LEARNING AND CONSUMER INVOLVEMENT


From marketing perspective, consumer learning, “is the process by which individuals acquire the purchase and consumption knowledge and experience they apply to future related behaviour.”

Cues: are the stimuli that give direction to those motives.

Response: How individuals react to a drive or cue – how they behave – constitutes their response.

Re-inforcement: increases the likelihood that a specific response will occur in the future as the result of a particular cues or stimuli.


If a college student finds that an advertised brand of headache tablets has enabled him to get through exam week relatively unscathed, he is more likely to buy  the advertised brand in advance of the next exam period.


Clearly, through reinforcement, learning has taken place, since the tablets lived upto expectations.  On the other hand, if the headache tablets had not helped the first time, the students would be less likely to buy them again, despite extensive advertising or store display cues for the product.

Theories of Learning

Behavioural Learning Theories


They are sometimes referred to as stimulus-response theories because they are based on the premise that observable responses to specific external stimuli signal that learning has taken place.


Ivan Pavlov, a Russian psychologist, was the first to describe conditioning and to propose it as a general model of how learning occurs.  According to Pavlovian theory, conditioned learning results when a stimulus that is paired with another stimulus that elicits a known response serves to produce the same response when used alone.


In experimental terms, if an unconditioned  stimulus (US) results in an unconditioned response (UR), then the conditioned stimulus (CS), after repeated pairings with the unconditioned stimulus, will result in the same response, which is now called as conditioned response (CR).


Pavlov demonstrated what he meant by conditioned learning in his studies with dogs.  The dogs were hungry and highly motivated to eat.  In his experiments, Pavlov sounded a bell and then immediately applied a meat paste to the dogs’ tongues, which caused them to salivate.  


Learning (i.e., conditioning) occurred when, after a sufficient number of repetitions of the bell sound, followed almost immediately by the food, the bell alone caused the dogs to salivate.


The dogs associated the bell (the CS) with meat paste (the US) and, after a number of pairings, gave the same response (salivation) to the bell alone as they did to the meat paste.  The unconditioned response (UR) to the meat paste became the conditioned response (CR) to the bell.  


An analogues situation would be one in which the smells of dinner cooking would cause your mouth to water.  If you usually listen to the sis o’clock news while waiting for dinner to be served, you would tend to associate the six o’clock news with dinner, so that eventually the sounds of the six o’clock new alone might cause your mouth to water, even if dinner was not being prepared and even if you were not hungry.


In a consumer behaviour context, conditioned stimuli consist of consumption objects such as brands, products, and retail stores and the conditioned response would be purchases or some patronage.  Unconditioned stimuli might consist of celebrity, endorsers, sports figures, and well-known consumption models.

Neo-Pavlovian Theory


Under neo-pavlovian theory, the consumer can be viewed as an information seeker who uses logical and perceptual relations among events, along with his or her own preconceptions, to form a sophisticated representation of the world.  Conditioning is the learning that results from exposure to relationships among events in the environment, such exposure creates expectations as to the structure of the environment.

Instrumental Conditioning


The name closely associated with instrumental (operant) conditioning is that of the American psychologist B.F. Skinner.  According to Skinner, most individual learning occurs in a controlled environment in which individuals are “rewarded” for choosing an appropriate behaviour.


In consumer behaviour terms, instrumental conditioning suggests that consumers learn by means of trial-and-error process in which some purchase behaviours result in more favourable outcomes (i.e., rewards) than other purchase behaviours.


A favourable experience is instrumental in teaching the individual to repeat a specific consumption behaviour.  


Like Pavlov, Skinner developed his model of learning by working with animals.  Such animals as rats and pigeons were placed in his “Skinner box”; if they made appropriate movements (ex: depressed levers or pecked keys), they received food (positive reinforcement).


Skinner and his many adherents have done amazing things with this simple learning model, including teaching pigeons to play ping-pong, to dance, and even to act as the guidance system in a missile.


In a marketing context, the consumer who tries several brands and styles of jeans before finding a style that fits his figure (positive reinforcement) has engaged in instrumental learning.  Presumably, the brand that fits best is the one who she will continue to buy. 

Cognitive Learning Theory


Not all learning takes place as the result of repeated traits.  A considerable amount of learning takes place as the result of consumer thinking and problem solving.  Sudden learning is also a reality.  When confronted with a problem, we sometimes see the solution instantly.  


More often, however, we are likely to search for information on which to base a decision, and carefully evaluate what we learn in order to make the best decision possible for our purposes.  Learning based on mental activity is called cognitive learning.


Cognitive learning theory holds that the kind of learning most characteristic of human beings is problem solving, which enables individuals to gain some control over their environment.  Unlike behavioural learning theory, cognitive theory holds that learning involves complex mental processing of information.


Instead of stressing the important of repetition or the association of rewards with a specific response, cognitive theorists emphasize the role of motivation and mental processes in producing a desired behaviour.

