns than decisions for the near future (see 
Eyal, Liberman, & Trope, this volume) and therefore the same product claim may 
be more or less effective depending on the time frame. Not surprisingly, a citation 
analysis of the Journal of Consumer Research (JCR) found psychology to be the most 
influential theoretical base (Leong, 1989). The Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology was one of the two most important journals in JCR’s citation network 
(Phillips, Baumgartner, & Pieters, 1999). The list of recipients of the Distinguished 
Scientific Contribution Award of the Society for Consumer Psychology contains 
many whose primary work took place in social psychology.

From this perspective, the prime beneficiary from applying social psychol-
ogy in a consumer context is consumer research. however, social psychology’s 
engagement in research on consumer behavior is worthwhile for social psychology 
as well. First, social psychology profits, of course, from validating its theories in 
a broader context. Applying the more general assumptions to applied questions 
may help to advance these theories and determine the moderating conditions. 
Note that according to this view, the stimuli with which theories are tested are 
interchangeable and consumer stimuli are just one class of many, just as consumer 
research is just one of many applications. Indeed, this perspective applies to a 
large part of social psychologists’ approach to consumer behavior. For example, 
Fazio’s MODE model postulates the accessibility of an attitude as a moderator of 
the degree to which the attitude predicts behavior (Fazio, 1990; Fazio & Towles-
Schwen, 1999). A seminal study showed that participants’ attitudes toward dif-
ferent brands of chocolate bars predicted which chocolate bars they later chose; 
the effect was greater when the respective attitudes were highly accessible and 
not so pronounced for less accessible attitudes (Fazio, Powell, & Williams, 1989). 
The basic assumption is, of course, not restricted to brand attitudes and brand 
choice but could be (and has been) tested with different stimuli, for example, atti-
tudes toward participating in psychological experiments (Snyder & Kendziersky, 
1982), attitudes toward student housing (Regan & Fazio, 1977), and voting behav-
ior (Fazio & Williams, 1986). Applying models and theories in different contexts 
is central to scientific advancement and is not to be deprecated. But there is a 
second, and arguably more important, reason for social psychologists to study 
consumer behavior.

The main argument for social psychology to study consumer behavior is that 
the consumer domain offers a rich field of topics that are inherently interesting to 
social psychology. For example, if one wants to understand how persuasion works, 
one can hardly avoid studying advertising as it is the major field where persuasion 
occurs. If one wants to understand self-regulation, the behaviors that lend them-
selves to being studied are often consumption behaviors such as smoking, dieting, 
substance abuse, and media consumption (see Friese, hofmann, & Wänke, this 
volume). In general, studying social behavior often involves studying consumer-
related behavior or behavior in a consumer context. As I will elaborate in more 
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detail later, consumer behavior and social behavior overlap to a large extent, and 
thus studying consumer behavior is a genuine aspect of social psychology.

That consumer behavior is a natural field for studying social behavior is also 
evident from early work. In the 1920s and 1930s, eminent social psychologists 
of the University of Vienna—such as Paul Lazarsfeld, Maria Jahoda, and herta 
herzog—explored “Neue Wege der Verkaufspsychologie” (new approaches in 
the psychology of selling),1 “Strumpfkauf bei Delka” (buying stockings at Delka), 
“Wie wirbt man für Schokolade” (how to advertise chocolate), or “Absatzchancen 
eines fertigen Kaffees auf dem Wiener Markt” (the marketing potential of instant 
coffee in the Viennese market). In part, their interest was financially motivated: 
During the Depression, employment at academic institutions was scarce. But 
clearly their research was also driven by intrinsic interest. They “believed that 
market research provided social researchers fine opportunities to explore the rich-
ness of human behavior” and saw market research as an opportunity to “expand 
the bounds of social research” (Fullerton, 1994, p. 418). Indeed, the work of the 
Viennese group, although basically applied and for the most part commercially 
oriented, is a prime example of how studying consumer behavior can advance 
knowledge about more general principles. One of their findings was—anticipat-
ing persuasion research of the 1980s—that when consumers reflected on their 
decision, persuasive messages should provide information and compelling argu-
ments in order to be effective. For a product to which little reflection would 
be devoted, arguments would not be necessary, details should be avoided, and 
constant repetition of the product name would suffice for producing advertising 
success (cited from Fullerton, 1999, p. 501). Intriguingly, advice like this bears 
a remarkable resemblance to what prominent social psychological theories such 
as the elaboration likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) or the heuristic-
systematic model (Chaiken, 1987) would suggest to marketers today. Note that 
in contrast to applying general social psychological theories to consumer behav-
ior, findings in consumer research could also give rise to social psychological 
theories.

Of course, the latter could be said about any applied research. What distin-
guishes the consumer domain from other fields, however, is its pervasiveness. What 
was true of Vienna in the 1930s is even truer of many societies today: Modern 
societies are consumer societies. We are constantly surrounded by ads intended to 
influence our shopping and consumption, and even those of us who do not perceive 
of shopping as a favorite pastime spend considerable time in evaluating, choos-
ing, or consuming products or services. Being a consumer is a social role almost 
everybody experiences quite frequently. To the extent that we live in a consumer 
society, and given that social psychology strives to understand socially relevant 
behavior, affect, and cognition, social psychology cannot exclude the study of con-
sumer behavior.
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Some SociAl ASPectS oF living 
in A conSumer Society

The following sketches will illustrate that in a consumer society much of the 
behavior studied by social psychologists relates to consumer stimuli and consumer 
behavior. Thus, the consumer context provides a rich field for the study of social 
phenomena and behavior.

Consumer Decisions Are Ubiquitous

Whether we are in the supermarket or not, we are constantly making consumer 
decisions. We enroll in gyms, use our frequent-flyer miles for a vacation resort, buy 
health care, choose a restaurant, skip dessert for a healthier lifestyle. In fact, most 
of our daily decisions do not involve existential decisions such as whom to marry or 
whether to have children or not, but whether to have tea or coffee, use our credit 
card or pay cash, or other seemingly trivial decisions. Moreover, many of our daily 
(consumer) behaviors do not even require intentional decisions. Rather, they may 
be habitual, such as switching to CNN to get the news or accessing Google when 
looking up some information. A typical day of a typical person is filled with count-
less minor consumer decisions or the consequences of previous decisions, starting 
with the brand of toothpaste in the morning to choosing a movie after work.

Consumer Choices Fulfill a Social-Identity Function

Although for most people being a consumer may not be central to their identity, 
many of their consumer decisions are nevertheless highly identity-relevant inso-
far as they correspond to a larger set of values and beliefs and express important 
aspects of the self. Eating a vegetarian diet because one does not want to endorse 
cruelty to animals and boycotting clothes potentially made by child laborers are 
some examples. Some people buy a Prius out of environmental concerns; others 
boycott Japanese cars—such as the Prius—in order to help the local car industry. 
In this respect, even the choice between Coke and Pepsi is not necessarily trivial. 
People who cannot discriminate Coke from Pepsi in a blind test, or who prefer 
Pepsi, may nevertheless adhere to Coke as a cultural icon. Attempts to change the 
formula of Coke met with angry protests and opposition. Clearly, consumer prod-
ucts and brands do not only fulfill utilitarian needs (Olson  & Mayo, 2000; Shavitt, 
1990). In a world of oversupply and differentiating brands, many consumers choose 
brands in order to express their personality or to affiliate themselves with desired 
others. They do not simply use a Mac; they are Mac users, and switching to another 
brand of PC would be akin to treason. From soft drinks to computers, brands may 
become an ideology.

People may also perceive of products as extended selves (Belk, 1988); for exam-
ple, they may identify with their cars just as they do with pets. Likewise, brands may 
define social groups. The harley-Davidson Club is a legendary example; an Internet 
search revealed clubs for almost every car brand and model. In my hometown, I 
found a Volkswagen New Beetle Club whose stated purpose is to cultivate contacts 
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between New Beetle Drivers by organizing social events (among others, a visit to a 
car cemetery). On the road, drivers of the same car model often greet each other. 
Apparently, driving the same model is sufficient to establish social closeness.

Brands, products, and consumption habits not only help to establish social con-
nectivity but also serve as status symbols, defining vertical and horizontal social 
boundaries. By using particular brands or consuming specific products, people 
can express a certain lifestyle or attempt to convey a particular social impression. 
Subscribing to the opera conveys one’s social position just as going to a monster 
truck race does. Whether your choice of drink is wine or beer, cappuccino or herbal 
tea, your order expresses more than merely your taste in beverages.

Consumer Choices Affect Social Perception

Given that brands and products are part of social expression, it is not surprising 
that people are judged by the brands and products they use. In particular, prod-
ucts of a social-identity function are used as bases for inferences about a target’s 
personality traits (Shavitt & Nelson, 2000). Likewise, smoking, food choice and 
amount of food intake have all been shown to affect social impressions. Depending 
on the subculture of the perceiver (age, country), different personality traits are 
assumed in smokers compared with nonsmokers (e.g., Cooper & Kohn, 1989; Jones 
& Carroll, 1998). Various studies found that eaters of a healthier diet are perceived 
as more feminine and in general judged more favorably than eaters of unhealthy 
foods (for a review see Vartanian, herman, & Polivy, 2007).

Arguing that a Pepsi drinker is to a Coke drinker what a Capulet was to a 
Montague is, of course, an exaggeration, but clearly brands may distinguish in-
group from out-group members. Possibly this is most extreme among teenag-
ers, where the brand of jeans is perceived to determine coolness and popularity. 
Nevertheless, the phenomenon is not limited to teen culture, as testified by the 
previous examples of social communities defined by shared brands.

In sum, from wet versus dry shaving to driving a Porsche versus a Smart, con-
sumer behavior is used as a cue in person perception. Most likely, such cues also 
manifest in behavior toward these consumers. Physical attacks on women who 
wear fur are a most extreme example.

Affective Consequences of Consumer Behavior

Obviously, consumption and the use of products and services may give pleasure 
and satisfaction or displeasure and dissatisfaction. People may experience joy from 
wearing a new sweater or suffer emotional consequences when products or services 
fail or cause inconvenience. Product use is only one source of affective consumer 
experiences. The mere act of choosing and acquisition is another. People enjoy or 
dislike the experience of shopping. They may take pleasure from the freedom of 
simply choosing between different options (e.g., Botti & Iyengar, 2004), feel over-
whelmed and confused by an abundance of options (e.g., huffman & Kahn, 1998), 
or feel frustrated by a limited assortment that does not meet their particular needs 
(e.g., Chernev, 2003). They may experience gratification and a boost in self-esteem 
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from the fact that they can afford a particular consumer lifestyle or grudge the fact 
that they cannot. Many daily sources of affective experiences involve consumer 
behavior in one way or another.

The Consumer Context Provides Unique Social Interactions

Granted, we rarely form deep and meaningful relationships with our hairdressers 
and waiters. Still, the consumer context affords many social interactions over a 
day. Again, these interactions—even if brief—may constitute a source of affective 
experiences. The smile of the barista, the compliment from the shop-assistant, and 
the friendly help from the concierge are just a few examples of how such consumer-
related interactions may make us feel good, worthy, and valued, whereas snappy 
and rude responses have the opposite effect. Besides, the social roles defined by 
the consumer context may provide unique opportunities for particular behaviors, 
interactions, and experiences not inherent in other roles. Being a client or customer 
makes one expect respect, courtesy, and attendance to one’s needs. For some, this 
may be the only role in their life that gives them a limited sense of being in charge 
and having others meet their demands. To give another example, complaining is 
a form of social interaction that mostly takes place within the consumer context. 
A search for “complaint behavior” in the PsycINFO database found that 34 out 
of 50 entries were studies from the consumer context. (The rest mostly related to 
health care, which may to some extent also be viewed as consumer context.) Given 
the importance of the consumer context to social experiences and interactions, it 
provides a prime opportunity for studying these social behaviors.

Advertising Exposure Shapes Norms and Values

Every day we are exposed to numerous ads and commercials in magazines and on 
television, the Internet, and billboards. They may of course affect our attitudes 
and beliefs about the advertised brands, which in turn may influence our choices 
and behaviors. But beyond their primary purpose of influencing our product judg-
ments, advertising may have further consequences. Consider an ad that was run 
several years ago by the car manufacturer Audi. The ad showed an Audi A6 being 
driven from a luxurious home to work. The caption read “The manager.” The ad 
continued with showing scenes from the life of a manager through the visual per-
spective of the manager. The captions described the scenes as “works a lot,” “keeps 
fit,” “is respected.” At the end of the day, the manager drives home, gets out of 
the car, and is enthusiastically greeted by two children (caption: “has on average 
two children”). Only then, the perspective shifts and the viewer realizes that the 
manager is a woman, and the caption reads “and a husband.” This ad may not only 
affect how viewers think of the brand Audi or the model A6, but it may also affect 
gender stereotypes and may provide a role model for female viewers.

Just like books, movies, or television shows, advertising paints a picture of the 
world and the society in which we live, and thereby also affects how we perceive 
social reality. This picture is not necessarily accurate and realistic, but is often 
biased and distorted (see also Shrum, this volume). here, many social groups 


