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1 Overview of the BPM

Obviously we cannot predict or control human behavior in daily life
with the precision obtained in the laboratory, but we can nevertheless
use results from the laboratory to interpret behavior elsewhere. Such
an interpretation of human behavior in daily life has been criticized
as metascience, but all the sciences resort to something much like
it . . . [T]he principles of genetics are used to interpret the facts of
evolution, as the behavior of substances under high pressures and
temperatures are used to interpret geological events in the history of
the earth. What is happening in interstellar space, where control is
out of the question, is largely a matter of interpretation in this sense
... In much the same way principles emerging from an experimental
analysis of behavior have been applied in the design of education,
psychotherapy, incentive systems in industry, penology, and in many

other fields.
—B. F. Skinner (1974,pp. 228-229)

The impetus for a program of consumer research that takes radical behav-
iorism as its initial foundation lies in the prevailing success not of that
paradigm but of that of the cognitive psychology that in some respects has
superseded it. Consumer research in the context of contemporary market-
ing-oriented economies has been, since its inception in the 1960s, over-
whelmingly cognitive. Since cognitivism was also the dominant framework
of conceptualization and analysis in psychology at that time, many of its
underlying assumptions and methodological tenets were taken for granted
in the earliest stages of the development of modern consumer psychology.
The governing paradigm in any subject area is scarcely subjected to criticism
with the same intellectual rigor as those schools of thought that are not in
the ascendant, and many of the explanatory conventions that were adopted
in the new approach to consumer behavior seemed to go unquestioned even
when the empirical (and, sometimes, the logical) basis for their acceptance
was shaky. The need for an intellectual agenda that would seek to estab-
lish the place and role of cognitive psychology, assuming it deserved to
have them, in consumer research led to the investigations that have become
known as the Behavioral Perspective Model, or BPM, research program.
The choice of radical behaviorism stemmed from its minimal deployment
of theoretical terms, its avoidance of cognitive terminology, and its insis-
tence on explaining behavioral responses exclusively by reference to envi-
ronmental stimuli. In establishing how far one could progress with such a
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minimalist program, it would be possible to ascertain how far an alterna-
tive, cognitive explanation would have to be incorporated into any attempt
at understanding consumer choice, and how this might be accomplished.
Perhaps there would be no need for a cognitive framework; perhaps the
need for such a paradigm would entirely eclipse the behaviorist approach;
perhaps some kind of integration of the two would become necessary such
that neither was overshadowed by the other but each functioned usefully on
its own explanatory level.

The BPM research program has five conceptually distinct but overlap-
ping and continuing phases: (i) conceptual: a period of critical analysis of
the prevailing cognitive paradigm from the standpoint of an alternative,
behaviorist theory (1980-1990); (ii) theoretical:the development of the BPM
as a means of representing the radical behaviorist methodology in a manner
appropriate for the analysis of economic behavior and its use as an inter-
pretive device (1989-2000); (iii) empirical:the use of the model to predict
consumers’ affective responses to purchase and consumption environments
(1997-2009); (iv) behavioral economics: the development of matching
theory and behavioral economics approaches based on the BPM variables
(2000-2009); and (v) philosophical: the development of post-behaviorist
models of behavioral explanation, intentional behaviorism, and super-
personal cognitive psychology (2003-2009). None of these is completed;
indeed each is needed in order to stimulate the progress of the others; each
has antecedents that predate and projections that postdate the temporal
ranges suggested here. The dates are approximate and only indicative; this
book is nevertheless concerned with the second, interpretive phase. That
is, with the development of a model of consumer behavior based on radical
behaviorism and its use to interpret aspects of consumer behavior that had
previously fallen predominantly within the domain of consumer psychol-
ogy. Although this phase, like all the others, continues now, it is important
I feel to maintain this account of it within the framework that gave rise to
it during the years specified. Only in this way is it possible to maintain the
concerns that motivated it and that emerged from it: the tentative character
of the whole project is my belief that the model would remain confined to
an interpretive stance, that it would not of itself be the source of empirical
research in its own cause, that it would serve as a standpoint from which
to critique the prevailing orthodoxy, and that radical behaviorism, though
useful, was always to be the subject of a critical attitude. T think that it is
necessary to preserve this atmosphere of thought and expectation if the
subsequent developments within the research program are to be appreci-
ated. T have therefore maintained by and large the text and references as
they were generated at the time, updating predominantly by interpreting
some of the results through the insights that existed at the time rather than
by means of later additions and progressions in theory, philosophy, and
empirical work.



Overview of the BPM 3

The conceptual phase and the earliest part of the theoretical phase are
described in Consumer Psychology in Behavioral Perspective (Foxall, 1990)
and Consumers in Context: The BPM Research Program (Foxall, 1996).
The initial empirical phase is described in several papers and developed
conceptually and theoretically in Understanding Consumer Choice (Fox-
all, 20035), while the behavior economic phase is described and developed
in The Behavioral Economics of Consumer Brand Choice (Foxall, James,
Oliveira-Castro,and Schrezenmaier, 2007), as well as in later papers. The
emerging field of consumer behavior analysis is comprehensively mapped
out in the three-volume set, Consumer Behavior Analysis: Critical Perspec-
tives in Business and Management (Foxall, 2002) The philosophical phase
is described in Context and Cognition: Interpreting Complex Behavior
(Foxall, 2004) and applied to the findings of the empirical programs in
Explaining Consumer Choice (Foxall, 2007). Two further monographs
are in course of preparation: Reward, Emotion, and Choice: From Neu-
roeconomics to Neurophilosophy deals with the role of neuroeconomics
in the analysis of consumer choice, while The Marketing Firm applies and
extends this thinking to the analysis of organizational behavior. In order
that the full import of these anticipated works can be appreciated, it is nec-
essary now to reiterate the results of the theoretical/interpretative phase of
the research program.

The program has progressed well beyond the phase represented here,
but that does not mean that the interpretive approach has been super-
seded. The philosophical phase has shown that a perspective that includes
intentional and cognitive explanation is indeed invaluable to the explana-
tion of consumer behavior, but that the insights and methods gained from
the study of economic choice in the context of radical behaviorism are
equally integral to this intellectual task. I do not anticipate its findings in
this chapter, the purpose of which is to celebrate the significance of the
interpretive phase. All inquiry rests upon interpretation; comprehension
and appreciation of the results of the most rigorous quantitative study
depend on the accuracy of the underlying interpretation that is made of
them, their relation to theory, and the ways in which the techniques which
led to their generation influenced their production. Some of the tentative
suggestions made in this book to the effect that the BPM might amount to
no more than an interpretive device have proved overcautious. Neverthe-
less, without a fundamental qualitative interpretational understanding of
what one’s model—one’s ultimate theoretical position—is all about, it is
impossible to make sense of the significance of the testing and appraisal of
the model and theory. Moreover, the interpretation fulfills its own part in
the quest to understand consumer behavior: it represents a level of analy-
sis that is complete in its own right, whatever wider contribution it may
make to the understanding of theoretical and empirical developments.
That is what this book is about.
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OUTLINE OF THE BEHAVIORAL PERSPECTIVE MODEL

The BPM is derived and justified in later chapters, but before we get to
that point there is a lot of necessary description and evaluation of the
philosophical basis whose capacity to interpret consumer choice is being
appraised in this study. Some preliminary idea of what the model is all
about may therefore be useful at this stage. This is not a full exposition:
it is an outline of the model that is intended to serve as a reference point
during the early exposition.

Some Basics

Purchasing is approach behavior with both reinforcing and punishing con-
sequences—outcomes, that is, that are likely to increase the probability of
its being repeated and others that have an inhibiting effect. Buying a well-
known brand is reinforced by acquiring the attributes of the product class
and the resulting consumption possibilities. It is simultaneously punished
by the surrender of money, depriving the buyer of opportunities to acquire
other reinforcers, possibly inviting censure or generating dissonance. The
sequence comprises the following behavioral contingencies:

SP - R — SR and S

where SP is a discriminative stimulus, an element of the setting in the pres-
ence of which the individual emits response, R, the consequences of which
are a reinforcing stimulus, S¥, and an aversive or punishing stimulus, SA.
The same S® and S* are involved in the control of the corresponding escape
behavior, non-purchase (which may result in short- or long-term saving
and/or the purchase of an alternative brand or product). The contingencies
controlling such escape are

SP — RE — SR and S$»

where RE is the escape behavior, S® the avoidance of/escape from the aversive
consequences of purchasing the target brand, and S the loss of reinforc-
ers contingent on purchasing. The probability of each of these alternative
responses—the approach represented by purchase, and the escape/avoid-
ance represented by non-purchase—is a function of the consumer’s history
of reinforcement. The strength of approach depends on reinforcer effective-
ness, the reinforcement schedule in operation, and the quantity and qual-
ity of available reinforcers. That of escape is a function of the amount of
money purchasing would require the consumer to surrender, his/her access
to alternative reinforcers, and the loss of the exchange value represented by
money. The probability of purchasing a specific brand can be depicted as



Overview of the BPM 5

the equilibrium point at the interaction of two functions representing the
strengths of approach and escape behaviors.

In the context of animal experiments, the basic elements of the three-
term contingency—the paradigm’s fundamental explanatory mode, con-
sisting of antecedent stimulus, behavior, and consequences—can be readily
identified, and the effects of their interrelationships, prescribed by the
reinforcement schedule imposed, can be objectively observed. But within
the complex situations in which much human social behavior takes place,
it is often impossible to isolate the elements and their linkages so unam-
biguously. However, areas of human behavior that lie beyond the rigor-
ous analysis made possible in laboratory experimentation are open to an
interpretation founded on the extension of scientific laws derived from the
analysis of the simpler behavior.

Such an interpretation must nevertheless take account of the most recent
improvements in understanding human economic behavior in relation to the
environment in which it occurs. The BPM therefore recognizes two broad
deviations from orthodox behavior theory in positing as its independent vari-
ables (i) a continuum of relatively open/relatively closed behavior settings,
and (ii) the bifurcation of reinforcement into utilitarian and instrumental
consequences of behavior. The following account discusses the nature of
these variables after briefly describing the model’s dependent variable.

Dependent Variable: Rate of Consumer Response

A response is behavior which can be related to the environmental contingen-
cies that control its rate of occurrence. The BPM account of purchase and
consumption conceptualizes behavior at a more molar level than that of the
individual response: for instance, by considering the whole sequence of pre-
purchase, purchase, and post-purchase activity as a single unit and by noting
the generalization of purchase responses from one retail setting to another or
the extension of purchasing in one setting from one to many items. A model
of consumer behavior based on operant principles must be able to relate the
strengthening or elimination of responses consistently to the environmental
consequences which reinforce or punish them. In the case of human behav-
ior in the relatively unrestrained environments characteristic of economic
purchase and consumption, the schedules of reinforcement can be no more
than inferred from the behavior and its consequences. It is a test of the valid-
ity of the model that this process of interpretation can be carried out system-
atically and consistently with the predictions of a behavioral analysis.

Antecedent Variable: The Behavior Setting

Consumer behavior settings are the physical and social surroundings in
which purchase decisions are made and acts of purchase and consumption
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are performed. They comprise the antecedent stimuli that prefigure or sig-
nal the reinforcing and punishing consequences of behaving in a particu-
lar way. Relatively closed settings are those in which the contingencies
that shape and maintain consumer behavior can be closely and unambigu-
ously specified and controlled by marketers or researchers. The closure
of purchase or consumption settings increases as the number of available
reinforcers declines, and as the control of marketers over deprivation and
reinforcement expands: for instance, obtaining the services provided by
a postal system that is a public monopoly takes place in such a setting.
Relatively open settings are, by contrast, those from which such control
is (largely) absent or where the contingencies that control behavior can-
not be unambiguously specified by the researcher; in a supermarket, for
instance, although some sources of environmental control (such as the
physical deployment of point-of-sale advertising and the prominent plac-
ing of leading brands at eye level) are evident, it may be impossible to
specify completely and with finality why a consumer chose a given brand
by reference to behavioral criteria alone. It is possible, however, to provide
an interpretation of the behavior in these terms, as cognitive psychology
would provide another based on the analogy of computer-based informa-
tion processing. In sum, the distinction between closed and open behavior
settings is based—as far as experimental analysis is concerned—on the rel-
ative ease with which behavior can be brought under contingency control
and—in the case of an interpretive analysis—on the extent to which the
rate of response can be accurately and objectively attributed to environ-
mental influences. Hence in the interpretive account ofconsumer behavior
provided by the BPM, the criteria for the positioning of a given behavior
setting on the open-closed continuum are (a) availability of and access to
reinforcement, which encompasses three considerations: (i) the number of
reinforcers available, (ii) the number of means of obtaining the reinforcers,
and (iii) the necessity of performing specific tasks on which the reinforc-
ers are contingent; and (b) the external control of the consumer situa-
tion, which rests on three more considerations: (i) whether the marketer or
other provider of the product/service controls access to the reinforcers, (ii)
whether the contingencies are imposed by agents not themselves subject to
them, and (iii) whether there are readily accessible alternatives to being in
the situation (cf. Schwartz and Lacey, 1988).

Independent Variable: Utilitarian and Informational Reinforcement

The reinforcement of human operant behavior plays a broader role than
is the case for animals. Reinforcers for human behavior may act informa-
tionally as well as by utilitarian means to strengthen behavior. Utilitarian
or functional reinforcement refers to the strengthening of purchase and
consumption behaviors through the generation of fantasies, feelings, fun,
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amusement, arousal, sensory stimulation, and enjoyment. Utilitarian rein-
forcers are consequences of behavior that are internal to the individual, feel-
ings of pleasure and satisfaction, positive affect, and other internal states
which are produced by and reward overt actions. They correspond to the
affective phenomenology ascribed by some authors to the playful aspects of
consumption and may be related to intrinsic motivation.

However, human operant experiments indicate that the reinforcers
employed may be informational rather than utilitarian: they signal to
subjects the accuracy of their performance or that it has been otherwise
satisfactory. It is improbable that the points earned by these subjects and
the negligible sums of money for which they are typically exchanged act
as reinforcers in the way that food pellets strengthen animal behavior.
Such rewards possess little if any intrinsic capacity to reinforce affluent
well-fed humans. Moreover, the operant performance of adult human
subjects is disorderly and variable in the absence of performance-related
information. Once adequate information (scores or graphs showing rela-
tive achievement) is made available, performances become orderly and
behavioral change is sensitive to the schedule in operation and is more
rapid. The points or money are not in themselves a motivating factor, and
a different kind of reinforcement is apparently operating in these circum-
stances. The resulting concept, informational or symbolic reinforcement,
does not refer the provision of “information” per se: it is specific informa-
tional feedback on the individual’s performance or achievement which has
implications for the rate at which that performance continues. The essence
of informational reinforcement is that it helps consumers solve problems
posed by the web of contingencies to which their learning histories have
brought them. It does so by providing precise feedback on the correct-
ness and appropriateness of their performances as consumers in terms of
not only immediate economic rationality, but also, more particularly, the
wider socio-economic ramifications such as status, prestige, and social
acceptance. Informational reinforcement is the product of external conse-
quences of behavior, often publicly available and of social significance. It
is closely related to the process in which consumers’ behavior is governed
by rules which they or others have extracted from the contingencies that
face them which may suggest a cognitive dimension. This bifurcation of
the consequences of behavior extends the range of reinforcing agencies
with the intention of providing a more comprehensive behavioral inter-
pretation of purchase and consumption. The reality and independence of
utilitarian and informational sources of reinforcement is empirically sup-
ported by a large volume of applied behavior analytic studies of human
economic behavior. Field experiments incorporating incentives in the
form of monetary rewards, competitions and social praise (sources of util-
itarian reinforcement), and performance feedback in the form of records
of recent consumption levels (informational reinforcement) indicate the
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powerful influence of these consequential stimuli in reducing such envi-
ronmentally injurious activities as car exhaust pollution, littering, and
excess fuel consumption.

The key independent variable incorporated in the BPM is thus utilitarian
and informational reinforcement, usually combined in the concept of the
pattern of reinforcement. The consumer’s unique learning history deter-
mines the saliency of the configuration of utilitarian and informational
reinforcers made available through purchase and/or consumption of the
products and services on offer. Utilitarian and informational reinforcers
are conceptualized as exerting, in each case, a relatively high or relatively
low level of control over behavior. “High versus low utilitarian reinforce-
ment” denotes the extent to which the consequences of behavior are affec-
tive, emotive, or pleasant. “High versus low informational reinforcement”
denotes the extent to which the consequences of behavior provide data that
regulate (or allow the individual to regulate through conscious calculation
and verbal formulation of contingencies) the rate at which the relevant pur-
chase or consumption responses are emitted. “High informational rein-
forcement” infers a great deal of relevant feedback on performance through
which further responses can be adjusted or regulated. “Low informational
reinforcement” means a smaller quantity of such information or a lower
quality of feedback.

Synthesis: The Consumer Situation

An account of situated consumer behavior must incorporate variables that
refer to differences between environments, which can be specified indepen-
dently of the person, and variables that refer to differences between persons,
which can be specified independently of the environment. In the BPM, the
extrapersonal variables refer to the settings in which pre-purchase, pur-
chase, and post-purchase activities occur (including the relevant elements
of the marketing mix). The personal variables derive from the learning his-
tory which summarizes the consumer’s previous experience. Hence a situa-
tion of purchase and consumption is defined by reference to (i) the relative
openness of the settings in which these behaviors take place, (ii) the nature
and relative importance of the utilitarian and informational reinforcers that
have influenced consumer responses in the past and that are now signaled
by the setting stimuli as contingent upon the performance of specific pur-
chase and/or consumption responses, and (iii) the unique personal learning
history of the consumer.

Much micro-consumer behavior such as store selection or brand choice
is a function of the specific contingencies of reinforcement operating in
a given setting plus the individual factors brought to the setting by the
consumer—his or her prior experience with brands or stores, for instance,
which determine the detailed influence of the situation on his or her
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behavior. It is the combined effect of the personal and environmental fac-
tors, and their interrelationships, summarized in the BPM, that transform
the general setting into a situation of immediate personal relevance to the
consumer. A situation is more specific than a setting; it is defined and
circumscribed not only by the setting variables which signal utilitarian
and informational consequences of behavior, but also by the salience of
those discriminative stimuli as determined by the consumer’s learning his-
tory. These consequences are of two kinds: (i) immediate outcomes (find-
ing and acquiring products) of behavior in the current setting (browsing,
negotiating, or purchasing in a clothes store) and (ii) subsequent outcomes
of post-purchase activities (e.g., wearing the clothes purchased) delivered
later, perhaps in another setting (e.g., a restaurant). Figure 1.1 summa-
rizes the BPM account of situated consumer behavior. The consumer situ-
ation comprises the current behavior setting and the consumer’s history
of reinforcement in similar settings. The behavior setting is the set of
discriminative stimuli that signal reinforcement contingent on the perfor-
mance of specified consumer behaviors. Point-of-sale advertising might,
for instance, signal the social status that will follow purchase of a par-
ticular item or jewelry (informational reinforcement) or the physical well-
being that will result from consumption of a course of vitamins (utilitarian
reinforcement). The salience of these signals for the consumer depends on
his/her learning history: whether these or similar behaviors have been so
rewarded in the past. The resulting consumer situation determines the rate
at which the consumer now responds, if at all. The resulting utilitarian
and/or informational reinforcement (or possibly punishment) modifies his
or her learning history and thus alters the probability of performing simi-
lar behaviors in the future.
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Figure 1.1 Summative Behavioral Perspective Model.
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Situational Analysis of Consumer Behavior

An interpretive account of consumer activity should systematically relate
known topographies of purchase and consumption to the contingencies
on which they are maintained. From the derivation of the BPM described
previously, there emerge eight distinct categories of contingencies, combi-
nations of setting and reinforcer variables in terms of which such topog-
raphies can be described. These situational categories are shown in the
BPM Contingency Matrix (Figure 1.2). Before explicating this in more
detail, the following outline first identifies the fundamental classes of
consumer behavior and the schedules of reinforcement that apparently
control them. It then relates them to the situational categories defined in
the Contingency Matrix.
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Figure 1.2 'The BPM Contingency Matrix. (CC = Contingency Category.)
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Major Classes of Consumer Behavior

Like other behaviors, purchase and consumption can be classified accord-
ing to the nature of their consequences, the pattern of utilitarian and
informational reinforcement on which they are maintained. This pattern
also involves the schedule of reinforcement in operation, that is, the fre-
quency with which responses are followed by reinforcers. When a response
is reinforced every time it occurs, the procedure is known as continuous
reinforcement (CRF). When less than every response is reinforced, the
behavior takes longer to learn but extinguishes slowly. Fixed interval (FI)
schedules provide reinforcement when a given period of time has elapsed
for a response made after that period; on variable interval (V1) schedules,
the period of time that must elapse before a response is reinforced varies
from reinforcement to reinforcement. Fixed ratio (FR) schedules provide
reinforcement when a specific number of responses has been performed,
regardless of the time required, while variable ratio (VR) schedules are
arranged such that a different number of responses is required to produce
reinforcement on each occasion. Ratio schedules maintain a higher rate of
responding than interval schedules. Fixed schedules maintain patterns of
responding characterized by a pause after each reinforcement, while vari-
able schedules maintain a steady rate of responding.

Shaping and maintenance of complex behavior may reflect several con-
current reinforcement schedules that exert multiple, complex influences,
but, for this exposition, consumer behavior can be interpreted in terms of
one or other of the familiar schedules. The four classes into which the con-
sequences of consumer behavior are divided are accomplishment, pleasure,
accumulation, and maintenance (Figure 1.3).

Accomplishment refers to social and economic achievement and main-
tains such behaviors as the acquisition and conspicuous consumption of sta-
tus symbols, and the activities involved in seeking sensation and excitement
or personal fulfillment as long as these acts resulted in the accumulation of
some measure of attainment (points, products, certificates, rites of passage,
etc.) which mark progress. Accomplishment is the pattern of consequences
produced by high levels of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement.
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Figure 1.3 Operant classes of consumer behavior.
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Behaviors controlled by accomplishment are apparently maintained on a VR
schedule. In the case of the open behavior setting (Contingency Category 1:
Status Consumption) a typical example is the pre-purchase search for and
comparative evaluation of information relating to luxuries or discontinuous
innovations; in the case of the closed setting (Contingency Category 2: Fulfill-
ment), casino gambling provides a typical instance.

Hedonism is the result of all forms of popular entertainment and of
behaviors such as taking medication which are controlled (negatively rein-
forced) by the alleviation of suffering or displeasure. It is the consequence
linked with a high level of utilitarian reinforcement but only a low level
of informational reinforcement which, nevertheless, is neither absent nor
unimportant. These behaviors occur as if maintained by a VI schedule of
reinforcement. In the open behavior setting (Contingency Category 3: Pop-
ular Entertainment), an example is the TV game show, while in the closed
setting (Contingency Category 4: Inescapable Entertainment), a typical
example would be in-flight consumption of meals or movies.

Accumulation is produced by consumer behaviors involving collecting,
saving (notably saving up irregularly to buy something), installment buying,
and responses to promotional deals requiring the accumulation of tokens
or coupons. It is the consequence that embodies a high level of informa-
tional reinforcement but a low level of utilitarian reinforcement, though the
latter is neither absent nor, necessarily, unimportant. Such behaviors are
apparently maintained on FR schedules. An example of accumulation in an
open setting (Contingency Category 5: Saving and Collecting) is collecting
packet tops to obtain a fairly trivial free gift, while accumulating airmiles
as one uses airline services exemplifies the relevant behavior in a closed set-
ting (Contingency Category 6: Token-based Consumption). The distinction
between open and closed settings derives from the inevitability of the ulti-
mate reward. In the case of trivial free gifts, collecting is not enforced and
the consumer has a degree of choice. Automatically given tokens leading to
more substantial target rewards such as consumer durable products may
engender greater compulsion and, by implication, a more closed setting.

Maintenance is the consequence of the activities involved in survival
(e.g., regular food purchasing) and the fulfillment of social and cultural
obligations of citizenship (e.g., the consumption of public goods for which
taxes are paid at regular intervals). Note that maintenance does not refer
simply to physical survival and well-being but includes the outcomes of
performing the cultural and economic duties of the society, especially as
the consumer makes sense of social being through consumption and con-
sumption-related behaviors. These behaviors are seemingly maintained on
FI schedules. The routine weekly purchasing of food items and other fast-
moving consumer goods in a supermarket is an example of the behavior
in question in an open behavior setting (Contingency Category 7: Rou-
tine Purchasing), while mandatory consumption of public goods, for which
compulsory taxes are levied, exemplifies such behavior in a closed setting
(Contingency Category 8: Mandatory Purchase or Consumption).
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In a sense, of course, all philosophizing is a perversion of reality: for,
in a sense, no philosophic theory makes any difference to practice.
It has no working by which we can test it. It is an attempt to orga-
nize the confused and contradictory world of common sense, and
an attempt which invariably meets with partial failure—and with
partial success. It invariably involves cramming both feet into one
shoe: almost every philosophy seems to begin as a revolt of common
sense against some other theory, and ends—as it becomes itself more
developed and approaches completeness—by itself becoming equally
preposterous—to everyone but its author. The theories are certainly,
all of them, implicit in the inexact experience of every day, but once
extracted they make the world appear as strange as Bottom in his
ass’s head . . . Of course one cannot avoid metaphysics altogether,
because nowhere can a sharp line be drawn—to draw a line between
metaphysics and common sense would itself be metaphysics and not
common sense. But relativism does I think suggest this recommenda-
tion: not to pursue any theory to a conclusion, and to avoid complete
consistency. Now the world of natural science may be unsatisfying,
but after all it is the most satisfactory that we know, so far as it goes.
And it is the only one which we must all accept.

—T. S. Eliot to Norbert Wiener, January 6, 1915
(in Eliot, 1988, p. 80; emphasis in original)

This book employs and assesses one of the most parsimonious approaches
to explanation in psychology, radical behaviorism, in order to ascertain its
relevance to the interpretation of consumer behavior. Although some rather
obvious observations can be made about the routine nature of much con-
sumer choice in terms of its habitual nature, and while some again rather
obvious interpretations of marketing tactics such as those that retailers use
can be made in terms of alleged conditioning of consumer behavior, there
is a much deeper reason for taking an interest in the relevance of radical
behaviorism to marketing phenomena. This is the necessity to explain con-
sumer and marketer behavior as a part of social and behavioral science,
to understand their nature as pervasive elements of human endeavor; this
entails determining the usefulness of social scientific paradigms to this task.
It is usual to jump in at this point with whatever one’s favorite school of
social thought or technique of analysis might be and to apply these to some
aspect of consumption and management in the hope that something will
come out that will advance the quest for theoretical knowledge. The reason
I have chosen to use radical behaviorism is that it presents a fundamental
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approach to the explanation of behavior, one that assumes that when the
environmental stimuli that predict and control behavioral phenomena have
been discovered, the behavior has been explained. This assumption, though
naive in the better sense of the word, is invaluable because it enables us not
only to evaluate the claim that it makes by establishing the degree of use-
fulness of the paradigm of which it is a part to the explanatory endeavor
(perhaps it will prove to have none), but also to use it as a standpoint for
the evaluation of other, more elaborate means of explanation. A key ques-
tion, for example, is at what stage does this most basic approach to behav-
ioral science break down and require the addition of further paradigms if
consumer behavior is to be adequately explained? It helps us define at each
stage in the research program the nature of explanation and to determine
the nature of consumer behavior itself as a social, economic, and biologi-
cal phenomenon by viewing it through the lenses of competing sources of
understanding.

This methodological pluralism has always been a part of the research
program that is the concern of this book: from its earliest days, it has sought
to employ critically alternative and even mutually incompatible theoretical
viewpoints (Foxall, 1981, 1983, 1988a, 1990, 1998a, 1998b), though the
starting point has, for the reason mentioned previously, always been radi-
cal behaviorism. This attitude reflects an admiration for the achievements
of this simple philosophy of psychology, an acknowledgement that it has
proved useful for the explanation of some human and animal behaviors in
certain types of experimental and natural settings, rather than an ideologi-
cal devotion to it. Rather, radical behaviorism has always been critically
viewed as a system that is unlikely to provide a comprehensive explanation
of human behavior but that is a necessary component in the theoretical
and empirical quest for a more perfect system that can. The research pro-
gram has, therefore, always been critical of radical behaviorism while using
it (e.g., Foxall, 1990); the extent of the criticism has developed consider-
ably in recent years as, along with the establishment of successful usage of
this philosophy to predict and possibly influence consumer choice, broader
questions as to the explanation of the results of our empirical program
have arisen (e.g., Foxall, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2007d). The result has not
been the abandonment of radical behaviorism by any means but rather its
contextualization in a broader approach to social scientific explanation.
New theories of human behavior have been derived—intentional behavior-
ism and super-personal cognitive psychology—which are dependent upon
the identification of molar patterns of operant behavior but which tran-
scend the philosophical constraints of radical behaviorism. The emphasis
of explanation has developed naturally toward the biological basis of social
science while encompassing still the role of a selective environment in the
shaping and maintenance of behavior.

The latest developments in this particular direction are the subject of fur-
ther intended monographs (Foxall, in press, a; in press, b). But this book has
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a unique mission. Many years were spent in the early part of this research
program first critiquing the prevailing cognitive view of consumer research
from the standpoint of radical behaviorism, and second ascertaining the
extent to which the resulting model of consumer choice, the Behavioral Per-
spective Model (Foxall, 1990), would provide alternative interpretations of
consumer behavior. These phases of the program remain extant, but their
primary influences were exerted during the period from 1980 to 2000. Dur-
ing this time I was urged by numerous well-meaning marketing professors
to move on quickly to the stage of empirical investigation in order to make
the model relevant to managerial concerns. I resisted this for the reason
that unless the appropriate theoretical groundwork is first accomplished,
there is no sure way of evaluating the prescriptions for management that
might follow or, for that matter, the contribution of the work to the expla-
nation of human behavior more generally. I even toyed with the idea for
some time that the BPM was essentially an interpretive device that would
stand proud of empirical investigation, and a collection of papers that are
primarily concerned with interpretation and its philosophical and theoreti-
cal implications was subsequently published (Foxall, 1996). Nevertheless,
empirical work was envisaged in 1990 that would provide some means of
evaluating the model by predicting consumers’ emotional reactions to the
range of situations that derived from it, though the consequent need to
encompass more basic work in environmental psychology before this could
be meaningfully undertaken delayed even this phase of naturalistic investi-
gation until 1996-1997. This research project has continued to the present
day and makes a vital contribution to the incorporation of neuroscience
and neuroeconomics into the overall program (Foxall, 2008). Another
empirical project has been concerned with the use of behavioral economics
to examine hypotheses derived from the BPM. This work began with the
observation that patterns of multi-brand purchasing to which Ehrenberg
and his colleagues have accorded great attention are similar in general form
to the patterns of choice behavior identified in matching experiments by
behavior analysts (Foxall, 1999). The ensuing research has proved invalu-
able not only as a means of extending the range of applicability of the
model and thereby offering a critical perspective on work on aggregate
patterns of consumer brand choice, but also as an avenue through which a
behavioral economic research project could be undertaken within the BPM
framework. I have always been fortunate in terms of the colleagues with
whom T have been able to work on these empirical projects; doctoral stu-
dents and visiting scholars have played important roles in various parts of
it and T hope that my dedication of Explaining Consumer Choice (Foxall,
2007) goes some way toward thanking them. I would like to mention here
especially Jorge Oliveira-Castro whose insights into the operationalization
of the BPM variables in their application to product and brand choice and
collaboration in formulating and testing resting behavioral economic mod-
els have been invaluable. The early papers stemming from these projects
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have now been published together (Foxall, James, Oliveira-Castro, and
Schrezenmaier, 2007) and the work continues apace, as do several other
applications. I mention this to put on record the general flavor of research
on consumer behavior analysis, a framework which was the subject of a
three-volume set published by Routledge (Foxall, 2002).

This book, however, returns to the value of the BPM as an interpre-
tive device. The significance of this approach is more easily fixed in light
of the findings of the research program since the last major appraisal was
made (Foxall, 1996). I do not intend to take into consideration the philo-
sophical advances made recently with respect to intentional behaviorism
and super-personal cognitive psychology since that is to go beyond the ini-
tial project of an interpretation of consumer choice based on extensional
behavioral science. It offers an alternative to the cognitive and other inter-
pretations of consumer choice and lays the basis for any subsequent reli-
ance on non-behaviorist reasoning; it provides an understanding of what is
possible as a result of depending entirely upon a behavioral interpretation
of consumer choice and, as a result, what is not available through exclusive
reliance upon its alternatives. As an exercise in pluralistic socio-economic
research, it constructs a standpoint form which to critique cognitive and
other interpretations, and in ultimately suggesting the inadequacies of a
purely extensional approach it indicates not only how a radical behaviorist
interpretation must be supplemented or supplanted but also how sufficient
the obvious alternative paradigms are likely to be to this task. A concomi-
tant research program has actively involved the use of cognitive variables in
the prediction and explanation of consumer behavior (see, e.g., Foxall and
James, 2009), and this has contributed also to a deeper appreciation of the
capabilities and limitations of this resolutely non-behaviorist methodology.
But there are advantages in laying a fundamental, behaviorist foundation
for the interpretation of consumer behavior, even though this entails rigors
of its own.

Interpretation is employed when the use of direct, empirical scientific
methodology is inappropriate or impossible. This does not mean, however,
that it cannot or should not be conducted in the absence of the usual can-
ons of scientific judgment or that it cannot give rise to empirical testing.
The methodology of most qualitative research is preoccupied with estab-
lishing criteria by means of which an interpretation can be known and
evaluated, and these are for the most part criteria for judgments that have
been developed from quantitative scientific practice: assessments of valid-
ity and reliability, for instance. The specter of completely unanswerable
interpretation has no place in a scientific account, though it may belong
legitimately to the realm of literature. Our aim here is to establish means
by which a scientifically consistent interpretation of consumer choice is fea-
sible. It is not the intention here, nor is it desirable, that this should purport
to be the interpretation of consumer choice. We are not dealing here in a
world of crucial experiments, ultimately refutable propositions, and certain
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knowledge. (Nor does science ever, of course, but we must emphasize here
that the current enterprise is much further along the continuum than most
conventional scientific practice from the ideal position, that is, the scientific
practice of popular imagination). A multiplicity of interpretations is neces-
sary, each to be tested where it can be by methods as scientific as can be, but
all participating in a debate which aims to produce as complete an avenue
to knowledge as is possible.

The quest for a basis for interpretation that meets these requirements is
never context-free or lacking in some degree of theory-ladenness, though
it is not always easy to specify the nature of the bias inherent within it,
nor to articulate its implications for the flavor of interpretation to which
it will lead or the peculiarities involved in its evaluation. In the case of the
approach pursued here, however, it is comparatively easy to state the epis-
temological basis and hence to evaluate its results and critique them both
against that position and its alternatives.

Although the predominant theoretical position in consumer research has
long been and remains cognitive, the possibility that behavior analysis can
provide a complementary understanding of some phenomena, especially in
the realm of retail management, crops up from time to time. It is rare for
the suggestion to be raised that behaviorism might provide an explanation
for consumer choice or that consumer researchers might seek to understand
consumer behavior in terms derived from it, let alone what the methodolog-
ical and ontological implications of such an intellectual exploration might
be. However, these are serious concerns for any field that seeks method-
ological multiplicity and the growth of knowledge through the interaction
of competing research programs. Hence the research program with which
this book is concerned has sought to lay and appraise the contribution that
radical behaviorism might make to the understanding of consumer choice,
to critically evaluate the resulting account by reference to both the internal
standards of behaviorism, and to evaluate the conclusions reached with
respect to consumer behavior and the underlying assumptions of the behav-
iorist approach from the viewpoint of other approaches to social scientific
knowledge, principally cognitive psychology. At no time has there been a
desire to exclude cognitive accounts, though an emphasis on reordering the
balance between cognitive and behavioral theories in consumer research
has resulted at times in a concentration on the role of the latter and a sus-
tained critique of the former. The spirit of the research program has always
been, however, to test behaviorism to destruction and to introduce alterna-
tive sources of explanation as required. We are now at the exciting part of
the program where further explanatory power is required, and this book
is concerned with the incorporation of intentional and cognitive reasoning
within the behavioral model of consumer behavior with which we have
been working.

Interpretation is a form of translation, a process of rendering what is
observed in terms of another system of plausibility, one that is distinct from
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the descriptive terms in which the observation is initially recorded. The
hermeneutical method, for instance, is a means of establishing the mean-
ing of currently available texts by reconstructing them in the context of the
epistemology in which they were originally produced. It is not a way of ren-
dering what one has observed in the descriptive idioms of current everyday
discourse. It is, therefore, a highly theoretical undertaking which requires a
systematically established foundation of reliable knowledge. Now, herme-
neutics is often defined as the process of coming to understand a text (in
its extended meaning) not from one’s own point of view but form that of
the material’s originator. Hermeneutics derives from the Greek ppnvevw
(hermeneud meaning “translate” or “interpret”). It involves the use of prin-
ciples which relate the interpretation systematically to the text. But it is
overwhelmingly a methodology that seeks to reconstruct the meaning the
text would have had for its utterer.

In the last two millennia, the scope of hermeneutics has expanded to
include the investigation and interpretation not only of oral, textual
and artistic works, but of human behavior generally, including lan-
guage and patterns of speech, social institutions, and ritual behaviors
(such as religious ceremonies, political rallies, football matches, rock
concerts, etc.). Hermeneutics interprets or inquires into the meaning
and import of these phenomena, through understanding the point of
view and “inner life” (Dilthey) of an insider, or the first-person per-
spective of an engaged participant in these phenomena. (“Hermeneu-
tics,” 2009, para. 5)

This is not the methodology I adopt in this book. This assumes that
there is no reliable means by which a first-person account of behavior can
be achieved (though it exists) but that a heterophenomenological account
can be given on the basis of scientific knowledge of the environmental and
biological factors that cause behavior coupled with the investigator’s per-
sonal phenomenology (i.e., his subjective experience of his private behav-
ior). Although both claim to provide an account of the personal level of
explanation, the hermeneutic approach is unable to present evidence for
the validity and reliability of its conclusions, whereas the approach taken
in this book can at least point to the scientific evidence on which it is
based. Interpretation cannot proceed in isolation from a template in terms
of which the interpretation is to take place. This book bases its interpre-
tive foundation on work in the economic psychology of consumer choice
that provides a plausible yet evaluable model of how consumer behavior
works and how it is related to marketing activity. Whereas some interpre-
tive approaches eschew models (and often for good reason), I argue that
the appraisal of an interpretation depends vitally on the existence of an
underlying disciplinary framework. This is not to say that interpretation
is a matter of testing a model in the usual positivist manner; rather, the
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outcomes of an interpretive exercise can be assessed, and further building
accomplished, only if the interpretation can be traced back to an explicit
understanding of how human behavior is motivated and shaped. In the
worst possible outcome, neither model nor interpretation may be “correct,”
but at least it is possible to understand why through a critique of the foun-
dational assumptions of the work of translation that is at the heart of the
interpretive imagination.

Interpretive consumer research usually proceeds with a minimum of
structure and preconceptions. My aim is to present a more structured
approach than is usual but to employ nevertheless minimal assumptions
and theories. The book aims to show how a simple framework that embod-
ies the rewards and costs associated with consumer choice can be used to
interpret a wide range of consumer behaviors from everyday purchasing
and saving, innovative choice, imitation, and “green” consumer behavior,
to compulsive behaviors such as addictions (to shopping, to gambling, to
alcohol and other drugs, etc.). This requires taking a qualitative approach
to interpreting behavior and dealing along the way with the epistemological
problems that arise in such research. There will be a particular emphasis on
the emotional as well as cognitive aspects of consumption. The main theme
is that consumer behavior can be understood with the aid of a very simple
model that proposes how the consequences of consumption impact consum-
ers’ subsequent choices. The objective is to show that a basic model can be
used to interpret consumer behavior in general. The emphasis is not on the
quantitative evaluation of such a model but upon its capacity to fulfill the
requirements of an acceptable interpretive model—to deal with questions
of validity and reliability, generalizability, and so on. Consumer behavior
will not be treated, as is often the case, in isolation from the marketing
influences that shape it, but will be portrayed as a course of human choice
that is dynamically linked with managerial concerns. Unlike much work of
a purportedly “interpretive” nature in consumer research, this book is not
speculative but is based on a wealth of model development and empirical
testing that has gone on for the last twenty-five years and is continuing now.
Unlike earlier accounts of this research program, however, it concentrates
on the interpretive uses of the model, that is, the ways in which it can elu-
cidate all aspects of consumer choice, from everyday routine consumption
through extreme compulsions, using similar explicatory tools. The qualita-
tive approach allows the methodological concerns mentioned previously to
be addressed in greater detail than has been the case hitherto, but also to
extend them to new areas such as the use of a case-study approach.

This book is part of the sequence of monographs that have traced the
development of this research program since Routledge published my Con-
sumer Psychology in Bebavioral Perspective in 1990. The book is, there-
fore, unique, and it is difficult to make comparisons, but if I must answer
this question I would say that other interpretive approaches lack the under-
lying model testing and extension that have characterized this program,
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and that the book differs from others in this series of monographs by con-
centrating on interpretive consumer research. It differs also from the stan-
dard cognitive treatments of consumer decision making by showing how
the environment shapes choice. Perhaps more important than any of these,
it unites the study of consumer behavior with that of marketing manage-
ment by bringing together the two aspects of human experience in a single
framework, showing for maybe the first time how they intersect to produce
the act of choice. This makes it possible to discuss how marketing works,
what it does, in relation to our knowledge of what consumers do. The book
strives to bring the findings of one of the most active research programs in
consumer research to a broader audience of marketing scholars and social
scientists by presenting an accessible account of consumption—the very
business of life—in affluent, marketing-oriented economies. The approach
is verbal and invitational. Each chapter contains notes that link the present
account with the theoretical and philosophical concerns of the research
program, as well as its empirical findings, for readers who wish to take this
aspect of the work further.

BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Behavior analysis is “the area of philosophy, research, and application that
encompasses the experimental analysis of behavior, applied behavior analy-
sis, operant psychology, operant conditioning, behaviorism, and Skinnerian
psychology” (Vaughan, 1989, p. 97). Its metatheory, radical behaviorism,
is founded on the view that the objective and empirical methods of the
physical sciences can be applied to the analysis of human behavior (Zuriff,
19835). It proposes that a behavior has been explained when the environ-
mental factors which influence the rate at which it is repeated have been
identified so that the response can be predicted and, through manipula-
tion of the “contingencies of reinforcement,” controlled. Such explanation
makes no causal reference to internal states such as moods, or to internal
processes such as information storage and retrieval, or to internal events
such as attitudes, intentions, or traits of personality which are the stock in
trade of cognitive theories (Skinner, 1938, 1950, 1963). Behavior analysis
does not ignore private events such as thoughts and feelings but casts them
as responses to be explained in their own right, the collateral effects of the
same stimuli that occasion publicly available actions (Skinner, 1974). Nor
is behavior analysis anti-theoretical, though it rejects theory building that
explains observed behavior in terms of entities—neural, mental, or con-
ceptual—posited to exist at some other level than observed behavior. Such
theories are said to be incomplete, halting investigation by failing to iden-
tify the factors that account for the inner events and processes held to be
the causes of behavior—in particular, they ignore the environmental pre-
cursors of those inner events; fictional, inferring the alleged internal causes
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of behavior from the behaviors they purport to explicate, adding nothing
real to observation but simply re-describing it; and superfluous, replaceable
by simpler, behavioral explanations that identify the environmental factors
controlling behavior without resorting to explanatory fictions and offering
a more direct route to knowledge (Wessells, 1981).

These tenets of scientific inquiry are valuable in pluralistic consumer
research for suggesting an alternative explanation of consumer behavior
to that provided by cognitive and other inner-state theories and are thus a
source of the counter-inductive hypotheses on which the “active interplay
of competing theories,” the critical comparative stances required for scien-
tific progress (Feyerabend, 1975), may depend. It is not argued that they be
uncritically accepted, only that they form one more standpoint from which
to comprehend the prevailing metatheories of consumer research: a behav-
ioral perspective on purchase and consumption cannot be neglected, but it
is one among many.

Behavior analysis requires that the stimuli held to control behavior be
unambiguously described and accurately related to the rate at which closely
specified responses occur. Experimental operant psychologists working with
animal subjects can clearly define discriminative and reinforcing stimuli and
demonstrate their causal relationship with specific responses. Not only can
the elements of the controlling contingencies be readily identified, but the
specific effects of their interrelationships as prescribed by the reinforcement
schedule(s) imposed can be predicted. The central assumption is that the
simple behavior so studied can be explained by reference to its environmen-
tal antecedents and consequences. But operant psychology has long ceased
to confine itself to the experimental analysis of animal behavior: its exten-
sions include educational and therapeutic interventions and the design of
cultures (Skinner, 1953, 1957a, 1957b, 1971). These natural contexts of
human social interaction, like those in which most consumer behavior takes
place, rarely resemble the closed settings found in the laboratory. Within
such complex situations, it is often impossible to isolate the environmen-
tal contingencies held to control behavior with the accuracy and certainty
required of the experimentalist (Chomsky, 1959). Hence the radical behav-
iorist account of complex human behavior in social situations, typified by
purchase and consumption, takes the form of a conceptual extrapolation
of learning principles derived from the study of the operant responses of
animals in the constrained setting of the laboratory experiment to the “real
world” situations in which such behavior takes place. Skinner (1969) draws
a clear distinction between experimental operant analysis which is scien-
tific and which leads to explanation, and the extension of principles learned
from that analysis to the interpretation of more complex cases.

By extrapolating from laboratory to life, an operant analysis is inevitably
modified. In the study of complex actions, it is impossible to ascertain the
contingencies that control response rate with the accuracy and precision
available to the scientist who can assiduously control and monitor both
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dependent and independent variables. But it is possible to present a “plausi-
ble account” of complex actions (Skinner, 1957b, p. 11), “an interpretation,
not an explanation . . . merely useful, neither true or false” (Skinner, 1988b,
p. 208). All the more complex sciences are ultimately forced to rely on
the extrapolation of simple principles gained in experimentation (Skinner,
1973, p. 261). Therefore, while the behaviorist interpretation is unprovable
(more importantly, unfalsifiable), it is claimed preferable by its support-
ers to those which cannot be supported by knowledge of simpler systems
gained from carefully executed experiments (Skinner, 1969, p. 100; 1974,
pp. 226-232; 1988a, p. 208).

THE BEHAVIORAL PERSPECTIVE MODEL

The BPM offers an approach to the explication of consumer behavior
which is not provided by alternative theories. It defines independent vari-
ables (discriminative or setting stimuli, and reinforcers) which are held to
determine the schedules of reinforcement in operation and relates them to
the dependent variable (rate of responding) of known patterns of consumer
purchase and consumption activity. As a result of the extension of the fun-
damental behavior analytic framework by the inclusion of a continuum
of settings and the bifurcation of reinforcement, and the recognition of
the importance of verbal behavior in humans leading to a recognition of
proximate as well as distal causation, the model provides an interpretation
of consumer behavior in complex social situations based on a critical evalu-
ation of modern behavior analysis. Of course, no scientific paradigm, taken
alone, can provide a comprehensive explanation of so complex a field as
consumer behavior. Each perspective presents insights not made available
by the others. While recognizing the merits of the prevailing paradigm, still
overwhelmingly cognitive, consumer research can benefit from an accurate
appreciation of the ontological and methodological concerns of its alter-
natives. The BPM of purchase and consumption derives from a research
program that has sought to fix the scope and limits of the contribution
of behavior analysis (Skinner, 1953) to consumer research. Assuming that
“the variables of which human behavior is a function lie in the environ-
ment” (Skinner, 1977, p. 1), behavior analysis explains the rate at which
responses recur by reference to the consequences they have produced in the
past. A comprehensive account will eventually incorporate both cognitive
and behavioral sources of explanation, but, as a prelude to such synthesis,
the BPM explores the implications of a radical environmental perspective
on choice (Foxall, 1990).

The BPM contributes to marketing science in two ways. First, it provides
a means of conceptualizing situational influences on consumer behav-
ior. Cognitive decision models assume purchasing to be the outcome of
goal-directed information processing: the consumer sets objectives, plans
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their achievement, and intentionally deploys resources to secure desired
benefits. None of these models omits external influences on consumer
choice, but none stresses them either. In the process, such models tend
to de-contextualize consumer behavior. In spite of recent interest in the
effects of situational variables on consumer choice, no general conceptual
framework has yet emerged. The theoretical contribution of the BPM com-
prises such a framework. Second, the BPM suggests a new understanding
of marketing strategy. Some consumer researchers have described systems
that explain behavior by reference to external stimuli rather than inter-
nal states and processes, thereby opening up the possibility of a balanced
perspective. But no model of purchase and consumption has emerged that
is both based on empirical principles of human behavior and relevant to
marketing management. The applied contribution of the BPM is its eluci-
dation of marketer behavior.

The BPM does more than re-describe consumer choice in operant termi-
nology; it organizes well-established and documented patterns of consumer
behavior, relating each to unique and appropriate contingencies. The sys-
tematic way in which various patterns of consumer behavior have also been
related to reinforcement schedules indicates that the BPM interpretation
is reliably postulating relationships among its dependent and independent
variables. The BPM presents a behavioral interpretation of purchase and
consumption which does not seek to eliminate alternative explanations.
The inevitability of a plurality of explanatory mechanisms is in fact central
to its approach (Foxall, 1990). Further research should proceed toward
the synthesis of environmental and intrapersonal sources of motivation,
in which quest the isolation of the utilitarian and informational effects of
reinforcement suggests a relationship with affective and cognitive theories
of consumer behavior which should be pursued. The BPM interpretation
also elucidates marketing practice. Its explanatory variables and its catego-
rization of the contingencies influencing consumer behavior are centrally
relevant to our understanding of the strategic conduct of customer-oriented
marketing. This applied emphasis of the model also gives impetus to the
development of a synthesis of cognitive and behavioral accounts of con-
sumer choice. In open societies, consumers are seldom so constrained that
they cannot escape or avoid aversive contingencies. Further refinement of
the model will include an account of consumers’ cognitive interpretations,
representations, and manipulations of the contingencies that influence
their behavior.

In the concluding chapter of The Behavior of Organisms, Skinner used
the now famous words, “Let him extrapolate who will” (1938, p. 422).
It is time for that challenge to be more generally accepted. Indeed, only
by examining critically the implications of extending operant principles
gained in the laboratory to the complexities of human social and economic
behavior is it possible to understand the nature and ramifications of an
interpretation of consumer choice based on behavior analysis. In contrast
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to earlier attempts to apply behavioral psychology to the analysis of pur-
chase and consumption, this chapter deals comprehensively with the nature
of an operant interpretation and its implications for consumer research.
It elaborates a behavior analytic model of consumer choice, explores its
applicability to sequences of behavior occurring during the life cycle of
the individual consumer and over the market life cycle of products and
services, and evaluates the model’s contribution to the development of con-
sumer psychology. According to this philosophy of psychology, a response
has been explained when the environmental factors that account systemati-
cally for the rate at which it is emitted have been identified. Operant expla-
nation, therefore, makes no causal reference to internal events and states
such as attitudes and emotions, feelings and physiology, though it does
not deny their existence and importance: like the public and overt actions
which accompany them, these private and covert phenomena are depicted
as responses under the control of reinforcing and punishing stimuli. This is
far removed from the stimulus-response psychology frequently associated
with behaviorism (Lee, 1988). The rate at which a response is currently
performed is attributed by behavior analysts to the consequences that have
previously followed responses belonging to the same operant class. Pre-
behavioral stimuli do not elicit responses, as they do in classical condition-
ing; rather, they signal the likely consequences of behaving in a specified
manner. Antecedent, or discriminative, stimuli are, like the reinforcing and
punishing consequences of the behavior they prefigure, components of the
environment rather than the individual. The causal mechanism of behavior
analysis can thus be summarized succinctly in terms of its “three-term con-
tingency”: a response, the discriminative stimuli in the presence of which
it is emitted, and the reinforcing and punishing consequences which it pro-
duces (Skinner, 1953, p. 110).

Of all the schools of psychology, operant behaviorism comes closest
to the idea of a scientific paradigm as articulated by Kuhn (1962). It is
more closely specified in terms of a coherent philosophy of science, defined
subject matter, methodological sophistication, and explanatory precision
than cognitive or phenomenological psychology. It is somewhat surprising,
therefore, that operant behaviorism has not been used in consumer research
to provide a description and explanation of purchase and consumption in
the context of situational and other environmental influences. It is true
that consumer researchers have occasionally mentioned the possibility of
a behavior analytic perspective on purchase and consumption; moreover,
quasi-operant systems have sometimes been incorporated into general
research frameworks. In addition, economic psychologists and behavioral
economists have shown that the economic behavior of animals is operant:
the bar presses or key pecks emitted by animals in experimental settings,
the food pellets they produce, and the rate at which one is translated into
the other are analogous to money, commodities, and prices (Allison, 1983;
Hursh, 1980, 1984; Lea, 1978).



The Story So Far 25

Models of human economic performance devised by extrapolation from
these settings indicate the possibility of describing consumer behavior in
operant terms and of formulating alternative theories of choice to those
based on utility maximization (Alhadeff, 1982; Herrnstein, 1988). All of
these approaches recognize the importance of environmental influence on
purchase and consumption. Nevertheless, despite its ad hoc attempts to
account for the impact of the physical and social surroundings, the con-
sumer’s task orientation, antecedent states, and temporal perspective, con-
sumer psychology has failed to evolve a theoretical perspective which deals
comprehensively with the effect of the situation on choice and use. Still less
has consumer psychology, dominated by an emphasis on cognitive informa-
tion processing, come to terms with the explanatory implications of behav-
ior analysis, which attributes the control of behavior to environmental
factors, even to the exclusion of organocentric or intrapersonal processes
and events (Skinner, 1938, 1953, 1974, 1985). Several factors, which stem
from over-simplification of the role of behavior analysis and the nature of
consumer behavior, may account for this.

First, the impression is frequently given that behaviorism is passé, a para-
digm superseded by the cognitive revolution, so ontologically restricted that
it provides an inadequate basis for a discipline that has rediscovered men-
tal causation. But it is strange that just as consumer research has begun to
emphasize the relative nature of knowledge and the necessity of method-
ological pluralism, it should consciously exclude any perspective from con-
sideration. In a pluralistic consumer psychology, each paradigm is capable of
acting as a philosophical standpoint from which others might be criticized,
stimulating the production of empirical data that would otherwise not be
generated, and suggesting counter-inductive hypotheses to account for the
data produced within alternative theoretical frameworks (Feyerabend, 1975;
Foxall, 1990; Valentine, 1992). A further consideration which argues against
the premature abandonment of operant behaviorism is the recent upsurge
in intellectual activity among behaviorists who have turned to the operant
explanation of verbal behavior, including thought and other activities which
have for long been the exclusive domain of cognitivists. It is quite inaccurate
to present behaviorism as having been superseded given the work of such
behavioral scientists as Hayes (1989), Hayes, Barnes-Holmes and Roche
(2004) and Rachlin (1994, 2000). Second, psychologists, economists, and
marketing scientists have tended to extrapolate somewhat uncritically from
the general findings of animal experiments to human marketing activity
without considering the vast differences in complexity that separates these
realms. In particular, they have given scant consideration to the cognitive
complexity of human consumers as compared with non-human animals; in
behaviorist terms, they have too frequently assumed that behavior is shaped
entirely by contact with the contingencies of reinforcement and punishment
and have made no allowance for the rule governance of human performance
(Skinner, 1969; cf. Foxall, 1987). The recent use of behavior analysis in the



26 Interpreting Consumer Choice

marketing literature, for instance, makes no reference to the possibility of
consumers’ adoption and creation of rules which describe the contingencies
of reinforcement and their acting according to them when they are not in
direct contact with the contingencies themselves. Both marketing authors
and economic psychologists have assumed an excessive degree of continuity
between animal and human behavior, which is not borne out by the empiri-
cal analysis of human operant performance under verbal control (Horne
and Lowe, 1993). Third, economic psychologists and behavioral economists
have ignored the complexities of the marketing system, confining their anal-
yses to the effects of price and its analogs on demand and failing to take
into consideration the effects of non-price elements of the marketing mix
such as advertising and sales promotion. Yet it would be absurd to sug-
gest that the experimental analysis of animal behavior throws more than
superficial light on human behavior in complex social situations such as
those of purchase and consumption. Any move away from the analysis of
animals’ economic behavior to that of human consumers in affluent econo-
mies must recognize the fundamental source of discontinuity arising from
the vast amount of choice available to consumers who wield high levels of
discretionary income, and the impetus given to both the creation and satis-
faction of contrived consumer demand by the competitive marketing actions
of suppliers (Foxall, 1981, 1984a). Finally, all of these professional groups
have avoided examination of the philosophical implications of a behavior-
ist epistemology for the explanation of consumer behavior and the conduct
of research in this field. Marketing authors have deliberately ignored the
theoretical and explanatory ramifications of a behavioral analysis of con-
sumer choice in order to concentrate on the ways in which retailers make
use of reinforcement schedules to influence the rate of purchasing. Those
economists and psychologists who have applied behavior theory to the eco-
nomic realm have similarly been content with description, albeit usually of
an elaborate kind, while omitting consideration of the underlying fact that
“[blehaviorism is not the science of human behavior; it is the philosophy of
that science” (Skinner, 1974, p. 3).

The BPM is concerned with the explanation of consumer behavior in
its situational context (Foxall, 1986, 1990). The first objective of the BPM
research program is to ascertain the viability of an account of purchase and
consumption founded upon a critical understanding of behavior analysis.
Whereas marketing and economic psychology have made piecemeal use of
behavior analysis, the BPM program is concerned to derive as complete a
model of consumer behavior based on this paradigm as is feasible, to deter-
mine the extent to which mainstream behavior analysis alone can contribute
to the understanding of consumer choice, and to make any necessary modi-
fications or additions to orthodox behavior theory, while remaining true to
its underlying principles, in order to render its explanation more convinc-
ing. The second objective is to understand the nature of the account so pro-
duced: to evaluate the explanation provided and to assess its contribution to
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the advance of consumer psychology. This entails considerations of the sci-
entific status of the behavioristic account and its capacity to engender novel
explanations of consumer behavior and to generate new data. In the pursuit
of the first objective, the program has already developed three emphases
that are not usually found in mainstream behavior theory, but which seem,
nevertheless, consistent with its spirit (Foxall, 1986, 1990). First, the model
makes a distinction between relatively closed consumer behavior settings,
environments in which the rate of behavior can be fairly unambiguously
ascribed to operant conditioning, and relatively open consumer behavior
settings, in which the operant account competes more strongly with alter-
native explanations. Second, the model does not assume that all reinforce-
ment in humans is utilitarian in nature (i.e., confined to pleasurable and
utilitarian consequences) but posits that reinforcement may be bifurcated
into utilitarian and informational elements. The latter includes feedback
on an individual’s performance both as a consumer and as a member of
a social system, reflecting his or her achieved social status, for instance.
Finally, the model ascribes behavior to proximal or internal causes as well
as the distal effects of the contingencies of reinforcement. The sources of
proximal causation are, first, the verbal discriminative stimuli that consist
in covert rules of behavior, and second, feelings and other internal events
which may function as discriminative and reinforcing stimuli as well as
collateral responses. But, despite the catalytic effects of internal verbal dis-
criminative stimuli, the ultimate determinants of behavior must be sought
in the environment. In the pursuit of the second objective, the program
emphasizes that behavior analysis is an interpretation as well as a science.
It proceeds on the basis of scientific rigor and precision—indeed, as an
example of Machian positivism (Smith, 1986) involving the specification
of dependent and independent variables and the functional relationships
between them—only in the tightly controlled experimental settings of the
operant laboratory. Even there, some interpretation is required as the oper-
ant scientist attributes behavior to its contingencies of reinforcement rather
than to classical conditioning or cognitive processing. In complex settings,
marked by multiple sources of behavioral causation, it relies more obviously
on interpretation, an account of the complex phenomena in terms derived
from the rigorous analysis of simpler systems. The BPM research program
therefore asks how far an account of complex purchase and consumption
activities can be based on behavior analysis.

Chomsky’s (1959) renowned critique of operant behaviorism’s applica-
tion to complex (verbal) behavior maintained that the stimulus and response
categories so easily identified and manipulated in the animal laboratory
could not be rigorously specified in complex situations. This critique poses
key questions, which this chapter seeks to answer. To what extent does the
BPM provide a scientific approach to the analysis of consumer behavior, one
which proceeds in terms, inductive or deductive, that show an acceptable
level of correspondence between theoretical terms and their operational
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measures? And at what point does this scientific approach break down,
making interpretation inevitable? How valid and reliable are interpreta-
tions of consumer behavior in the behavior analytical mould, and what is
their function in the development of consumer psychology?

AFTER SCIENCE

Interpretative Behavior Analysis

We have seen that Skinner argues that areas of human behavior which lie
beyond the rigorous analysis made possible in laboratory experimentation
are open to an account based upon the extension of scientific laws derived
from the analysis of simpler behavior patterns observed in less complicated
situations. But, in the study of complex actions, such as verbal behavior,
it may be impossible to ascertain the contingencies that control response
rate with the accuracy and precision available to the scientist who can
assiduously control and monitor both dependent and independent vari-
ables. But it is possible to present a “plausible account” or interpretation of
such complex actions (Skinner, 1957b, p. 11; 1988a, p. 364). The behavior
analytic interpretation, like those that deal with the evolution of life or
the geophysics of the earth’s core, is unprovable, but preferable nonethe-
less to those which cannot be supported by knowledge of simpler systems
gained from carefully executed experiments (Skinner, 1969, p. 100; 1974,
pp. 226-232; 1988a, p. 208). Skinner wrote, “When phenomena are out
of reach in time or space, or too large or small to be directly manipulated,
we must talk about them with less than a complete account of relevant
conditions. What has been learned under more favorable conditions is then
invaluable” (1973, p. 261).

He provides another example. Just as geophysics is founded upon the
inductive principle that laws derived from laboratory experimentation indi-
cate that comparable states exist deep within the earth, so “familiar facts
about verbal behavior are interpreted with principles derived from the labo-
ratory study of contingencies of reinforcement, even though the contingen-
cies maintained by the verbal environment cannot be precisely ascertained.
In both of these examples, principles derived from research conducted under
the favorable conditions of the laboratory are used to give a plausible account
of facts which are not at the moment under experimental control” (Skin-
ner, 1969, p. 100). In summary, the behavior analytic account of complex
human behavior in social situations takes the form of an extension of learn-
ing principles derived from the study of the operant responses of human and
non-human animals in the constrained setting of the laboratory experiment
to the “real world” situations in which such behavior takes place. Operant
behaviorists have taken pains to emphasize the distinction between scientific,
factual knowledge and the extended accounts derived from it. For instance,
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Skinner points out in introducing his programmatic study of verbal response
that “[t]lhe emphasis is upon an orderly arrangement of well-known facts,
in accordance with a formulation of behavior derived from an experimental
analysis of a more rigorous sort. The present extension to verbal behavior is
thus an exercise in interpretation rather than a quantitative extrapolation of
rigorous experimental results” (Skinner, 1957b, p. 11).

“Plausibility”

However, in the process of interpreting, the nature of an operant analysis
is inescapably altered. Behavior analysis offers, in support of its interpreta-
tive account, its “plausibility,” a term which is not well defined but which
refers presumably to the degree in which the account persuades the reader
that the behavior in question has been rendered more intelligible through
reference to a sphere of observation (the experimental) where behavior can
be shown to be under environmental control. Interpretation in the social
sciences sometimes rests upon no more than this: the persuasiveness of the
account is held to be its sole recommendation. Skinner’s unwillingness to
equate interpretation with extrapolation is presumably based on the rec-
ognition that some discontinuities exist between the laboratory and life.
The appraisal of plausibility in this context rests upon considerations of
the necessary relationship of interpretative accounts with empirical evi-
dence and the closeness of the interpretation to the analog on which it
is based. The assessment of a model’s capacity to describe and delimit is
therefore judged on two grounds. The first is the explanatory plausibility
of its account of consumer behavior: how far is each of its variables needed
in order to account persuasively for empirically demonstrated patterns
of consumer behavior? And how far is each required to contribute to the
integrity of the model itself? The second is the empirical correspondence of
the model, its capacity to derive operational variables which could be used
in empirical research.

The analog derived from the laboratory must, nevertheless, be applied to
the more complex realm it interprets with sensitivity to the ontological and
methodological differences that divide the two. Thus the extent to which an
interpretative account accurately relates behavior to elements of the environ-
ment cannot be ascertained with certainty. How rigorous an explanation
can interpretative behaviorism provide of behaviors whose alleged environ-
mental determinants cannot be observed with the same degree of objective-
ness and empiricalness as the operant laboratory affords? Most if not all
human social behavior falls into this category precisely because it is ver-
bal. Certainly, the purchase and consumption of nearly all economic goods
typify complex interactions of this sort. The criterion we are offered is the
plausibility of the account, presumably a function of the degree to which the
account is judged to make the behavior in question more intelligible. Skin-
ner offers as the cornerstone of the acceptability of his interpretative operant
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account the foundation of the interpretation, the experimental evidence for
operant conditioning of simple behaviors, whether animal or human mat-
ters not at all, in the laboratory. But this is insufficient to judge what pur-
ports to be a natural scientific approach to psychology. Criticism of operant
interpretations centers on the remoteness from complex human behavior
of the analog (animal behavior in experimental settings) in terms of which
the account is couched (e.g., Bethlehem, 1987; Mackenzie, 1977; Proctor
and Weeks, 1990). Both radical behaviorists and their critics agree that the
plausibility of an interpretation depends on the empirical correspondence of
its terms with the objectively available data. Yet the critics have repeatedly
maintained that the empirical foundation advanced by some behaviorists for
the interpretations they have developed is simply too remote from the reality
to which operant interpretative accounts refer.

A scientific model is usually expected to accomplish three things. It must
first specify its dependent variable and the independent variables in terms
of which it proposes an explanation. Secondly, it must specify the relation-
ships among these variables so that empirical testing can occur. Finally,
it must propose rules of correspondence, linking its theoretical categories
with the operationally measurable empirical entities to which they refer.
Yet all sciences are forced to interpret when they can no longer explain.
Interpretation often suggests unique routes to investigation and explana-
tion, and is inescapable in the integration and synthesis of a variety of
findings. This is nowhere more evident than in the theory of evolution, the
most integrative framework in the socio-biological sciences, especially in its
human implications (e.g., Betzig, 1989; Dawkins, 1976, 1986; Goldsmith,
1991; Mayr, 1991; Smith, 1986). Furthermore, all scientific explanations
interpret to a degree: even the activities of animals in operant chambers
and their causes can be attributed to classical conditioning and cognitive
mapping of the environment as well as to learning histories and the con-
tingencies of reinforcement. In the case of an operant analysis of complex
human behavior, two entirely complementary possibilities arise. The first
is continued operant experimentation with human participants, the results
of which are open to interpretation but supported, where applicable, by the
demonstration of environmental control and by the continuity of behav-
ior analytic principles from the domain of animal experimentation. Such
human experiments could now be extended more clearly into the economic
realm. The second is an interpretative account founded where possible
upon a scientific metaprinciple such as that of “selection by consequences”
(Skinner, 1981). To this essentially evolutionary analog we now turn.

The Evolutionary Analog

Behavior analysis seeks to establish the plausibility of its accounts of both
animal and human behaviors by employing the evolution of biological
species through natural selection as an analog for the procedure in which
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operant behavior is selected by the environment (Skinner, 1981). Oper-
ant conditioning has also been portrayed by its adherents as an evolution-
ary process in its own right—one whose causal mode is selection through
consequences. The essence of evolutionary explanation lies in the inferred
action of a selective environment on the continuity of the form, function,
and behavior of an organism or organization and the species to which it
belongs. Evolutionary biology deals with the selection of organisms that
are adapted to living and reproducing in a specific local environment. Such
an organism—its form, function, and behavior—constitutes the phenotype
which is the result of the organism’s genetic composition (genotype) and the
action of the environment on that organism during the course of its develop-
ment (ontogeny). Although the environment acts directly upon the pheno-
type, of course, the fundamental unit of selection is the gene since it alone is
capable of self-replication and of thereby ensuring the continuity of selected
features through their manifestation in the inheriting phenotype through
successive generations (Dawkins, 1982). Genes contain both genotype and
phenotype information. Variation in the phenotype is closely related to
variation in the genotype: though phenotypic variation may be modified
by the environment, characteristics becoming statistically dominant during
this process are not—in the Darwinian account—heritable through sexual
reproduction except through mutation of genotype of phenotype informa-
tion. The action of the environment on the phenotype determines the extent
to which the genotype potential is expressed. Variation between individuals
means that some are better suited (adapted) to a particular immediate envi-
ronment than are others, and this has implications for (but is not identical
with) their genotypic fitness, that is, their capacity to reproduce success-
fully. “Survival of the fittest” refers to the selective action of the environ-
ment in which more adapted or adaptable individuals are able to survive
and reproduce their advantageous characteristics.

The metaprinciple of “selection by consequences” is used by Skinner
(1981) to describe and relate natural selection, which is shaped and main-
tained by “contingencies of survival,” and the selection and persistence of
instrumental human behavior in operant conditioning, in which behavior
is shaped and maintained by “contingencies of reinforcement.” A subset of
the latter is cultural evolution, in which behaviors that are of utility to the
survival and welfare of social groups and organizations are selected and
transmitted, according to their consequences, from generation to genera-
tion. This is not the place to consider in full the philosophical evidence for
and against this stance (see Catania and Harnad, 1988, for an extensive
review by numerous scholars). However, it is pertinent to note three sources
of support for the proposition. First, the evolutionary biologist Dawkins
points out that in natural selection, “the replicators are the genes, and the
consequences by which they are selected are their phenotypic effects, that
is, mostly their effects on the embryonic development of the body in which
they sit.” However, in operant conditioning,
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the replicators are the habits in the animal’s repertoire, originally spon-
taneously produced (the equivalent of mutation). The consequences are
reinforcement, positive and negative [and punishment]. The habits can
be seen as replicators because their frequency of emergence from the
animal’s motor system increases, or decreases, as a result of their rein-
forcement [or punishing] consequences. (Dawkins, 1988, p. 33)

The principal causal agency is the environment which acts to select the con-
sequences of some behaviors but not others and thereby ensures the conti-
nuity of that which is selected. Second, the philosopher of social science van
Parijs (1981) identifies the evolutionary process, as it occurs in the social
and economic spheres, as that of operant conditioning. He designates this
mechanism, which relies on behavioral reinforcement, as “R-evolution” in
contrast to the “NS-evolution,” which characterizes the survival of the fit-
test that occurs in natural selection. Richelle, who, unlike Dawkins and
van Parijs, is a behaviorist and a leading philosopher of radical behavior-
ism, has also written of the compatibility of natural selection and the envi-
ronmental selection of behavior:

There is nothing implausible in the idea that one basic process is at
work throughout numerous levels of complexity or in a wide variety
of living species. The same fundamental mechanism is called upon
in evolutionary biology to account for the simplest and for the most
complex living forms. The same is true of the basic principles govern-
ing the genetic code. One basic principle is acceptable if it provides for
structural diversification. This is exactly what the variation-selection
process does in biological evolution. But the observed diversity must
not hide the basic process that produces it. The same might be true of
behavior . . . Viewed in this perspective, operant behavior has little to
do with the repetition of stereotyped responses which has become the
popular representation of it. It is a highly dynamic process grounded
in behavioral variation. Novel and creative behavior, and problem-
solving do not raise particular difficulties in this view. (1987, pp. 135-
136, p. 134).

Third, evolutionary economics rests on the idea of selection by consequences.
Dosi and Orsenigo, for instance, refers to the evolutionary process as that
in which “individual and organizational behaviors, to different degrees and
through different processes, are selected, penalized or rewarded” (1988,
p. 13). In contrast to the presumption of conditions of static equilibrium
which pervades neoclassical economics, evolutionary economics empha-
sizes “discovery, learning, selection, evolution and complexity” (p. 15).
The sole mechanism which can account for the selection and transmission
of certain behaviors, whose consequences are invention and innovation, is
operant conditioning.
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CONCLUSION

Human operant experimentation, within the confines of the laboratory,
offers evidence for the empirical grounding of behavior analysts’ interpre-
tations of complex human affairs. There is no doubt that such scientific
testing of behavior analytic propositions will continue. But, as has been
noted, even these experiments produce findings that are amenable to alter-
native interpretations: cognitive, Pavlovian, dispositional. The same is true,
perhaps more true, of field experiments in token economies and applied
behavior analysis. But, despite this, such work still confirms the possibility
of an operant interpretation. And it provides a foundation for the broader
interpretation of human behavior in complex social and economic settings
with which we are here concerned. But the tentative nature of the inter-
pretation so achieved must be acknowledged, and the possibility that it
will give rise to a technology of consumer marketing, a prescriptive basis
for managerial control, is remote. The BPM provides a behavior analytic
account of managerial as well as consumer behavior, an interpretation of
what marketers are doing (Foxall, 1992b): it does not lead to an enhanced
armory for marketing practice. This technological limitation of behavior
analysis is inherent in the nature of complex social reality, though some
behavior analysts have sometimes given an impression to the contrary.
Take, for instance, Skinner’s criticism of cognitivists and others who, he
claims, have deviated from a scientific approach to psychology:

Those who so triumphantly announce the death of behaviorism are
announcing their own escape from the canons of scientific method.
Psychology is apparently abandoning all efforts to stay within the di-
mensional system of natural science. It can no longer define its terms
by pointing to referents, much less referents measurable in centimeters,
grams, and seconds. It has returned to a hypothetical inner world . . .
There is no doubt of the freedom thus enjoyed. A great many things can
be talked about when standards are less rigorous. (1983, p. 10)

These words betray a disingenuousness among operant behaviorists who
appear to put their interpretative accounts on a similar basis to that of sci-
entific rigor. It is precisely the freedom from rigor to which Skinner alludes
that makes interpretation necessary in the operant account of complex
behavior as well as elsewhere. Rigor is never deliberately rejected but it is
impossible to achieve in these realms, whatever the source of the interpreta-
tion. But whereas cognitivism is overtly based on a metaphor, the computer
analog, operant behaviorism is ostensibly based on the findings of rigorous
experiments which are, it is claimed, extrapolable to areas where further
experimentation is denied the researcher. Yet—and this is the brunt of the
criticism—the realms to which the interpretations apply, notably human
verbal behavior, are so far removed from the sphere of experimentation
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that the claims for the scientific foundation of the extended account lack
plausibility for all but the most ideologically committed. For their part,
cognitivists would also point to the large amount of experimental work on
which their claims are based, ignored by behaviorists as though only their
own interpretations had acceptable experimental foundation. Far more
realistic is the guidance provided by Lee:

In the end, an interpretation is always a plausible guess about the rel-
evant contingencies. We can only gather information and continue to
regard our interpretations as fallible and always open to improvement.
Of course, the impossibility of a complete and rigorous account of the
content of conduct is hard to accept, because we have long presumed
that definitive answers are available. We need to face this limitation
with equanimity. Certainly, we need to be determined to resist the pres-
sure to present our interpretation as anything other than hypotheses.
(1988, p. 138)

In any case, operant behaviorism proposes a simple test of the conceptual
adequacy of its ontological and methodological stance and the explicatory
framework in which it inheres. Skinner’s test of the utility of any concept
that lays claim to explanatory power in this context is whether it extends
the technology of behavior, whether it enhances prediction and control
(Skinner, 19435; Stalker and Ziff, 1988, p. 207). The experimental research
which takes place within the ordered confines of the operant chamber,
which allows the direct, measurable manipulation of the independent vari-
ables as well as direct, measurable observations of their effect on response
rates, is uniquely geared to, first, the establishment of control and predict-
ability and, thereafter, to their refinement. The scientific purview of operant
behaviorism, given its methodological basis, provides therefore an account
of the simple, observable behaviors in which it has majored—typically, the
bar press of the rat and the peck of the pigeon—in the relatively unambigu-
ous terms of their empirically identifiable determinants. Knowledge gained
through interpretation is of a different order. In particular, interpretative
accounts of complexity based on the analysis of simpler systems are funda-
mentally different in their technological implications. No meteorologist can
predict or control the weather with accuracy approaching that of the results
gained in wind tunnels and other experimental settings. The essence of an
interpretation is that it is an ex post account, be it of evolutionary processes,
geophysical phenomena, or consumer choice. This fundamental difference
between science and interpretation bypasses the basic objectives attrib-
uted by behaviorists to scientific endeavor, namely, prediction and control.
Hence the fervor with which some operant behaviorists have spoken of the
technology of behavior appears, in this light, somewhat over-optimistic.
In his earlier writings, Skinner appeared to claim that such interpretation
transcended mere guided speculation. In Verbal Behavior, for instance, he
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implied that he was providing a more rigorous analysis than his account
actually allowed, suggesting that the behavioral technology that was based
on operant conditioning in experimental situations would one day, and
sooner rather than later, be feasible in more complex environments. So,

The formulation is inherently practical and suggests immediate tech-
nological applications at almost every step. Although the emphasis is
not upon experimental or statistical facts, the book is not theoretical in
the usual sense. It makes no appeal to hypothetical explanatory vari-
ables. The ultimate aim is the prediction and control of verbal bebavior
(Skinner, 1957b, p. 12; emphasis added)

Yet, in his more recent writings on the subject, Skinner seems to distance
himself from such bold technological aims, from any hint of the same trans-
ferability of the experimental rigor that would make immediate technologi-
cal applications possible in more open settings.

The conceptual attenuation involved in the extension of operant princi-
ples of explanation from the laboratory to the complications of the world of
human behavior in open settings, shaped by unknowable learning histories,
entails a quite different order of explanation from that presented in Skin-
ner’s Behavior of Organisms (1938), interpretational as that was in itself.
Although Lee (1988) calls upon behaviorists to improve constantly their
interpretative accounts of complex human conduct, this is likely to come
about as the result of further logical criticism and some casual observation
than by strictly controlled experimentation. The “plausible account” offered
by interpretation amounts to a series of “tentative hypotheses” (Lacey, 1974,
p. 40). But how feasible is rigorous experimentation that conforms to the
behaviorist requirements of objectiveness and empiricalness (Zuriff, 1985)
to substantiate or even improve the interpretation? At no foreseeable time
is the interpretative nature of the radical behaviorist account of complex
behavior likely to yield to what Skinner himself terms “a rigorous analysis”
(presumably one on which a successful technology of behavior, reflecting
the scientific goals of prediction and control, could be based). Indeed, it is
probable that the essence of the subject matter precludes it, for the required
contingencies, whatever their ontological status, are likely to remain indefi-
nitely unavailable for rigorous empirical analysis (Foxall, 1990). Complex
situations of human social behavior are precisely those whose consequences
are not immediately contingent upon behavior, and where behavior can be
learned in the absence of key elements of the three-term contingency (Ban-
dura, 1977). They are, moreover, those in which superstitious interpretative
accounts often dominate, albeit unconsciously, the verbal descriptions the
actors themselves give of their behavior, accounts which shape and maintain
further responding (Foxall, 1987, 1990).

Despite making bold claims for the epistemological status of their
explanatory system, behavior analysts have generally been somewhat
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conservative in undertaking the interpretation of complex human behav-
ior, especially economic behavior. Skinner’s account in Science and Human
Behavior (1953) is no more than a cursory overview. A proper reluctance
to overstep the mark in respect of advocating an unjustified extension of
behavioral principles to complex settings and situations, even to the point
of being unwilling to ascribe inappropriate reinforcement schedules, seems
to have inhibited all but the very brave (or foolhardy). Yet the BPM dem-
onstrates that a plausible interpretation of complex behaviors is possible
with minimal modification of the basic behavior analytic model and with-
out fundamental deviation from its principles. The interpretation remains
true to the tenets of a behavioral analysis by deviating from orthodox
radical behaviorism only on the basis of a reasoned logical criticism of the
operant stance or on the evidence of proximate operant experimentation.
Whether the particular extensions of behavior theory adopted for this
account of consumer choice can be employed more widely in the analysis
of complex human behavior is an empirical question. Nevertheless, the
BPM indicates a tentative solution to the problem with which this chapter
has been concerned throughout: how to reconcile the scientific stance of
behavior analysis with the imperative toward interpretation in complex
situations. The chapter has shown that behavior analysis can contribute
both scientifically and interpretatively to consumer psychology. It has been
shown that the operational specification of the consumer behavior set-
ting, and of utilitarian and informational reinforcement, is feasible; and
the viability of empirical testing is confirmed by the investigation now
underway (Foxall, 1994c¢) based on insights from environmental psychol-
ogy. Further, the chapter has demonstrated that plausible interpretations
of consumer behavior can be generated within a critically derived behavior
analytic framework.

It may well be that the pursuit of these twin activities of scientific inves-
tigation and interpretation will further support one of the model’s key
explanatory dimensions. For a scientific approach, involving operational
measurement and the falsification of hypotheses may prove to be more
easily executed in a relatively closed consumer setting where the relevant
reinforcers and punishers can be identified intersubjectively with the least
amount of ambiguity. In such circumstance—for instance, the purchase of
a TV license, the payment of taxes, or the linking of life assurance with a
mortgage—a relevant learning history can be assumed with a high degree
of confidence. The more open the consumer behavior setting, however, the
more likely is an interpretative stance and the more obvious and convincing
are alternative explanations. This is not to imply that operant principles
are not at work in those environments, only that it is often more diffi-
cult to demonstrate their unique explanatory power. Nor is it to argue for
the veracity of alternative explanatory systems, though it recognizes their
place in psychological research and the inevitability of their continuing role
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within the scientific community. The BPM research program is founded on
the proposition that human economic behavior, regardless of its setting,
can be construed as operant, that the continuity of environmental influence
across settings and situations must be a fundamental assumption of a sci-
ence of behavior. The challenge for the behavior analysis of purchase and
consumption is to ensure the continued viability of an operant explanation
of consumer choice.



3 Ways of Wondering

This is a work of unabashed advocacy. I want to argue in favour of a
particular way of looking at animals and plants, and a particular way
of wondering why they do the things that they do. What I am advo-
cating is not a new theory, not a hypothesis which can be verified or
falsified, not a model which can be judged by its predictions . . . What
I am advocating is a point of view, a way of looking at familiar facts
and ideas, and a way of asking new questions about them. Any reader
who expects a convincing new theory in the conventional sense of the
word is bound to be left, therefore, with a disappointed “so what?”
feeling. But I am not trying to convince anyone of the truth of any
factual propositions. Rather, I am trying to show the reader a way of
seeing biological facts.

—Richard Dawkins (1982, p. 1)

Critical relativism has been advocated in consumer research as a means
of freeing the discipline from the monism inherent in its almost exclusive
reliance upon the ontology and methodology of the natural sciences. Its
advocates have based their reasoning on the works of such philosophers as
Laudan (1984) and Feyerabend (1975). Laudan contends that the evalua-
tion of theories and research traditions must always occur “within a com-
parative context,” taking the form of an assessment of “how [a theory’s]
effectiveness or progressiveness compares with its competitors” (Laudan,
1977, p. 120). The “epistemological anarchy” of Feyerabend is more far-
reaching in its implications, emphasizing the critical interplay of compet-
ing explanations, pursued in a spirit of active proliferation and tenacity,
as essential to the growth of knowledge (Feyerabend, 1975, p. 30, p. 47).
The idea of critical relativism has sparked debate between protagonists for
traditional positivism, on the one hand, and hermeneutical method, on
the other, raising considerations of methodological monism versus meth-
odological pluralism, the incommensurability of competing paradigms,
and the evaluation of explanations. The debate exhibits a similar cycle of
methodological confrontation, epistemological questioning, and search for
rapprochement to that found in other areas of applied inquiry such as orga-
nizational analysis.

The debate centering on positivism versus hermeneutics in consumer
research shows three tendencies to which the present inquiry is directed.
First, the objective of methodological pluralism, accepted in some degree by
nearly all parties to the debate, has not been achieved because a particular
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source of methodology, terminally labeled “positivistic,” has often been
denied consideration; as a result, the implications of positivism for the
interpretation of consumer research (an admittedly ironic ramification of
positivism) has been ignored. This chapter seeks to demonstrate that even
an extreme form of positivism, the purely descriptive approach derived from
Bridgman (1927) and Mach ([1893] 1974), rather than the logical positiv-
ism of the Vienna Circle which, through its development of logical empiri-
cism, became more accommodating to the epistemological assumptions of
even interpretivist consumer researchers (Hunt, 1989, 1990, 1991; cf. Ayer,
1936), has much to offer a genuinely pluralistic consumer research. Since, as
is argued, even a social science based deliberately upon Machian positivism
must bend considerably toward interpretation when it is applied to complex
human behavior, understanding its import for explanation in this context
ought to interest those who advocate an interpretivist stance. (It may, inci-
dentally, be instructive also for advocates of a natural science—derived posi-
tivism as the sole methodological model for consumer research). Second,
the debate has frequently been conducted in abstract terms, preoccupied
with the philosophy of science almost as an end in itself, and detached from
the epistemological claims and consequences of actual explanatory systems.
While it is understandable that advocates of novel approaches to consumer
research will initially adduce broad, programmatic arguments and visions,
it is necessary at some stage that the implications of their arguments be
brought to bear upon actual theoretical frameworks which can guide our
investigations and understandings. The following account examines the
interrelationship of positivism and interpretation by reference to a specific,
established philosophy of behavioral science, radical (“Skinnerian”) behav-
iorism (Skinner, 1938, 1945, 1953, 1974). This system, in which behavior
is held to be determined by its environmental consequences rather than by
intrapersonal mental events and processes or by human agency and inten-
tionality (Zuriff, 1985), has been evaluated by disparate authors as the most
complete paradigm in psychology. Yet, despite its occasional mention in the
consumer research and marketing literature, its epistemological import for
consumer research has not been explored in depth. Consumer researchers
who have referred to radical behaviorism have usually been interested only
in the possibility of conditioning consumer choice by means of manipu-
lating promotional stimuli, rather than in the implications for consumer
research of recent behaviorist thought and research on rule-governed rather
than contingency-shaped behavior (Hayes, 1989; cf. Skinner, 1969). How-
ever, such work is of substantive interest in a pluralistic consumer research
and provides a concrete vehicle by which to address philosophical issues
that currently impact our discipline. Third, the debate appears to have
reached something of an impasse. By drawing a sharp distinction between
positivism and interpretation, advocates of both a naturalistic approach to
consumer research (i.e., the view that the methods of natural science are
both appropriate and necessary to progress in social science) and those of
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interpretation have tended to argue for one or other methodology to pre-
dominate to the exclusion of the other. This has led to overly restrictive pre-
scriptions for the nature of social science research and the methodological
implications of natural science methods of procedure and exclusion such as
hypothetico-deductivism. Both the “positivistic” view that interpretation
is non-empirical and non-scientific and that which equates methodologi-
cal pluralism with post-positivism and, on occasion, postmodernism make
compromise impossible. More importantly, these exclusive views of the
nature of science and interpretation ignore the subtle interrelationship of
positivistic and interpretive inquiry in actual epistemological systems. This
chapter is concerned with another “way of wondering,” one which is not
concerned with the biological realities of plants and non-human animals
but with those of the complex social and economic behaviors of animals
who are all too human. It takes the form of the construction, refinement,
application, and evaluation of a model of consumer behavior derived from
a critical appraisal of radical behaviorism (Foxall, 1990). Moreover, in con-
tradistinction to other attempts to apply behaviorism in consumer research,
it aims specifically to identify the nature of radical behaviorist interpreta-
tion (as opposed to its mode of scientific explanation), to derive and apply
an interpretive framework capable of suggesting an operant account of con-
sumer behavior, and to propose its pragmatic evaluation. This aim is not the
simple one of advocating radical behaviorism as an approach to consumer
research per se. Rather it is to examine a philosophy of behavioral science
which is occasionally and somewhat cursorily mentioned in marketing and
consumer research, to establish in detail the implications of incorporating
it into the canon of consumer theory, and to show its limitations as well as
its contributions to understanding consumer behavior.

I argue, first, that the cause of methodological pluralism is hampered by
the stress on a research tradition that is uncritically post-positivist: while
hermeneutic approaches provide a useful addition to the canon of consumer
research methodology, they have noteworthy limitations that can be over-
come only by including epistemologies derived from positivistic philoso-
phies of science. Moreover, positivistically inclined systems such as radical
behaviorism provide unique insights into the relationship between science
and interpretation and increase the overall understanding of consumer
behavior by providing additional definitions of the meaning of purchase and
consumption. Second, the chapter describes in some depth the ontology and
methodology of radical behaviorism, and its ultimate reliance upon inter-
pretive methods in order to give an account of complex human behavior.
Third, the chapter draws upon a critique of radical behaviorism to derive a
model of consumer behavior based critically on the interpretive powers of
this paradigm. Fourth, an interpretive method is introduced which builds
upon this critical consideration of radical behaviorist interpretation; four
classes of consumer behavior identified by the model are analyzed using
this interpretive method: accomplishment, hedonism, accumulation, and
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maintenance. Finally, the chapter evaluates this approach to consumer and
marketing research.

POSITIVISM AND PLURALISM IN CONSUMER RESEARCH

Debate about the relationship of logical empiricism and interpretation,
as apparently alternative pathways to explanation and understanding, is
endemic even to established scientific disciplines such as biology, phys-
ics, and technology (e.g., Sober, 1993; Wolpert, 1992; Ziman, 1978). Yet,
among philosophers of natural science, watertight definitions of positiv-
ism, realism, and interpretation are elusive, and the alternative methodolo-
gies are often described pragmatically in contradistinction to one another
rather than in absolute terms.

Boden argues that we may “regard ‘an explanation’ as any answer to
a why question that is accepted by the questioner as making the event
in question somehow more intelligible.” But, she continues, “a ‘scientific
explanation’ may be defined as an explanation that is justified by reference
to publicly observable facts, and which is rationally linked to other, similar
explanations in a reasonably systematic manner” (1972, p. 32). Hence, sci-
ence has usually aimed toward explanatory theory rather than understand-
ing or Versteben (Chalmers, 1982; Phillips, 1987; Rosenberg, 1988). Its
ultimate goal, often expressed normatively since its achievement cannot be
unequivocally recognized, is theory that is true in the sense of corresponding
with the way things really are. This realist stance has been held tenaciously,
in spite of the onslaught of relativistic philosophies of science (especially
since Kuhn’s [1962] model of paradigmatic succession) by scientists them-
selves to describe what they actually do (Crick, 1988; Polkinghorne, 1984;
Wolpert, 1992). Science, in this traditional sense, is associated with a posi-
tivistic position that emphasizes methodological monism, empiricism, the
formation of descriptive laws based on systematic intersubjective observa-
tion, nominalism, the avoidance of unobservables, the eschewal of teleol-
ogy, and the belief that theory comprises generalized observations rather
than a prior guidance of research (O’Shaughnessy, 1992, pp. 233-234; cf.
Ehrenberg, 1992).

Of special interest in the context of this chapter is the treatment of sci-
ence in radical behaviorism. In Science and Human Behbavior, Skinner
emphasized that the scientific attitude entailed direct access to the facts
themselves rather than the opinions of non-scientific authorities and drew
attention to the central requirement of intellectual honesty among scientists
for whom the subject matter must have primary authority. The practice of
science consists in “a search for order, for uniformities, for lawful relations
among the events in nature. It begins . . . by observing single episodes,
but it quickly passes on to the general rule, to scientific law” (1953, p.
13). Such a descriptive science is not anti-theoretical, though its theoretical
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concentration is on the establishment of empirical regularities rather than
on explanations that employ unobservables (such as attitudes, intentions,
and traits of personality) which are alleged to exist at some other level
than the observed data (Skinner, 1950). The aim of science is ultimately the
prediction and control of its subject matter: empirical observation, based
on the presumption that nature is orderly and repetitive, is a “search for
causal laws, regularities, in behavior that can be generalized.” Hence, “sci-
ence involves a form of investigation in which the legitimacy of generaliza-
tions and theories is evaluated against their relations to empirical data, or
observed facts” (Schwartz and Lacey, 1982, p. 75). Once causal laws have
been established, they can be invoked to explain individual phenomena;
specific observations can be made intelligible by being placed into appropri-
ate categories which the law-like generalizations have revealed (Schwartz,
1989, p. 6). Another radical behaviorist, Lee (1988, pp. 17-18), characterizes
science as knowledge that is extraordinary and reliable. It is extraordinary
in that its search for facts and explanations probes beyond casual observa-
tion to reveal an understanding that is beyond everyday knowing. Science,
for instance, has revealed an atomic structure not empirically available to
the untrained observer. Science is reliable insofar as its results are indepen-
dent of who the observer is and when they have been shown to be replicable
across situations (Zuriff, 1985). Writing in the context of organizational
analysis, Lee contrasts positivism, as an approach based on “inferential sta-
tistics, hypothesis testing, mathematical analysis, experimental and quasi-
experimental design” (1991, p. 342), with interpretive approaches such as
ethnography, hermeneutics, phenomenology, and case study. Positivism, he
notes, tends toward an objective viewpoint, proceeds via a nomothetic con-
ceptualization and the quantification of data; the investigator is assumed to
be outside the subject matter, and thus to produce an etic account. By con-
trast, interpretivism is subjective, idiographic, qualitative, insider-based,
and emic. In short, the difference is that between the methods that have
traditionally been assumed to apply in the natural and physical sciences
and those deemed more appropriate to the substantially different subject
matter which is the domain of social science (Phillips, 1987). Indeed, the
main point of contention highlighted in the positivism versus interpretation
debate in social science revolves around the so-called doctrine of natural-
ism to the effect that social science must adopt the methods of traditional
scientific inquiry in order to progress, that is, to predict and control its
subject matter (Hempel, 1969; Kolakowsky, 1968).

Not even radical behaviorism, however, founded as it is upon an extreme
(Machian) positivism, is able to sustain this naturalistic position in the
treatment of complex social experience in human affairs, notably in the
economic psychology of purchase and consumption. It is further argued,
however, that giving serious attention to, recognizing the unique view-
point of, and incorporating the ontological concerns of such positivism is
an inescapable component of methodological pluralism. The interpretation
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of consumer behavior to which radical behaviorism gives rise provides a
unique source of meaning for purchase and consumption which can use-
fully enrich consumer research. First, however, it is necessary to elaborate
upon the claim that methodologically pluralistic consumer research has
become post-positivistic and to broaden the case for including perspectives
based on positivism in its methodological canon.

FROM PLURALISM TO POST-POSITIVISM

The advocacy of pluralism which marked consumer research in the early to
mid-1980s appears to have given way to a narrower focus in recent years.
Although some authors have promoted a broad eclecticism in the range of
epistemological standpoints of concern to other investigators, the thrust
of such writing has tended toward the abandonment of natural scientific
traditions in favor of a post-positivistic, hermeneutical orientation. Since
hermeneutics constitutes a predominant method of post-positivistic inquiry
in contemporary consumer research, the following argument concentrates
on this interpretivist approach. Hermeneutics originated as a method of
assigning meanings to written texts such as ancient theological documents
that had been produced under radically different cultural conditions from
those of the interpreter. Hermeneuticists generally maintain, despite their
various nuances of approach, that human behavior is intentional, compre-
hensible by reference to aspects of the actor’s internal life such as personal
beliefs, understandings, intentions, wants, and internalized social rules
(Betti, 1980; Dilthey, 1976; Gadamer, 1977; C. Taylor, 1977). Thus the
central hermeneutical task is to reveal the actor’s understandings of his or
her behavior and situation, the meanings the individual identifies with that
behavior, and the circumstances, especially social, within which it occurs.
Such understandings may be gained by the investigator in two ways:
through the sensitive interpretation of the actor’s personal verbal reports
and behavior, and/or in terms of the public meanings which provide the
socially mediated rules that apparently guide that behavior (Geertz, 1973).
Some versions of hermeneutics examine the ways in which social and cul-
tural factors construct the observer’s interpretation of the (unwritten) text
provided by the actor’s behavior and its context (Phillips, 1992).

It is sometimes argued that a fundamental and essential divergence
between the subject matter of natural science and social inquiry makes a
hermeneutical approach not simply desirable in social science but the sole
legitimate method of investigation; social science has been portrayed over
recent decades as more akin to the humanities rather than natural science
(cf. Connolly and Keutner, 1988; Macdonald and Pettit, 1981; Rabinow
and Sullivan, 1979; Schutz, 1962). The rationale underlying this distinction
rests upon the argument that so-called “involuntary” behavior is caused
while “voluntary” or intentional action stems from wants and beliefs and
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intentions (Harré and Secord, 1973). The import of such an argument is
to exacerbate the estrangement of natural and social science, to make the
methods of the former forever inapplicable in the latter (Phillips, 1987). In
Geertz’s semiotic conception, social inquiry is “not an experimental science
in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (1973, p. 5).
This all-or-nothing thinking has sometimes strongly influenced the advo-
cacy of pluralism in consumer research with the result that it has become in
practice the advocacy of post-positivism; the apparent argument is that the
limitations of a frame of reference derived from positivistic science could
be redressed only by turning exclusively to post-positivist, hermeneutical
methods. The intellectual trend of the post-1980 philosophically enlight-
ened consumer research has not, therefore, produced greater tolerance of
alternative theoretical positions in general. But, in general, anyone who had
expected an unrestricted “active interplay” of competing theories (Feyera-
bend, 1975), capable of generating novel critical standpoints and syntheses,
would have been disappointed. To the extent that consumer researchers
adopt any epistemology to the exclusion of any other, their discipline is
marked not by genuine methodological pluralism but by a new retrench-
ment. By restricting inquiry through the omission of any available method-
ology, researchers limit the types of question they are able to ask. Pluralism
is weakened, therefore, by the apparent exclusion by some authors of posi-
tivism from the authorized anthology of legitimate research paradigms.
Misunderstood, “positivism” has become little more than a term of abuse
(Hunt, 1990), and its potential contribution to a critical methodological
pluralism based upon an active interplay of antithetical standpoints has
been overlooked. This argument against the exclusion of positivism is not
directed against critical relativism or the hermeneutical approach per se.
By challenging the plausibility structures of all the paradigms brought into
competitive interplay, methodological pluralism invites relativism (Berger
and Kellner, 1981, p. 80). Nor is it, therefore, a claim that positivism is
“true” in any singular sense. Rather, it is meant to draw attention to two
reasons why an exclusive reliance on hermeneutics, its presentation as the
sole legitimate method in social science to the exclusion of naturalism, is
both unnecessary and untenable.

HERMENEUTICS AND SCIENTIFIC METHOD

Hermeneuticists are entirely justified in drawing attention to the special
interpretive method that may be derived from social science’s conscious
subject matter. But to welcome hermeneutics is not to overlook the limited
contribution to social inquiry of which this interpretive methodology is
capable. Far from having disposed of the need for naturalism, the appli-
cation of hermeneutical method leaves much for a traditional scientific
approach to accomplish. Social science has tasks other than interpretation
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of this kind (Phillips, 1992). Much of the work of economists, for instance,
relies on direct, intersubjective observation and objective recording of
aggregate behavior patterns in the absence of any investigation of the sub-
jective states of the individuals observed. An example in consumer research
is the analysis of aggregate patterns of purchase frequency and multi-brand
purchasing carried out by Ehrenberg (1972). Even this work is based to
a degree on interpretation, of course: intersubjective observation leads to
intersubjective understanding via interpretation. But it is far removed from
hermeneutical interpretation which treats whatever is being observed as a
text. By the adoption and execution of methodological naturalism, social
enquiry reveals itself as natural science as well as a humanities subject
amenable to the interpretive insights of hermeneutics (Phillips, 1992, pp.
18-19). In summary, while human self-consciousness means that inter-
pretation is an inevitable component of social enquiry, its contribution is
bounded by the use of methods that have more in common with traditional
scientific method.

Moreover, the difference between interpretivist and naturalistic inquiry
has been exaggerated by some critics of hermeneutical method as well as by
some advocates thereof. The belief that hermeneutics is exclusively appro-
priate to the humanities and (therefore) the social sciences—a view whose
origins can be traced to Dilthey (1976) and Habermas (1968)—would nec-
essarily obviate the use of hypothetico-deductivism in these interpretation-
based studies. In practice, however, hermeneutics, as applied in even the
most entrenched humanities subjects, has been based on this method of
inquiry which originated in natural science and which is assumed by many
to characterize science itself (Popper, 1972). In theology, literary study,
anthropology, sociology, and in consumer research, interpretivists resort
openly to external empirical criteria of judgment and evaluation; more-
over, the criteria used are those generally recognized as components of
Popperian falsification (Kline, 1990; cf. Currie, 1993). It may seem super-
fluous to emphasize given that some advocates of hermeneutical method in
consumer research do not dispute it. But, in view of the opinion of other
consumer researchers who adopt the position that interpretation is anti-
thetical to such “scientific” validation, elaboration of this point is neces-
sary. In the course of examining this theme further, we shall also uncover
some aspects of interpretation that have not been previously emphasized
in consumer research.

The first emphasis is that hypothetico-deductive method is central to the
humanities’ research program as well as being appropriate to the evaluation
of interpretive social science. Follesdal goes as far as to argue that “the so-
called hermeneutic method is actually the same as the hypothetico-deductive
method applied to materials that are ‘meaningful’ (e.g., the systems of
beliefs and values of human beings in action.” Hence, “the hypothetico-
deductive method is used wherever interpretation takes place” (1979, p.
319). Follesdal illustrates this by considering the function of the stranger
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in Ibsen’s Peer Gynt. The obvious and acceptable methodology is that of
the natural sciences: five interpretations are evaluated by confronting them
with the data (e.g., the text, the biography of the author, etc.). Social sci-
entists and philosophers who have advanced this viewpoint, and its cor-
ollary that the natural sciences and the humanities are methodologically
identical, come from a wide range of critical positions and include Berger
and Kellner (1981), Harré and Secord (1973), Hirsch (1967), and Phillips
(1987). Even in their approach to the humanities, hermeneuticists have gen-
erally sought a “warrant of assertibility” (Dewey, 1966; emphasized by
Phillips, 1987), that is, they have recognized that their claims, in order “to
be taken seriously . . . must be supportable with appropriate arguments or
evidence” (Phillips, 1992, p. 108). Moreover, they have sought that war-
rant in the hypothetico-deductive method and other canons of appraisal
founded upon scientific procedure and logic. A second point of emphasis
is that even when interpretive accounts do not make explicit, or actually
deny, their ultimate dependence on the marshalling of external evidence
to test hypotheses, their reference to a world external to their pronounce-
ments still makes them amenable to standard scientific testing. Students of
psychoanalysis often claim that in this, as in other areas of hermeneutics,
an interpretative account must be judged solely by internal criteria such
as plausibility, coherence, consistency, comprehensiveness, and aesthetics
(Stolorow, Brandchaft, and Atwood, 1987). This claim coheres with a more
general belief that notions of scientific causality are misplaced in domains
of inquiry where multiple interpretations are equally plausible (Schafer,
1980). However, Kline (1990) points out that while this may be true for
“closed” systems, those unrelated to something beyond themselves, such as
the interpretation of a Beethoven sonata (cf. Sharpe, 1988), it does not apply
to systems that have an external referent, a sphere of activity beyond the
interpretation which can be used to compare it with other explanations and
by which it can be appraised. Such “open” systems include psychoanalytic
interpretations, whose explicatory claims—for instance, those cast in terms
of Oedipal conflict in childhood leading to current social difficulties—can
be tested by observation, comparison, and evaluation, the essence of tradi-
tional scientific inquiry (Wolpert, 1992). Most, if not all, interpretations of
consumer behavior fall unambiguously into this “open system” category:
empirical correspondence remains an important criterion of the validity of
such interpretations.

In light of these considerations, the distinction between positivistic sci-
ence and interpretation is a convenience at best, denoting a series of method-
ological perspectives ranging from those most amenable to intersubjective
agreement to those that rest to a greater extent on the viewpoint of the indi-
vidual investigator. No stable discipline, it appears, can avoid either a body
of consensually agreed “data,” “facts,” or “knowledge,” or a conceptual
and explanatory scheme that relies upon an interpretive extrapolation of
that basic corpus. As we turn from this somewhat abstract consideration to
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a specific philosophy of behavioral science, radical behaviorism, it becomes
apparent that this dichotomy is an essential element even in an extremely
positivistic natural science. More important from the viewpoint of sub-
stantive consumer research is the possibility that a plausible interpretative
amount of purchase and consumption, hitherto overlooked, can be derived
from this initially highly positivistic system.

A PLACE FOR POSITIVISM

Three reasons emerge why positivism in general and radical behavior-
ism in particular should feature in methodologically pluralistic consumer
research. First, if the aim is to generate as comprehensive a critical interplay
as possible, it is counter-productive to omit any viable explanatory system.
As noted, in general, such omission restricts the types of question that can
be asked; in the specific context of the radical behaviorism which is so
frequently omitted from inquiry in consumer research, it severely limits
the types of question that can be asked about the environmental and his-
torical determination of behavior. Contrary to the view that behaviorism
has been superseded by successive paradigms such as cognitive science, it
remains an active intellectual inquiry especially with respect to so-called
mental phenomena such as thinking, reasoning, and rule-following (Hayes,
1989; Hayes and Chase, 1991). But, even if this were not the case, it would
be necessary now to invent radical behaviorism in order to ask the full
array of questions about consumer choice necessary to a comprehensive
pluralistic inquiry. Psychology in general studies the individual as an ahis-
torical being; it de-emphasizes culture, history, and context. Cognitive psy-
chology, still the dominant paradigm of consumer research, for instance,
focuses exclusively upon the putative internal representations of the mind.
Other structural schools of psychology give excessive weight to intraindi-
vidual factors such as genetic makeup, personality, and psychological con-
stitution. But human behavior is not solely a matter of such organo-centric
activities and processes as thinking and constitutional development: it is
vitally shaped by what has happened to the individual, his or her prior
behavior, and the consequences it has produced. The use of hermeneutical
and other interpretive methods in consumer behavior has equally tended
to abstract behavior from its historical and contextual antecedents. A full
explanation of consumer behavior cannot be conceived or undertaken in
the absence of this recognition and a concentrated attempt to overcome the
lack of a contextual perspective. Second, social science cannot be entirely
hermeneutical in the narrow sense of trying to account for or understand
behavior in the absence of any reference to systems labeled “positivist.”
Even consumer researchers who have argued that positivism and interpre-
tation lead to incommensurable outcomes (Ozanne and Hudson, 1989)
may see a place for both. It is hopefully shown in this chapter that there is
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a more subtle relationship between positivism and interpretation than this
allows. Third, so developed a paradigm as radical behaviorism has more
to offer the growth of knowledge and understanding in consumer research
than prescriptions for more effective retailing and minor components of
grand theories. The epistemological basis offered by this philosophy of
behavioral science, allied to the interpretive innovations proposed in this
chapter, can provide consumer research with an alternative comprehensive
model of purchase and consumption which promises both a new empirical
and theoretical research program and a broader synthesis.

Several positivistically inclined disciplines which enjoy general appli-
cation in social science, such as micro-economics, cognitivism, and psy-
chometrics, have contributed extensively to consumer research. However,
while behaviorism receives intermittent mention in marketing and con-
sumer research, its contribution usually has been confined to the tactical
management of promotional stimuli. The possibility that behaviorism pro-
vides an explanatory base for consumer behavior has often been explicitly
ruled out of consideration. As a result, the unique explicatory stance of
behaviorism, in which the causes of behavior are sought in a controlling
environment rather than in intrapersonal states and processes, has been
overlooked at a time when consumer research has increasingly encouraged
methodological pluralism. Radical behaviorism has been especially denied
epistemological consideration: indeed, the ontological and methodologi-
cal implications of this paradigm (Skinner, 1938, 1950, 1963, 1974) have
been explicitly rejected by authors who have expressed a preference for
cognitive-behavioral theories such as those of Bandura (1977) and Staats
(1975). This reluctance to bring radical behaviorism into the mainstream
of consumer research is understandable on one level: the paradigm appears
to have enjoyed its heyday in the 1940s and 1950s, only to be eclipsed by
the cognitive science that emerged so strongly in the 1960s and which
has dominated psychology ever since (Baars, 1986; Dennett, 1987; Lea-
hey, 1987; Mandler, 1985). The uncompromisingly anti-cognitivist stance
of radical behaviorism’s founder may also have contributed: just a few
days before his death, Skinner referred to cognitivism as “the creation-
ism of psychology” (Vargas, 1990, p. 409). Few consumer researchers, or
other social scientists, would presumably wish to controvert the prevailing
self-image of our age, the post-Enlightenment view of men and women in
charge of their destiny and liberty though the exercise of their rationality
(Gay, 1966), by embracing so extreme an environmental determinism as
that of radical behaviorism.

It may also be that a discipline whose members are increasingly aware of
the implications of hermeneutical method find little to attract them in a phi-
losophy of psychology that is so evidently positivistic in outlook, so intent
on modeling its research methods on those found in the natural/physical
sciences, and, apparently, passé. This chapter contends, nevertheless, that
if consumer researchers genuinely are concerned to develop a pluralistic
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discipline which fully recognizes the value of alternative interpretational
stances, radical behaviorism can no longer be denied its place in our epis-
temological canon. For, as is argued, far from being a paradigm that social
science can disregard, radical behaviorism remains an intellectually chal-
lenging framework within which to comprehend human behavior, including
those actions such as thinking, reasoning, and meaning which have conven-
tionally fallen within the domain of cognitive science and hermeneutics.
The results of the analysis may also surprise even those consumer research-
ers whose primary methodological and ontological preference tends toward
naive realism and positivism. The following sections consider the ontologi-
cal and methodological implications of radical behaviorism (Skinner, 1974)
in the context of debate in consumer research about the roles of science
and interpretation. As noted, radical behaviorism is chosen to illumine this
debate because it rests upon a far more extremely positivistic basis than
the logical empiricism which many interpretive consumer researchers have
attacked (but which is actually more similar to their approved position than
some of them imagined [Hunt, 1991]). Machian positivism, on which radi-
cal behaviorism is founded, deserves the attention of consumer researchers
who would encourage pluralism because it is a major explanatory system
hitherto overlooked. More important for the present purpose, however, is
the interaction of scientific and interpretive functions that even this extreme
positivistic position reveals and requires. While radical behaviorism pro-
vides a naturalistic account of behavior in laboratory and other relatively
simple contexts, its role in the interpretation of complex human conduct
raises many of the issues of method, validity, and reliability inherent in the
hermeneutic task. It has been asserted previously that “open” explanatory
systems, both positivistic and non-positivistic, derive a warrant for the con-
clusions they assert from observed reality. The chapter examines the impli-
cations of a system whose warrant is based on rigorous experimentation
rather than, as is often claimed of hermeneutic accounts, solely on criteria
such as internal consistency, aesthetics, elegance, or persuasiveness.

SCIENCE AND METASCIENCE IN RADICAL BEHAVIORISM

The problems of interpretation cluster around two issues: the nature
of reality and the nature of measurement. Philosophers of science
have latterly been busy explaining that science is about correlating
phenomena or acquiring power to manipulate them. They stress the
theory-laden character of our pictures of the world and the extent
to which scientists are said to be influenced in their thinking by the
social factor of the spirit of the age. Such accounts cast doubt on
whether an understanding of reality is to be conceived of as the pri-
mary goal of science or the actual nature of its achievement. These
comments from the touchline may well contain points of value about
the scientific game. They should not, however, cause us to neglect the
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observations of those who are actually players. The overwhelming
impression of the participants is that they are investigating the way
things are. Discovery is the name of the game. The pay-off for the
rigours and longueurs of scientific research is the consequent gain
in understanding of the way the world is constructed. Contemplat-
ing the sweep of the development of some field of science can only
reinforce that feeling.

—]J. C. Polkinghorne (1984, pp. 1-2).

Ontology and Methodology

Radical behaviorism is inextricably bound up with the scientific career
of B. F. Skinner (1904-1990), who founded and developed this philoso-
phy of psychology (Skinner, 1938, 1950, 1953, 1963, 1974). Fundamen-
tal characteristics of his work include a positivism based upon biological
economy and expediency, and an insistence upon inductive generalization,
coupled with avoidance of any formalistic approach to scientific discovery.
This includes even a refusal to formally design experiments: open curios-
ity rather than deliberate confinement of the possibilities for behavior pat-
terns to emerge was the intended guiding principle (Skinner, 1956). None of
this implies that radical behaviorism is value-free or theory-independent, or
that Skinner’s experimental space was a tabula rasa on which truth could
spontaneously emerge. By the time he commenced work in psychology,
at the graduate level at Harvard in 1928, the basis of radical behavior-
ist interpretation had been laid; it reflected Skinner’s intellectual growth
to that point which had encompassed elements of Baconian, Darwinian,
Watsonian, and Russellian thought (Skinner, 1976), all of which inclined
it toward environmental behaviorism. It was soon to add elements of the
philosophies of science of P. Bridgman (1927) and E. Mach ([1896] 1959).
A biographer (Bjork, 1993) even raises the possibility that Skinner’s later
emphasis on the efficacy of positive reinforcement over punishment derived
from aspects of his upbringing.

The paradigm inaugurated by Skinner (1938, 1945, 1963), “the
experimental analysis of behavior,” consists of three separable elements
(Blackman, 1980): operant conditioning, in which environmental factors
determine the rate at which responses occur (Skinner, 1938)—see Box
3.1; a single subject research strategy, which proceeds inductively through
the intensive analysis of individual behavior rather than the testing of
deductive hypotheses by intergroup statistical comparisons (Skinner,
1950, 1961, 1969); and radical behaviorism, which explains behavior,
including thought and other “cognitive” activity, by reference to contin-
gent environmental stimuli rather than by intrapersonal states and events
such as moods and attitudes (Skinner, 1974). (By “contingent” it is meant
that the occurrence of the behavior now or in the future depends upon its
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having been followed in the past by consequential environmental events
that have reinforced or rewarded it.) Radical behaviorism is the metathe-
ory of the paradigm, that is, “a philosophy of science concerned with the
subject matter and methods of psychology” (Skinner, 1963, p. 951, 1974,
p. 3). Explanation in radical behaviorism consists in identifying the envi-
ronmental elements that control the rate at which a response is emitted
(Skinner, 1950) and, as the empirical analysis takes account of increas-
ingly complex contingencies between discriminative stimuli, responses,
and reinforcing/punishing stimuli, it is said to replace cognitive and other
“mentalistic” explanations in terms of personality traits, attitudes, pur-
poses, and intentions (Skinner, 1971, p. 18).

Behaviorism, in general, is an exploration of “what it means for psy-
chology to be a natural science” (Zuriff, 1985, p. 8), a quest based on
the twin criteria of empiricalness (scientific facts are derived through the

Box 3.1 The essence of operant behaviorism.

Treatments of operant conditioning are available in texts on learning
(e.g., Catania, 1992a; Gordon, 1989; Lieberman, 1993; Schwartz,

1989). The paradigm is defined by the “three-term contingency”:

SP — R — SR where S? is the reinforcing consequence of a response, R,
and SP is a discriminative stimulus which does not elicit R (as it does

an unconditioned stimulus in classical conditioning) but simply sets the
occasions for reinforcement contingent upon the emission of the response,
R. Despite the separability of the three components of this paradigm,
radical behaviorist explanation rests in practice on the findings of operant
conditioning experiments which show that the contingent consequences
of behavior come in shape and maintain it. The “contingencies of
reinforcement” which provide the basis of explanation comprise the
behavior in question, the setting conditions in which it occurs (composed
of discriminatory stimuli that signal an opportunity for reinforcement),
those of its consequences that influence the rate at which it repeated,

and the relationships among all of these. The discriminative stimulus,
responses, and reinforcing/punishing consequence, each of which is a class
rather than a single event, make up the fundamental explanatory device,
the “three-term contingency.”

Operant behaviorism is not, therefore, a stimulus-response (S-R)
psychology (cf. classical conditioning). While radical behaviorism
describes behavior as coming under stimulus control when responses are
reinforced differentially in the presence of separate antecedent stimuli,
the relationship between a discriminative stimulus and a response does
not involve automatic elicitation of reflexive behavior. The discriminative
stimulus alters the probability of a response by announcing the availability
of reinforcement that is dependent on the emission of that response.
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senses, wherever possible in the form of controlled experimental observa-
tion) and objectivity (independent of the individual preferences of the inves-
tigator, leading to publicly unambiguous findings rather than subjective
interpretations) (p. 9). (Radical behaviorism, as is shown next, diverges
somewhat from the latter criterion in principle, though much of its practice
has endeavored to conform.) The result should be an intellectual exercise
which is continuous with the rest of science, particularly, in the case of
radical behaviorism, with biology (Smith, 1986).

The ontology and methodology of radical behaviorism are summarized
in Boxes 3.2 and 3.3 which regroup the twelve essential characteristics of
this explanatory system proposed by Delprato and Midgley (1992). Onto-
logically, radical behaviorism proposes that the explanandum of psychol-
ogy is behavior and that its controlling variables are to be found in the
extrapersonal environment. Current behavior is a function of the environ-
mental consequences produced by similar actions in the past, though it may
come under the control of immediately antecedent stimuli that signal simi-
lar consequences (the “three-term contingency”). Radical behaviorism is a
materialistic philosophy: the universe is physical, and Cartesian notions of
a mind-body duality are rejected. Changes to the organism and its behavior
are biological, the result of an evolutionary past (the phylogenic history of
the individual) and of a personal history of learning acquired during the
lifetime of the individual (its ontogenic development). Operant behavior—
to which most animal and human responses belong—that which operates
on the environment, thereby producing consequences (rewards and punish-
ments) that control its future rate of occurrence, includes language, think-
ing, consciousness, and science. The explanatory system applies, therefore,
to all behavior which is not the direct result of evolutionary “contingen-
cies of survival” or classical conditioning. Operant learning principles thus
apply to “private” as well as “public” behaviors.

The methodology of radical behaviorism is intended to contribute to
the prediction and control of behavior rather than its “understanding.”
Its explanation is descriptive rather than abstracted and theoretical, con-
sisting in functional analysis which links behavior (always the dependent
variable) to the independent (environmental) variables that control its rate
of emission. Two such functional relationships are identifiable: respondent
(Skinner’s term for the response class occurring in classical conditioning)
and operant (the response class relevant to operant or instrumental con-
ditioning). This methodology requires searching for the laws that govern
behavior-environment relationships, a deterministic stance. It is the envi-
ronment, therefore, that selects behavior, not the individual who is simply
a locus for the operation of “selection by consequences.” Finally, psychol-
ogy is reducible to biological terms in the sense that humans are zoologi-
cal entities, but neither biology nor any other “lower level” discipline is
adequate to account entirely for behavior. Behavior analysis is a discipline
in its own right.
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Box 3.2 Epistemological basis of radical behaviorism: Ontology.

Behavior as the Subject Matter

Behaviorism is uncompromising in its insistence that behavior is the
proper focus of psychological inquiry. Watson, the founder of the
movement, wrote, “Psychology as the behaviorist sees it is a purely
objective experimental branch of natural science. Its theoretical goal is
the prediction and control of behavior. Introspection forms no essential
part of its methods, nor is the scientific value of data dependent upon
the readiness with which they lend themselves to interpretation in terms
of consciousness” (1913, p. 58). Behavior as Skinner defined it is the
“action of the whole organism” (19735, p. 144) rather than that of any
of its parts such as the actions of a muscle group. It is what the organism
does (Skinner, 1938, p. 6) and is evident from the observation of the
organism in relationship with its environment (Delprato and Midgley,
1992). Behaviorism is a subject matter in its own right and is neither an
indication nor a confirmation of the existence of mental activity. “When
you are studying behavior, don’t claim to be studying something else:
whether it’s the operation of the cerebral cortex or cognition” (Smith,
1986, p. 272-275). Behavior may, however, take place within the
organism in the form of perception, knowing, thinking, and so on.

The Locus of Behavioral Control

The “initiating causes of behavior are to be found solely within the
environment” (Skinner, 1988c p. 73). The crucial variables are not
found within the organism, though private, verbal events—which
presumably take place within the skin—may act to signal the availability
of reinforcement contingent upon the emission of a particular response,
that is, as discriminative stimuli. These private events might conceivably
be spoken of as proximate causes of behavior or catalysts for specific
responses. But this still amounts to non-mental causation since what

is within the individual is as physical as the external environment of
behavior. The internal event is itself the product of environmental
control, a response subject to reinforcing and punishing contingencies.
Environmental causation includes genetic prefiguring.

Stimulus Control of Operant Behavior

Although operant behavior is shaped and maintained by its consequences
(more accurately, the consequences that similar behavior has generated in
the past), pre-behavioral stimuli play a part. Stimuli that are frequently
paired with reinforcers/punishers and which occur immediately before the
response in question come to signal the consequences of responding, to
set the occasion for a response. They are known as discriminative stimuli
because in their presences the organism discriminates (behaviorally) by

(continued)
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Box 3.2 (continued)

emitting only that response which has previously been followed by either
reinforcement or the avoidance/escape from aversive consequences.
Discriminative stimuli have no power to elicit responses as antecedent
stimuli elicit respondents. An antecedent stimulus may, however, come to
control an operant response in the sense that it is followed by the response
even though no reinforcement has been forthcoming on the previous several
occasions; however, it retains such power of discriminative control only if
it is paired more or less frequently with the reinforcer. Moreover, its power
is determined by the previously acting contingencies of reinforcement

and punishment which determine the learning history of the organism.
The basic paradigm of operant conditioning and of radical behaviorist
explanation is the “three-term contingency” consisting of a discriminative
stimulus, a response, and its reinforcing or punishing consequences.

Materialism

Skinner denies that there are non-physical events or causes which are
essentially mental. This is not to deny that, for instance, thoughts,
perceptions, knowing, understanding, consciousness, and meaning exist,
but it is to redefine them ontologically as behaviors. It is feasible to
provide a comprehensive explanation of behavior without departing from
the material realm.

Box 3.3 Epistemological basis of radical behaviorism: Methodology.

Purpose of Science

The purpose of science is prediction and control rather than the speculative
theorizing and the testing of deductive hypotheses. Skinner’s approach

to theory rejected “any explanation of an observed fact which appeals to
events taking place somewhere else, at some other level of observation,
described in different terms, and measured, if at all, in different dimensions”
(1950, p. 193). Such other events are often no more than “explanatory
fictions” which bring inquiry to a premature end. But Skinner is in favor

of theory of another kind, that is, empirically based and leading to sound
interventions to solve practical problems. The hallmark of such theorization
is pragmatism rather than intersubjective agreement among scholars.

Functional Analysis

The purpose of psychology, which is unequivocally an experimental
science, is the isolation of reliable relations between environment (the
independent variable) and behavior (the dependent). The aim is to

(continued)
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Box 3.3 (continued)

establish functional relationships, those which “occur when a change

in an independent variable results in a change in a dependent variable”
(Delprato and Midgley, 1992). Functional analysis is thus concerned to
establish three basic facts of observation, the circumstances under which
behavior occurs and reliably varies being its controlling variables.

Classification of Behavior into Respondent and Operant

Skinner (1938) reaffirmed the phenomenon of classical (Pavlovian)
conditioning, renaming its subject matter in the process as respondent
conditioning. Respondents are responses elicited by prior stimuli; the
pairing is the basis of stimuli; the pairing is the basis of stimulus-response
(S-R) psychology. Respondent behavior is essentially reflexive and is
sometimes referred to as involuntary. The relationship between stimulus
and response implies a mechanical kind of causation (Delprato and
Midgley, 1992). Operant behavior is behavior which operates upon the
environment to produce consequences which determine the response’s
future rate of occurrence (Skinner, 1953, p. 65, 1971, p. 18). It is emitted
by the organism and is sometimes somewhat misleadingly referred to as
“voluntary.” While it is not reflexive (“involuntary”) behavior, it is still
under the control of environmental variables, although these are sometimes
difficult to detect, giving rise to the notion that the behavior is independent
of the environmental stimuli that control it. Such functional relationships
are described as response-stimulus (R-S). Identifying and describing the
contingent relationships between a response and its reinforcing or punishing
consequences are the essence of functional analysis.

Determinism

The scientific enterprise is deterministic, and its application to human
behavior demands, no less than in any other sphere of scientific
investigation, that behavior be shown to be lawful; prediction and control
would be impossible if it were not so (Skinner, 1953, p. 6). Within this
empirical epistemology, cause and effect relationships were reduced

to correlations between observations and independent and dependent
variables. Skinner’s doctoral thesis, which was entirely theoretical,
redefined stimuli and responses as correlation (rather than in terms of

the “push” of the stimulus). Far from a system of mechanistic causation,
therefore, radical behaviorism relies on functional relationships.

Organism as the Locus of Biological Change

The individual has been changed by his or her histories—evolutionary
and environmental. Evolution has provoked physiological changes in the
organism, including a propensity to be conditioned by the environment

(continued)
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Box 3.3 (continued)

during the course of one’s lifetime. In a complementary way, operant
conditioning changes the individual biologically. Radical behaviorism is
not, therefore, an “empty organism” philosophy. But the inner changes
which correlate with behavioral changes are biological rather than
cognitive. There is thus no reason to posit internalization, information
processing, internal representations, storage, and so on, to account

for behavior. Since none of these is amenable to biological analysis,
cognitivism amounts to “premature physiology” (Skinner, 1986).

Generality of Behavioral Principles

The principles of respondent and operant conditioning are held by radical
behaviorists to account for all animal and human behavior including that
which is private—thinking, reasoning, knowing, understanding, and so on.
Because reflex behavior constitutes such a small proportion of the repertoire of
all animals, comparatively little attention is accorded respondent conditioning.
By far the greater proportion is given to the psychology of the operant,
commensurate with the greater proportion of behavior which is of this kind.
Operant psychology thus provides an account of behavior that is unique

to humans—the acquisition and use of language, that is, verbal behavior.
Operant behavior in humans is of two broad kinds: contingency shaped, that
is, determined by direct contact with the environment; and rule governed, that
is, determined by verbal descriptions of contingencies. The analysis of verbal
behavior and rule governance often relies on the inference of private events
which are not directly amenable to objective scientific investigation.

Consequential Causality

Radical behaviorist explanation, the inevitable outcome of its ontology and
methodology, is based on the selection of behavior by the environment on
which it operates. The process is treated as homologous with that of natural
selection: “Just as genetic characteristics which arise as mutations are selected or
discarded through reinforcement,” the assumption of “consequential causality”
(Delprato and Midgley, 1992, p. 1517) is consistent with the rejection of
mechanistic causation, including that of stimulus-response (S-R) psychology.

Reduction

The radical behaviorist position on reductionism is ambiguous. Delprato
and Midgley (1992) point out that Skinner (1947, p. 31, 1975, p. 42,
1974, p. 215) embraced the possibility that physiologists would eventually
produce a biological basis to which the phenomena of behavior analysis
would be reducible. However, he also claimed that behavior analysis was a
field in its own right, behavior an independent subject matter (1938, p. 433,
1961, p. 64, 1975, pp. 42—44). Perhaps Skinner’s contention that operant
psychologists were setting an agenda for physiological research (e.g., 1974,
p. 215) was a means of reconciling these ideas, acknowledging that biology
would one day substantiate behaviorism, which keeping behavior analysts
free to pursue their own science at a higher level of analysis.
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MACHIAN POSITIVISM

The radical behaviorist program was from its inception concerned to
establish positive knowledge and avoid metaphysical speculation, to be
demonstrably effective in the prediction and control of behavior rather
than speculate about its supposed—Dbut unverifiable by sense data—inner
causes. The objection to inner causes, whether mental, neural, or hypo-
thetical, is that they may prove no more than “explanatory fictions” which
merely re-describe observations and, by offering a spurious explanation,
bring inquiry to a premature end. The naive realism of the stance assumes
no distinction between appearance to the scientific eye and reality (Zur-
iff, 1985, p. 250). The methodological program of radical behaviorism is
derived directly from these premises: a science of behavior proceeds induc-
tively, seeking functional relationships between environment and behavior,
empirical regularities allowing both prediction and control, rather than
theoretical sophistication based on hypothetico-deductive speculation
(Skinner, 1969, pp. vii—xii).

The strongest influence on Skinner’s philosophy of scientific psychology
was the physicist E. Mach ([1893] 1974, [1896] 1959, [1905] 1976). Machian
positivism understands cause in terms of the functional dependence of phe-
nomena, “for that is all that can be observed” (Zuriff, 1985, p. 2635; see also
Smith, 1986, p. 185). Explanation is understood as description of what is
directly available to experience and must not include reference to an unob-
servable realm of putative causes or to theoretical terms alleged to describe
them. For Mach, “a valid explanation is nothing more than an economi-
cal abstract description of experience” (Zuriff, 1985, p. 265). In the same
vein, Bridgman (1927), to whose thought Skinner was introduced in 1929,
refused to entertain any role for unobservables in scientific investigation
and explanation (Bjork, 1993, p. 99). Transferring this idea to the reflexive
sphere of psychological investigation, Skinner found another justification for
the parsimonious approach: theoretical entities, hypotheses, and unobserv-
ables deflected the scientist from the goals of prediction and control. The
functional method avoided both hypothetico-deductivism and the tempta-
tion to interpose “explanatory fictions” between observer and observed; the
scientist was thus more quickly rewarded for undertaking the painstaking
tasks of investigation, his or her behavior more effectively reinforced by dis-
covery (Zuriff, 1985, p. 260). Machian positivism, coupled with the Baco-
nian insistence on empiricism led Skinner to a methodology of science that
stressed “observation, classification, the gradual inductive establishment of
laws, and the avoidance of over-generalization and metaphysical dogma”
(Zuriff, 1985, p. 264). Mach had emphasized the continuity of science and
the everyday working behavior of the craftsman: laws and concepts were
therefore viewed as historically conditioned and contingent. The whole meth-
odological approach is based on the belief that the investigator can separate
the “genuine experiential import” of observations from any “superfluous
metaphysical meanings” he or she might have been conditioned to “see.” At
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one level, Mach’s positivism was concerned with the parsimonious descrip-
tion of current facts (i.e., observations), but it was rooted in post-Darwinian
evolutionary explanation. Science was believed to have evolved in order to
make human adaptation and survival more probable; insofar as science made
human control of the environment surer, it “promoted the survival of the spe-
cies” (Bjork, 1993, p. 100). Hence Mach’s criterion of scientific success was
the extent to which knowledge facilitated the adaptation of the individual to
its environment. Knowledge and truth thus were defined biologically rather
than philosophically.

Nevertheless, there is clearly some confusion over the nature of the posi-
tivism that underlies radical behaviorism. Perhaps because both Skinner’s
system and the early logical positivism of the Vienna Circle stemmed from
Mach—the group was initially known as the Verein Ernst Mach—and
because of Skinner’s passing interest in logical positivism during the thir-
ties, radical behaviorism has often been portrayed as founded on logical
positivism or the more sophisticated logical empiricism derived from it.
Two full-length treatments by psychologists have assumed the connection
(Koch, 1964; Mackenzie, 1977). However, as Smith comments, “Far from
being a logical positivism, Skinner’s positivism is grounded in biological
expedience” (1986, p. 275). The logical positivists sought a philosophy of
science compatible with the revolutions in physics brought about by the
advent of quantum mechanics and relatively theory. These theories explicitly
employed unobservables to explain physical phenomena at the atomic level;
scientific facts were no longer based on direct observation of nature but
depended on the frame of reference adopted by the scientist (Moore, 1985).
Logical positivism initially accepted as axiomatic that (i) the sole route to
knowledge was scientific method, (ii) metaphysical speculation deserved no
place in scientific inquiry and explanation, and (iii) science required physi-
calist definitions based on intersubjective agreement on observations and
measurements. The logical positivists’ verifiability principle (Ayer, 1936)
contended that statements were meaningful only if they were either analyti-
cal, for instance, definitional statements assumed by scientists, or synthetic,
that is, they led to empirically testable deductions, “predictions that could
be matched against sense data” (Moore, 19835, p. 55). This epistemological
orientation is highly formalistic in its adoption of hypothetico-deductivism
as the route to knowledge: scientific explanation was commensurate with
scientific predictability. Logical positivism was also virtually synonymous
with operationism: scientific concepts were expected to correspond descrip-
tively to the experimental operations by which they were measured.

Radical behaviorism has several elements in common with this earlier
logical positivism. As noted, Skinner readily accepted that scientific expla-
nation consisted of generalizable descriptive statements and that concepts
should be construed in observational terms (Moore, 1985, p. 56); hence
he rejected explanations that appealed to a non-observational dimension,
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emphasized the quantitative description of actual phenomena, and accorded
central importance to practical matters arising from the prediction, manip-
ulation, and control of events. However, there are several key points of
divergence between logical positivism and radical behaviorism. Radical
behaviorism is anti-formalist, vehemently rejecting a hypothetico-deductive
logic of inquiry (Skinner, 1969), which certainly characterized the logical
empiricists between 1938 and 1971 (Churchland, 1986, pp. 254-255). Fur-
ther, Skinner’s operationism concentrated on the analysis of the research
practice of the scientist (this is, consistent with the principles of biologi-
cal economy, pragmatism, and adaptation found in Mach’s philosophy),
as compared with the logical physicalism inherent in the positivism of the
Vienna Circle which required the intersubjective judgment of the scientific
community to establish knowledge. Skinner subordinated logic to psychol-
ogy: while logical positivists conceived science as “a linguistic phenomenon
dealing with the logical syntax of language,” radical behaviorism viewed
science psychologically (in terms of the observed behavior of the scientist)
and ultimately from a Darwinian functionalist perspective (Smith, 1986,
p. 46). Most important of all is that, despite its initial concern with direct
observation and operationism, logical empiricism came to incorporate
non-physical events in order to increase its predictive accuracy. We have
seen that Skinner always rejected an unobservable dimension, necessary
to explanation of the observable. Moreover, whereas logical empiricism,
when it was applied in psychology, came to distinguish a mental from a
physical realm, Skinner spoke always of public and private events, both of
which were physical in nature. That private events such as thoughts and
feelings exist “within the skin” makes no difference to their ontological
status (Skinner, 1974).

In this respect, radical behaviorism differs fundamentally from other
forms of behaviorism and from cognitivism. Methodological behaviorism,
for instance, insists on truth by (intersubjective) agreement and thus cannot
deal with private events; it labels concern with the nature of thoughts and
emotions as metaphysical speculation. Radical behaviorism accepts such
private events as both real and part of its subject matter even though they
are accessible to only one person, and it construes them as physical events,
responses subject to similar environmental influences to those that control
observable behaviors. They remain, therefore, within a scientific purview.
Moore sums up the vital difference:

The logical positivists and operationalists assumed license to construct
any kind of entity and hence they kept in psychology all the old men-
talistic explanatory fictions. Instead, Skinner argued, the doctrines of
logical positivism and operationism should be employed to assess the
extent to which terms were or weren’t derived from actual contact with
experimental operations. (1985, p. 58; cf. Phillips, 1992)
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In summary, the positivism on which radical behaviorism is based is not
logical empiricism with its inclusion of unobservables and consequent sci-
entific realist ontology. Rather, it is a far more extreme positivism based on
the original Machian view that science is description.

PRAGMATISM AS CRITERION OF TRUTH

The key to the entire philosophy of psychology espoused by radical behav-
iorism, which underlies both its scientific stance and its approach to inter-
pretation, is its ultimate ontological position, pragmatism. It is by this that
both the validity of its scientific endeavors in the laboratory and field exper-
imentation and the interpretations of complex behaviors it bases on those
endeavors must be appraised. Despite the extreme positivism radical behav-
iorism espouses, it is not concerned with the problem of scientific realism.
In a tradition deriving from C. Peirce and W. James, it is pragmatic rather
than realist, concerned not with discovering how an objectively available
world is constituted and how it behaves but with what the world enables
the investigator to accomplish. It is this underlying guideline to research
that accounts for radical behaviorism’s economy of conceptualization and
communication, its view of the behavior of the scientist as the invention of
rules under operant control, its stress on prediction and control as criteria
of scientific truth, and its equating of explanation with description (Baum,
1994). Skinner’s extreme pragmatism has no place for absolute truth; the
criterion of relative truth (that is, relative to a particular historical and cur-
rent context) is expediency or success (Morris, 1991); “good” and “right”
are defined in terms of the capacity to reinforce (Zuriff, 1985, pp. 259-260).
Since radical behaviorism thus avoids the question of whether there is a real
world and how such a world must be approached, it is not concerned with
issues of objectivity and subjectivity and the need to explain the world of
observation by reference to a hidden world of explanation that lies beyond
it. The requirement of science that description be economical leads to pre-
cise and rigorous methods of observation, though the entire enterprise is
contingent upon what can be spoken of in the terms devised by the scientist,
the most useful ways to talk about behavior, rather than on observation for
its own sake. The emphasis is on devising concepts and terms that lead to
control of behavior; constructs and principles which do not prove success-
ful in this regard are discarded (Grant and Evans, 1994, pp. 8-9; see also
Day, 1980; Skinner, 1957, 1969). This is the source of the theory-ladenness
of radical behaviorism: its confinement of scientific discourse to the terms
of the three-term contingency and its presupposition that behavior can be
usefully spoken of in terms of its elements, period. Hence description can
embrace private events such as thinking and reasoning as long as these are
cast as behaviors in their own right and not accorded any causal status.
Knowledge too must be understood and evaluated in relation to its function
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(Zuriff, 1985, p. 257). However, the description, prediction, and control
which behavior analysis seeks in order to demonstrate understanding and
knowing is not necessarily that which leads to social engineering. Rather,
the epistemological (as opposed to practical) prediction and control on
which radical behaviorist pragmatism relies is first and foremost a question
of demonstrating that behavior is a function of environmental factors (dis-
criminative and reinforcing stimuli), and this can be accomplished experi-
mentally: “That is, we understand behavior to the extent that we know
how it works—knowledge gained through its analysis, a refined sense of
‘successful’ working” (Morris 1991, p. 131).

FROM SCIENCE TO INTERPRETATION

The research output of behavior analysts demonstrates comprehensively
the environmental control of simple behaviors under experimental condi-
tions. Any basic learning text details the achievements of the experimental
analysis of animal behavior (e.g., Catania, 1992a; Lieberman, 1993), and
research volumes (e.g., Blackman and Lejeune, 1990; Chase and Parrott,
1986; Hayes, 1989; Hayes and Chase, 1991) catalog progress in human
operant experiments, especially those involving verbal behavior. The capac-
ity of behavior analysts to bring operant behavior under stimulus control
under laboratory conditions is not in doubt. But only a small proportion
of behavior is amenable to rigorous experimental investigation: the bulk of
(assumed) human operant behavior, that maintained by complex contin-
gencies, eludes this technique (Kline, 1989). Yet none of this has impeded
the claims of prescriptive and applied operant psychology in such realms
of human activity as education, therapy, language acquisition, and even the
design of cultures (Skinner, 1953, 1971). In behavioral domains such as
these, which lie beyond the rigor of experimental control, radical behavior-
ism offers an account based on the extension of behavior principles gained
in the analysis of simpler, more amenable contexts (the operant laboratory)
to the wider realm. Perhaps the best-known example of radical behavior-
ist interpretation is found in Skinner’s Verbal Behavior, in the introduc-
tion to which he points out that the interpretive method relies upon “an
orderly arrangement of well-known facts, in accordance with a formula-
tion of behavior derived from an experimental analysis of a more rigorous
sort” (1957, p. 11). The warrant for such an account is constructed from
the experimental analysis of behavior in simpler contexts; such an account
is less than complete insofar as it alludes to contingencies that can only be
analogously inferred, not directly observed and measured. Its plausibility
derives from the principles gained in the experimental analysis of behavior
and the assumption of continuity between the experimental conditions and
those in which the interpreted behavior occurs. The resulting interpretive
account falls short of the requirements of a radical behaviorist explanation;
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“merely useful,” its truth or falsity cannot be ascertained with the certainty
available to the experimental scientist (Skinner, 1988b, p. 364).

Radical behaviorists claim that their science does not differ in this respect
from others, that all sciences interpret when they cannot explain (Bethle-
hem, 1987). Skinner defines interpretation as “the use of scientific terms and
principles in talking about facts about which too little is known to make
prediction and control possible. The theory of evolution is an example . . .”
(1988a, p. 207). The radical behaviorist interpretation of complex behavior
thus also resembles those that deal with the geophysics of the earth’s core,
or the astrophysics of the sun. None is provable but each builds plausibly on
the knowledge gained “under more favorable conditions” (Skinner, 1973,
p. 261, 1974, pp. 226-232, 1988a, p. 208). Beyond the acknowledgement
that radical behaviorism must interpret where it cannot explain, behavior
analysts have rarely considered what form interpretation might take, how it
should be evaluated and what implications it would have for prediction and
control (see, however, Lee, 1988). The objective of hermeneutical analysis
has been to uncover the meanings of remote texts and any appraisal of
the nature and contribution of radical behaviorist interpretation can be
reasonably expected to establish its credentials for conferring meaning.
A central tenet of radical behaviorism is that meaning—the meaning of
a response (Skinner, 1953, p. 36)—is to be found in its antecedents (the
individual’s learning history, plus current discriminative stimuli) and the
consequences they have portended (the independent variables that control
current responding).

These considerations are central to establishing what kind of account a
model of consumer behavior based on a critique of radical behaviorism can
offer. A severe indictment of the nature of a radical behaviorist account is
made by Geertz (1973, pp. 6-7) in his elaboration of Ryle’s (1968, 1971)
distinction between “thin” and “thick” description. Geertz claims that
radical behaviorism’s explicative capacity is exhausted while it is still at
the level of thin description, while anthropological interpretation requires
and is capable of providing thick description. In Ryle’s exposition of the
difference between these descriptive levels, he speaks of a wink as (i) an
involuntary muscle twitch, (ii) a conspiratorial signal, and (iii) a parody.
In each case, from the viewpoint of what Geertz calls “an [-am-a-camera,
‘phenomenalist’ observation,” a rapid contraction of an eyelid. But there
are important distinctions to be made. While a twitch is not intended to
communicate cultural meaning, a wink involves “communicating in a quite
precise and special way: (1) deliberately, (2) to someone in particular, (3) to
impart a particular message, (4) according to a socially established code,
and (5) without cognizance to the rest of the company” (Geertz, 1973,
p. 6). If a wink is executed as a parody of the involuntary action of the
twitcher, however, a whole new set of cultural meanings is embedded in

the blink of the eyelid.
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The point is that between what Ryle calls the “thin description” of
what the rehearser (parodist, winker, twitcher . . . ) is doing (“rapidly
contracting his right eyelid”) and the “thick description” of what he is
doing (“practicing a burlesque of a friend faking a wink to deceive an
innocent into thinking a conspiracy is in motion”) he’s the object of
ethnography. (p. 7)

Geertz’s contention is that radical behaviorism is confined to thin descrip-
tion through some kind of conceptual impoverishment that prevents the
behavioral scientist from appreciating the difference between what a cam-
era would record and a rich and full account of the observed activity, which
ascribes intentions, motives, meanings, and understandings to the actor
whose behavior is under scrutiny. He continues,

uncertain of his mimicking abilities, the would-be satirist may practice
at home before the mirror, in which case he is not twitching, winking,
or parodying, but rehearsing; though so far as what a camera, a radical
behaviorist, or a believer in protocol sentences would record he is just
rapidly contracting his right eyelid like all the others. (p. 7)

Geertz’s understanding of radical behaviorism appears confined to its
application to animal—and possibly human—responding in laboratory set-
tings. Yet the type of description necessarily offered by radical behaviorism
of behavior observed in the laboratory (the physical nature of which makes
it unquestionably thinnish) need not be that which it provides, in its inter-
pretive mode, of complex human behavior such as purchase and consump-
tion. Insofar as the interpretive basis of radical behaviorism derives from
the laboratory, however, the technique will always be subject to the criti-
cism that it assumes too close a continuity between laboratory and “real
life” environments. The next chapter therefore examines in detail issues
that impede the continuity of laboratory settings and the complex contin-
gencies that influence purchase and consumption. In each case, it argues
that the discontinuities can be overcome, and a plausible explanation given
of consumer behavior, through consideration of the meaning provided by
a radical behaviorist account. It is subsequently argued that meaning is a
property of the consumer situation and a behavior analytical model of this
construct is presented and applied to the classification and interpretation of
purchase and consumption.



4 The Meaning of Consumer
Behavior

Because semantic means are unconstrained, anything can be said of
or written about any other semantic act, about any other construct or
form of expressive signification. There is unbounded license of pos-
sible statement about each and every text, painting, statue, piece of
music and, in natural consequence, on each and every secondary or
tertiary comment or explication arising from them. Even as noth-
ing in our physiological equipment for articulation or in the lexicon
and rules of speech prevents us from uttering the irreparable and
the untrue, so there is no conceivable arrest, no internal or external
prohibition—except in the wholly contingent sense of censorship or
taboo—on the enunciation of any aesthetic proposition.

—George Steiner (1989, p. 60)

While, as Steiner points out, anything may be said, the aim of interpre-
tation must be to produce statements that can be evaluated by reference
to one or other reality system that is acceptable as having meaning and
relevance to that which is deciphered and translated. The heart of radical
behaviorism’s interpretive stance is its unique location of the meaning of
an act in the learning history of whoever performs it. Objective accounts
of the environmental contingencies that apparently control behavior are
frequently criticized on the grounds that they omit mention of the “subjec-
tive” appearance of settings and situations to the experimental participants
themselves. But the investigation of this individual reaction is, to the behav-
iorist, a question of observing and accounting for a person’s behavior within
the situation, including that person’s verbal accounts of what is going on.
This can be achieved only by reference to the individual’s environmental
histories (Skinner, 1974, p. 77), for the meaning of an operant response is
to be found in what has preceded it rather than in the current setting. It is
not found in the discriminative stimuli of the present setting, nor is it found
in the responses that take place there or in their outcomes. Rather, it can
be located only in the history of exposure to similar contingencies in the
past “in which similar settings have played a part” (p. 90). It consists in
“aspects of the contingencies which have brought behavior under the con-
trol of the current situation” (p. 91). Meaning is defined, therefore, not in
terms of the form or topography of a response, but in terms of its function,
which is determined by the individual’s learning history. The meaning of
a response is found in the past contingencies that control the topography
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of current behavior and that empower current antecedent (discriminative)
stimuli (p. 91). Topographies of behavior may resemble one another closely,
but the meanings of the behaviors may differ because similar topographies
can arise from different learning histories. Two customers may buy ties
from the same assistant in the same store on the same day, but the meaning
of doing so is quite different when the tie is bought as a present from when
it is bought for personal use. The meanings do not depend on the reinforcer
(say, an expensive formal tie bought as a present compared with a cheaper
plain tie bought for everyday use). Rather, it lies in the past contingencies
which make behavior in the current setting more probable if discriminative
stimuli signal that this behavior will produce the reinforcement in question.
In deciphering the meaning of verbal behavior, it is the “overall function
of the behavior [that] is crucial” (p. 92). The essence of verbal interaction
is that the listener is “disposed to respond” to a situation with which he or
she is not directly in touch; he or she is in touch with it only via the media-
tion of the speaker, whose verbal response enables the listener to respond.
Take a customer who is looking for a present for a relative’s birthday, who
cannot afford to pay more than £x. The sales assistant consults price lists
and announces what the product in question will cost. Having heard the
announcement, the listener is able to make the purchase. The elements of
the “three-term contingency” are split between two people:

Setting (S°) — R, [— %]
S - R —S®

where SP is a discriminative stimulus, R, the response of the speaker, R the
response of the listener, S* an aversive consequence, and S* a reinforcer.
The responses are controlled—and given meaning—by a network of
contingencies. The behavior of the listener is partly governed by a history of
being reinforced as a result of believing or trusting the word of salespersons
in similar settings (i.e., acting upon it). The speaker’s behavior is partly con-
trolled by aversive consequences: loss of a sale if the consumer’s request for
price information is not accurately and swiftly complied with. The salesper-
son may incur the anger of the customer if this information is not forthcom-
ing or a reprimand from a supervisor if it is not accurately and persuasively
given. Skinner points out that, for the speaker, meaning includes the stimu-
lus that controls his or her verbal response (the announcement)—that is,
the price figures printed in the list—and any “aversive aspects” removed
by the response (anger, reprimand, dismissal). For the listener, meaning is
similar to that of the price list if it were immediately available to him. It
also includes the contingencies involving the gift (perhaps mutual obliga-
tions to observe birthdays) which ensure that a response to either the price
list or the speaker’s announcement is probable. It follows that meanings are
not identical for both speaker and listener—pace communication theory.
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Nothing passes from the speaker to the listener in the form of a shared
meaning. “Meanings and referents are not to be found in words but in the
circumstances under which words are used by speakers and understood by
listeners” (Skinner, 1974, p. 93).

The Problem of Discontinuity

The warrant for radical behaviorism’s interpretive stance must derive from
the relationship between its accounts of complex behavior and experimen-
tal conditions under which its principles of behavior have been gained.
Unlike the high degree of continuity among the situations in which bio-
logical principles have shaped evolution, and those found in the physical
universe, there are two fundamental sources of discontinuity between the
operant experimental space and the complexities of human social and eco-
nomic life. They arise from issues of continuity between the animal sub-
jects of operant experimentation and the human beings whose complex
behavior is in question. They are not entirely overcome by the vast increase
in the experimental analysis of human behavior (see the critique of radical
behaviorist interpretation by Proctor and Weeks [1990]). The tendency of
behavior analysts in progressively broadening the applicability of their con-
clusions, from the confines of controlled animal experiments to the com-
plexities of human social, economic, and political activities, has attracted
the criticism that they have extrapolated behavior principles based on an
inappropriate analogue. As Mackenzie writes,

The assumption of environmental generality, to put it excessively
crudely, asserts that the Skinner box is representative of all environ-
ments. The assumption of speciational generality, equally crudely, as-
serts that the pigeon is representative of all species of organisms. The
two assumptions together provide a warrant for extrapolating from the
behavior of pigeons in Skinner boxes to the behavior of all animals in
all environments, and specifically the behavior of humans in complex
social situations. (1977, p. 160)

Each of these issues can be subdivided. Environmental continuity raises
problems of the empirical availability of human genetic and learning histories,
and the difficulty of providing a plausible behaviorist interpretation of behav-
ior in settings where the elements of the three-term contingency can only be
inferred rather than specified in operational terms. First, human learning his-
tories, the source of the meanings of their actions, are elusive. While experi-
mental psychologists can know the entire history of operant reinforcement and
punishment of the animals with which they work, such information is simply
not available in the case of adult humans; even in the case of pre-adults, it
may be incomplete. Second, the elements of the three-term contingency which
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are specifiable in the operant chamber (in the case of animals) and the oper-
ant laboratory (in the case of humans) are no more than vaguely inferred in
“real life” settings. Complex human behavior occurs in contexts that scarcely
resemble the closed settings presented in operant experiments. Within the
complex situations in which much human social behavior takes place, it is
impossible to isolate the elements and their contingencies with the accuracy
and certainty required of the experimental scientist.

The precise definitions of the elements of the three-term contingency as it
is applied to animal experimentation must be replaced in the operant analy-
sis of complex human interaction in social situations by an interpretative
account based on an extension of operant theory. Although human operant
experimentation is a growing field of activity, its results are still subject to
the limitations of laboratory-imposed simplification. It is inevitable that,
in the process of so extending operant explanation, terms which are care-
fully assigned in the laboratory acquire vaguer meanings—for example,
when they are employed as surrogates in programmatic accounts of human
verbal behavior (Schwartz and Lacey, 1982). Speciational continuity raises
questions of the extent to which learning principles may be generalized.
The key questions raised refer to the implications for operant interpreta-
tion of verbal behavior in humans, particularly the capacities to verbalize
(i.e., think about and articulate aloud) the contingencies of reinforcement
(whether accurately or otherwise), and for behavior to be rule governed
rather than contingency shaped. From these considerations follows the pos-
sibility that reinforcement itself takes a rather different form in humans
from that found in animals. As Richelle writes,

Rule-governed behavior is more on the side of the intellect as opposed
to emotion, of logical argument as opposed to intuition, of deliberation
as opposed to impulse, of knowledge as opposed to know-how, of word
as opposed to deed, of reason as opposed to faith, of truth as opposed
to passion, of consciousness as opposed to unconsciousness, of culture
as opposed to nature. (1993, p. 144)

Neither the problem of situational continuity nor that of speciational con-
tinuity raises insurmountable difficulties for an operant interpretation of
consumer behavior. The experimental analysis of human behavior, noted
already, has, during the last decade or so, produced a firmer basis for inter-
preting human activities from an operant perspective. However, it remains
incumbent upon radical behaviorists to establish, first, an acceptable level
of continuity between even these experimental situations and the non-
experimental behaviors which are described on the basis of experimental
findings. Second, they must demonstrate an acceptable degree of continu-
ity between animal and human behavior. If either is lacking, the resulting
account of complex human behavior will be limited.
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ENVIRONMENTAL DISCONTINUITY

The Problem of Elusiveness

A recurring criticism of radical behaviorism as it applies to human conduct
is that the genetic and learning histories of individuals are not empirically
available to the researcher. This raises problems for a scientific explanation
of consumer behavior or any other complex human activity: learning history
in particular, the pattern of previous exposure to reinforcing and punishing
contingencies and the consequences of responding to them, is central to any
experimental understanding of the current rate of responding. The absence of
personal histories also raises difficulties for interpretation which any model of
consumer behavior based on radical behaviorism must address. The heart of
the problem this poses for radical behaviorism’s interpretive mode lies in the
radical behaviorist conception of meaning. But the loss of learning history as
a variable that can be used for prediction and control (both epistemological
and practical) does not invalidate its use for interpretive purposes as long as it
can be reliably inferred, for instance, from current behavior or verbal reports.
Indeed, the necessity for constructing plausible learning histories is at the
heart of all interpretive activities with respect to complex human behavior.
(Because adult human participants in operant experiments also enter the set-
ting with ready-made genetic and learning histories, their responses must
also be interpreted somewhat by reference to an inferred past.) Exactly simi-
lar difficulties attend the efforts of anthropologists to interpret by providing
a “thick account” of observations (Geertz, 1973; Ryle, 1968).

Current stimuli may also be elusive. Discriminative stimuli in the cur-
rent behavior setting activate learning histories through their prior asso-
ciation with reinforcing and punishing consequences of acting in specific
ways. These stimuli thus play a vital part in the creation of meaning, for
they were also present in the past settings of purchase and consumption
in which the consumer’s learning history was established. An interpreta-
tive account must plausibly isolate the stimuli responsible for signaling
meaningfully the contingent outcomes of possible current behaviors. This
raises another crisis of identification, though it is not new: the loss of pre-
cision in generalizing from rigorous laboratory studies to human behavior
in all its complexities is a problem which was eloquently and persuasively
put over three decades ago. In a review of Skinner’s Verbal Behavior,
Chomsky argued that the account of complex behaviors in terms of oper-
ant conditioning amounts to no more than “analogic guesses . . . a meta-
phoric extension of the technical vocabulary of the laboratory” (1959, p.
29). Terms such as “discriminative stimulus” and “positive reinforcer,”
precisely defined and empirically available to all within the constrained
context of the animal laboratory, reduce to nothing more than “vague sur-
rogates” when applied to the analysis of the “real world” complications of
human action and interaction. Furthermore, the conceptual extrapolation
of elements of the three-term contingency from the operant laboratory,



The Meaning of Consumer Bebavior 69

where they can be precisely defined in line with the requirements of objec-
tiveness and empiricalness, to environments where their equally rigorous
specification, control, and use in prediction are impossible suffers from the
deficiency that the extrapolated principles are unfalsifiable (Lacey, 1974,
pp. 39-40), which is to say no more than an interpretive account of behav-
ior in complex, amorphous contexts inevitably incurs a loss of some of the
rigor available in the carefully controlled laboratory.

The greater vagueness inherent in defining the discriminative stimuli
that compose the current setting for consumer behavior (Wicker, 1979, p.
57) therefore has implications for an operant interpretation. Operant psy-
chology originated in the animal laboratory: it was there that the operant
response was first observed and differentiated from the respondent behav-
ior central to Pavolvian conditioning (Skinner, 1938). The most significant
ontological and methodological advance in operant psychology since that
time has been the experimental demonstration of human operant behav-
ior as verbally controlled (Catania, Shimoff, and Matthews, 1989; Lowe,
1979), based on Skinner’s (1969) distinction between contingency-shaped
and rule-governed behaviors (a dichotomy which will be further elaborated
upon next). Both of these intellectual breakthroughs, like the research pro-
grams they initiated, occurred in laboratory settings.

A Solution: Behavior Setting Scope

It is an axiom of radical behaviorist metatheory that behavior is always
controlled even when its environmental determinants are neither obvious
nor externally imposed (Skinner, 1971). Nevertheless, it is reasonable to
assume that a theory that originates in the laboratory will

apply most easily to those real-world situations that most resemble the
laboratory . . . [R]adical behaviorism, dealing as it does with predic-
tion and control of behavior, applies in a more straightforward way to
situations in the real world where the focus of control are most direct—
prisons, factories, armies and the like. Radical behaviorism applies less
obviously in situations such as family relationships where control is
less obvious. But . . . it does apply meaningfully in those situations too.
(Rachlin, 1987, p. 163)

It seems plausible to posit, therefore, a continuum of behavior settings from
those in which behavior is most apparently under environmental control to
those where the role of environmental stimuli must be inferred rather than
(as in the laboratory) assigned. Lacey and Schwartz (1987, p. 170) describe
the parameters of control in the closed settings that define the pole of the
continuum typified by the animal laboratory. In such settings, only one rein-
forcer (e.g., a food pellet) is presented: an external controller (experimental
scientist) determines the availability of reinforcers, designing and managing
contingencies and states of deprivation without being personally subject to
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them: one specific behavior must be performed in order to access the reinforc-
ers; and it is impossible for the subject to leave the setting (see also Schwartz
and Lacey, 1982, 1988). A strong case can be made under such circum-
stances for an operant explanation since the elements of the three-term con-
tingency—*“a stimulus, a response, and the outcome the response produces
in the presence of that stimulus” (Malott, 1986, p. 208)—can be pointed to
unambiguously. Further, the manipulation of the stimulus and the outcome,
and their relationship to the response, can be systematically and consistently
associated with changes in rate of responding (Ferster and Skinner, 1957).
Only settings devised for brainwashing, in which the regulator controls all
the variables of life and death, resemble in real-world human contexts the
closedness of the animal laboratory. When in the human operant laboratory,
these elements are not so obvious, and the control exerted by setting stimuli
can be debated. Moreover, much human behavior is influenced by rules, ver-
bal statements of the contingencies, imposed by experimenters or deduced
by participants, accurately or otherwise, from the apparent contingencies.
“Real world” learning is also influenced by observation of the contingen-
cies affecting the behavior of others, leading to imitation (Bandura, 1977).
In the relatively open settings in which consumer behavior occurs, operant
control is even more ambiguous. A dominant problem is that of equifinal-
ity. An operant class is an equifinal class: it may include responses that are
topographically quite different but which belong together because they are
functionally equivalent, that is, produce identical consequences (Lee, 1988,
pp. 135-137). Ordering a book by mail has a form that is entirely distinct
from asking for the same product in a bookshop, but both responses belong
to the same equifinal class because they have the same outcome. A response
that closely or exactly resembles another belongs to a different equifinal class
if it produces functionally different results. Two consumers may enter the
same store at the same time in exactly similar manners, but their responses
belong to different operant classes if the first is reinforced by the purchase of
a product while the second is reinforced by information about the availability
and price of that product.

An operant interpretation must be capable of plausibly assigning dis-
criminative and reinforcing stimuli to observed responses; equifinality
makes this a difficult and complicated task because it reduces confidence
that the interpretation is complete and unambiguous and it thus makes
multiple interpretations possible (Lee, 1988). Nevertheless, it may be easier
to resolve the problem of equifinality in considering the relative closed-
ness of settings. (In order to avoid unnecessary repetition, relatively closed
and relatively open behavior setting will hereafter be referred to simply as
closed and open behavior setting, respectively; the comparative nature of
the concept is always understood, however.)

Box 4.1 compares the idea of the consumer behavior setting as devel-
oped here with the concept of the behavior setting as construed in eco-
behavioral science.
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Box 4.1 Comparison of the treatment of behavior settings in eco-
behavioral science.

We can clarify the nature of the consumer behavior setting, as an integral
part of the BPM, by comparing it with the concept of the behavior setting
as developed in eco-behavioral science (Barker, 1968, 1987; Wicker, 1987).
The concept of the consumer behavior setting encompasses several features
which Barker has identified. Moreover, like the notion of the behavior
setting in ecological psychology, that of the consumer situation encompasses
a synomorphic interaction; however, the two are not identical.

Behavior settings in ecological psychology are “small-scale social
systems whose components include people and inanimate objects. Within
the temporal and spatial boundaries of the system, the various components
interact in an orderly, established fashion to carry out the setting’s essential
functions. To illustrate, in a gift shop, the temporal and spatial boundaries
would be the hours the ship is open and the walls of the room it occupies.
The shop’s components include its employees and customers as well as
inanimate objects such as goods for sale, display shelves, cash registers,
money, and gift-wrapping materials. The orderly interaction of these
components results in merchandise being displayed, bought, wrapped, and
removed” (Wicker, 1987, p. 614).

The setting, then, consists of its participants, in interaction with their
surroundings, a standard pattern of behavior, or program, and various
levels of behavioral participation. The personal and inanimate objects
of the setting tend to “fit together comfortably” (Wicker, 1979, p. 10),
that is, to exhibit a synomorphic relationship. Behavior settings establish
and maintain the means to effect the behavior program; the particular
mechanisms by which this is accomplished are deviation countering
(e.g., reprimands) and vetoing (e.g., exclusion of unruly members). Some
settings permit deeper levels of penetration by the participants—a club, for
instance, needs leaders and followers and a sustained pattern of multi-
faceted interaction and participation; by contrast, a slot machine usually
evokes only fleeting and infrequent participation

A major conclusion of work in eco-behavioral science is that behavior
patterns are determined principally by the setting and its program rather
than by the personal characteristics of its participants. An individual tends
to behave similarly on two occasions separated by time but in the same
location, but behaves quite differently in two other settings encountered
sequentially. Moreover, the observed pattern of behavior in a given setting
tends to persist irrespective of the individuals who participate.

The components of the behavior setting so defined can all be
incorporated into the notion of the consumer situation as it has been
developed in the BPM. The consumer behavior setting would be described
as comprising discriminative stimuli arranged to facilitate specific
behaviors, and the observation that the more interdependent the human
and non-human components of the setting, the more probable is a specific

(continued)
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Box 4.1 (continued)

pattern of response (e.g., Wicker, 1979, p. 11) is covered by reference
to the closure of the consumer behavior setting’s scope to proscribe
alternative behaviors. The consumer behavior setting, as explained,
does not include the individual, but the consumer situation involves a
synomorphic interaction of the consumer and the setting.

What is missing from Barker’s eco-behavioral science is any idea of what
the individual brings to the setting. While his dismissal of individuality
consisting in attitudes, personality traits, and so on, would be applauded
by behavior analysts keen to avoid “explanatory fictions” (Skinner, 1950,
1963), some account of the inherited and learned histories of the individual,
and their state variables, is necessary to make his or her sustained pattern
of behavior in the setting intelligible. While observing the tendency toward
conformity to a standard pattern of behavior in settings, Barker notes that
some individuals do deviate from it (e.g., some consumers shoplift rather
than obtaining purchases in a legitimate manner). But he treats this as an
exception rather than analyzing why it occurs.

The main missing element, needed to account for the individual’s
precise approach, avoidance, and escape behaviors in a given setting, is
his or her learning history. Whether or not this is empirically available,
it is necessary to an explicatory rather than a purely descriptive account.
Animal psychology denotes that its influence is real and that it accounts
for the organism’s current responses to immediate discriminative stimuli,
even though it is rarely possible to record it, know it, and control it in the
human sphere. As has been argued, the learning history explains what—
along with state variables such as deprivation—transforms physical, social,
temporal, and regulatory stimuli in a behavior setting into discriminative
stimuli that promote specific behaviors. A theoretical statement as to how
different setting types affect behavior in different ways needs the notion
of a closed-open consumer setting continuum and that of the consumer’s
history of reinforcement and punishment which primes it.

SPECIATIONAL DISCONTINUITY

Behavior analysts assumed for decades that the principles they had first
understood through animal experimentation would generalize across species
(Miller, 1962; Morse, 1966; Skinner, 1938, 1969; Whaley and Malott, 1971).
The behavior of humans was not expected to differ significantly from that of
other animals, a view which stressed the physiological and evolutionary con-
tinuity of infrahuman and human species (Davey and Cullen, 1988; Perone,
Galizio, and Baron, 1988). Attempts to apply operant learning principles to
consumer and other economic behavior have also generally assumed inter-
species generalizability (Alhadeff, 1982). However, the advent of widespread
human operant experimentation demonstrated during the 1970s and 1980s
how human behavior differs markedly from the patterns predicted from the
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influence of reinforcement schedules on animal responding (cf. Baron and
Perone, 1982; Buskist and Miller, 1982; Buskist, Morgan, and Barry, 1985).
As a result of this empirical differentiation of human operant performance
from that of animals, difficulties arise in any attempt to interpret the behav-
ior of one entirely in terms extrapolated from study of the other (Davey and
Cullen, 1988; Lacey, 1979, pp. 364-366).

The Problem of Verbal Behavior

An early finding was that human behavior diverges from that of animals
on fixed interval (FI) and fixed ratio (FR) schedules of reinforcement (see
Box 4.2). Animal behavior on both of these schedules exhibits a pause

Box 4.2 Schedules and patterns of reinforcement.

A major determinant of the rate of emission of operant responses is the
frequency with which those responses are followed by reinforcers, that is,
the schedule of reinforcement. Study of the effects of different schedules
has provided the most rigorous and voluminous evidence for operant
conditioning available (Ferster and Skinner, 1957). When a response is
reinforced every time it occurs, the procedure is known as continuous
reinforcement (CRF). Such behavior is quickly learnt but extinguishes
equally rapidly when reinforcement ceases. Physical responses such as
turning a switch to produce light are best learned in this way. However,
when less than every response is reinforced, in intermittent reinforcement,
the behavior may take longer to learn but it also extinguishes slowly
when reinforcement stops. Moreover, different patterns of intermittent
reinforcement, varying according to the fixed or variable time intervals that
separate reinforcers, or the fixed or variable ratio of responses to a single
reinforcement, produce and maintain distinct patterns of responding.

FI schedules provide reinforcement when a given period of time
has elapsed for a response made after that period; on variable interval
(VI) schedules, the period of time that must elapse before a response is
reinforced varies from reinforcement to reinforcement. FR schedules
provide reinforcement when a specific number of responses has been
performed, regardless of the time required, while variable ratio (VR)
schedules are arranged such that a different number of responses is
required to produce reinforcement on each occasion. Ratio schedules
maintain a higher rate of responding than interval schedules. Fixed
schedules maintain patterns of responding characterized by a pause after
each reinforcement, after which responding resumes, often becoming rapid
shortly before the next reinforcer is due.

The interpretation of complex behavior adopts the pattern rather than
the schedule of reinforcement as its central analytical tool, however. That is,
it takes the combination of high or low utilitarian reinforcement and high/
low informational reinforcement as its central means of explaining choice.
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immediately after reinforcement is provided, followed by a gently increas-
ing rate of responding. Human responding, however, is characterized by
either a fast, continuous rate without a post-reinforcement pause, or a pat-
tern marked by an extremely low rate in which one or two responses are
preformed just prior to reinforcement. The difference is accompanied by
distinct verbalizations of the contingencies: those showing the first pattern
reporting that reinforcement was presented on a ratio basis, those follow-
ing the second that it was available on an interval basis (Horne and Lowe,
1993). Another difference is that, while animal behavior is very sensitive
to changes in schedule parameters, adjusting rapidly to novel contingen-
cies, human behavior adheres much more rigidly to the original schedule
parameters. Moreover, while animal behavior can thus be construed as
“economical” in the sense that it maximizes the gains available for each
response, human schedule behavior is not “rational” in the same way (Cat-
ania, Matthews, and Shimoff, 1982; Horne and Lowe, 1993; Matthews,
Catania, and Shimoff, 1985). These differences have been explained by
human verbalization in the form of both instructions provided by experi-
menters and the ability of participants to deduce rules of responding based
on their observation of the contingencies in operation (Hayes, Brownstein,
Haas, and Greenway, 1986; Lowe, 1979, 1983).

These demonstrations of the importance of verbal behavior in shap-
ing non-verbal responding confirm a distinction put forward by Skinner
(1969): that between behavior that is shaped through its direct contact with
the contingencies of reinforcement and that which is governed by verbal
descriptions of the contingencies (rules). Contingency-shaping is most likely
to occur when the consequences of behavior are immediate and effective,
that is, sizable, quick-acting, and probable (Malott, 1989; Malott and Gar-
cia 1991); using a TV remote control leads to such instant and dependable
reinforcement that channel “surfing” is easily learned. However, many of
the consequences of human behavior are remote and not immediately effec-
tive, that is, small, delayed, and improbable; if these contingencies are to
affect behavior at all, they must be verbally mediated and the behavior
becomes verbally controlled or rule governed (Malott, 1989). Using gaso-
line that contains detergent results in changes that are undetectable from
week to week, realized long term, and uncertain for the non-technical
motorist. Without verbal rules acting as discriminative stimuli, outlining
the likely outcomes of persisting in this behavior, and supplying motiva-
tion to act appropriately, few individuals would engage in behaviors such
as buying “clean” gasoline, dieting, or quitting smoking. Rules indicate
consequences of behavior that are not immediately obvious or which are
effective only when they have cumulated over long periods. The recogni-
tion that so much consumer behavior is rule governed raises questions for
its operant interpretation. Rules may not be “accurate” representations of
the contingencies in as much as they misstate the relationship between an
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act and its outcomes, and omit important consequences of behavior while
exaggerating the probability of others. Observation may not distinguish
rule-governed from contingency-shaped behaviors and thus preclude a full
interpretation. Some rules are private to the individual dedicating them and
others may be unconscious. Categories of rules must be developed and the
likely effect, operational identification, and functional (rather than topo-
graphical) significance of each type of rule made amenable to the inter-
preter. The potential difficulties in interpretation posed by equifinality are
greatly increased by this facet of human behavior analysis. The complexi-
ties of contemporary marketing exchanges in affluent economies have no
correspondent in animal societies let alone Skinner boxes and other experi-
mental spaces. An interpretive analysis of the physical, social, and temporal
contingencies of consumer choice imposed by advanced marketing systems
is difficult; the implications of verbal behavior increase this difficulty.

A Solution: The Bifurcation of Reinforcement

We have seen that, while operant experimenters have generally assumed
that the mechanism of reinforcement is identical across species, Wearden
draws attention to what may be fundamental differences between con-
ceptualizations of animal and human behaviors and the environmental
conditions that maintain them. Whereas food and water, the ubiquitous
reinforcers of operant behavior in animal experiment, have utilitarian ben-
efit for the subjects, who are generally kept at 80% of their normal body
weight, it is difficult to imagine that the tiny, even trivial, rewards presented
to human participants in typical operant experiments, consisting as they
do of points exchangeable for a few cents or small items of food, confer
any such functional advantage. These reinforcers appear to possess neither
utility nor exchange value for their recipients who, in some laboratories,
have preferred to throw the snacks out of the window rather than even
taste them. The performance of human participants in such studies is fre-
quently erratic; their rate of scoring becomes orderly only when an element
of competitiveness is introduced by the public recording of scores in the
form of graphs (Wearden, 1988, pp. 199-200). The reinforcement in these
cases appears not to stem from any hedonic or utilitarian benefits but from
the feedback on the appropriateness and correctness of the performance
that earned the food or money. This is consistent with the evidence that
VI schedules of reinforcement frequently confuse human participants who
cannot deduce what is required of them (Horne and Lowe, 1993). When
informational feedback is made available to participants, they are more
easily able to solve the problems set them even in the absence of nutritional
or monetary rewards (Lowe, Harzem, and Bagshaw, 1978; Wearden and
Shimp, 1985). Whereas FI schedules require participants to spend a few
sessions in stabilizing their performances and, as noted, promote behavior
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that is insensitive to parameter changes, “informationally rich procedures”
(Wearden, 1988, p. 203) result in smoother behavior patterns that respond
“economically” to changes in schedule parameters.

This analysis reveals a level of complexity with respect to the contin-
gencies that surround human behavior that has rarely been taken into
consideration in descriptions of consumer choice based on extrapolations
from animal behavior. Interpretation is confined to the information avail-
able to the behavior analyst, which may be scant (Lee, 1988, p. 137),
leading to his or her drawing bold inferences about the learning history of
the consumer, especially (in the light of Wearden’s suggested bifurcation
of the sources of environmental motivation with utilitarian and informa-
tional) the pattern of reinforcement that has sustained learned behavior.
The sheer number and complexity of possible contingencies renders any
interpretation incomplete (Lee, 1988, p. 138); only a small proportion
of the pertinent contingencies may be obvious to the onlooker who must
inter alia distinguish contingency-shaped from rule-governed behavior
and propose the self-generated rules that may account for an individual’s
conduct as well as identify the public rules he or she is following. Such
interpretations are always “fallible and always open to improvement . . .
[no more] than hypotheses” (p. 138). This conclusion raises the possibil-
ity—indeed the necessity—of multiple interpretations even within a radi-
cal behaviorist stance, together with that of disagreement among radical
behaviorist interpreters.

AN INTERPRETIVE MODEL OF THE CONSUMER SITUATION

These extensions of radical behaviorist interpretation from the rigor avail-
able to the laboratory scientist do not invalidate its quest for an account of
the ways in which environmental forces rather than intrapersonal states
and processes influence complex behavior. They are difficulties which
accompany all attempts at sensitive interpretation of human behavior (e.g.,
Geertz, 1973) and, while they give an ironic twist to the Machian search
for positive knowledge, they are not unique to radical behaviorism. More-
over, the quest for an interpretation of complex behavior is consistent with
radical behaviorism’s inductive approach. The task is not therefore to con-
demn its interpretive stance out of hand but to incorporate the findings
and conclusions of the foregoing discussions into a framework that defines
the dimensions along which interpretation should proceed. It is clearly not
within the capacity of an interpretive model to present definitive portrayals
or occasions of consumer behavior as operant activity. The aim of the fol-
lowing derivation of such a model is to sensitize researchers to the variety of
behaviors and contingencies that must be taken into account. A model that
uses the basic SP-R-S? paradigm would scarcely be adequate to capture the
complexity and subtlety of these contingencies. Nevertheless, the model of
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the consumer situation is essentially an elaboration of this basic statement
of radical behaviorist explanation in the light of the inadequacy of raw
inductivism in the realm of interpretation.

The Scope of Consumer Behavior Settings

Interpretive radical behaviorism must first address the problem of environ-
mental discontinuity. Given the criticisms of such diverse behavioral scien-
tists as Rachlin (1987, 1989) and Schwartz and Lacey (1988), we can posit
a continuum of behavior settings composed of the discriminative stimuli
that precede current behavior (cf. Barker, 1968; Wicker, 1979). This con-
tinuum runs from the closed behavior setting of the animal laboratory to
the open behavior setting in which a vacationing tourist plans a picnic.
Both are characterized by discriminative stimuli that signal environmental
control, but in the former there is no escape, and behavior for the hungry
animal is determined by the structure of the Skinner box, while in the lat-
ter numerous possible courses of action are positively reinforced. Within
this range lies a continuum of consumer behavior settings, from relatively
closed to the relatively open. The former might be exemplified by the bank
foyer in which customers are required (sometimes physically constrained
by metal bars) to stand in line until they can be served. The physical sur-
roundings—marble pillars, perhaps, or oak-lined walls—provide an air of
seriousness and sobriety, signaling that frivolous behavior or, for that mat-
ter, any actions not related to the business of the day will not be reinforced
and may even be punished. The social surroundings—serious-looking cus-
tomers, industrious, dark-suited employees—also contribute to this atmo-
sphere. Rules ensure that no customer steps forward until his or her turn
arrives and is signaled and that only behavior specific to the transaction is
conducted. Much of this behavior is under aversive control; it is governed
by avoidance of the punishing consequences that threaten activity that is
proscribed. If the consumer is to be satisfied he or she has little alternative
but to be in the setting and behave accordingly. The relatively open con-
sumer behavior setting is exemplified by the upmarket department store,
Sears or Harrods, in which the consumer is seeking a luxurious gift for a
close relative. Behavioral control is still apparent: the physical surroundings
signal patterns of approved conformity, while the social context is likely to
reward decorous behavior and preclude uninhibited conduct. But there are
alternatives to being in the setting—other floors, other stores, other gifts.
There are also rules that influence behavior within the store and the appro-
priateness of various products as gifts for the relative in question. But there
is a greater opportunity for the consumer to devise his or her own rules
and, since the object of purchase is a gift, to allow themselves some license
in its selection. There is a multiplicity of reinforcers and different behaviors,
combinations of exploration, rumination, imagination, and choice, which
lead to them. Ultimately the store setting and the network of social moves
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are beyond the control of the individual consumer, but compared with the
situation of the bank customer, he or she is relatively unconstrained in that
his or her actions can take many forms and result in numerous outcomes.

The meaning of the behavior that transpires in either of these broad
types of setting is also dependent upon what the consumer uniquely brings
to it, his or her personal history. Part of this history is genetic, the result of
an evolutionary past which has determined many of the individual’s physi-
cal characteristics and propensities. Sex, body type, physical disadvantages,
and so on, have far-reaching implications for consumption; they must be
largely taken as fixed influences. The principal variable for the individual
consumers is their learning histories, acquired during their lifetime, and
capable of modification as they continue to purchase and consume. Mean-
ing, in a radical behaviorist formulation, inheres in consumer behavior that
is situated, located in terms of the antecedent and consequential stimuli
that influence its rate of recurrence; meaning is found in the “consumer
situation,” a synomorphic concept that refers to the interactive effect of
the behavior setting and the consumer’s learning history. Both setting and
consumer are integral to the definition of the consumer situation. It is the
consumer’s learning history that determines what elements of the physical,
social, and regulatory setting will function as discriminative stimuli, for
it is that learning history that determines what can act as a reinforcer or
punisher for that individual and thus the probability of his or her behaving
in such a way as to produce those consequences. A learning history of pur-
chase and consumption, and their outcomes, accounts for the individuality
or personality of the consumer, that is, how he or she is likely to react to
a given behavior setting, what is a discriminative stimulus in the current
behavior setting that activates that learning history: the individual’s history
of reinforcement and punishment can influence his or her current behavior
only if the relevant elements of the setting are primed to signal the reinforce-
ments contingent upon particular purchase and/or consumption responses.
(Once again, note that we do not learn solely from direct experience of
the contingencies; learning history also reflects observation and incidental
learning without immediate reinforcement, the acceptance of rules handed
down by others, and our tendency to devise our own rules based on obser-
vation and even imagination of contingencies as well as through the direct
impinging of reinforcers and punishers.)

Utilitarian and Informational Reinforcement

We can draw further conclusions about the nature of the reinforcers that
maintain approach/avoidance consumer behaviors. Basic behavior theory
leads to the conclusion that these consequences will both reinforce and
punish acts of purchase and consumption: reinforce it by providing posi-
tive satisfaction as the attributes of products and services are possessed
and consumed; punish it as the opportunity to buy or use something else,
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or to save, is thereby foregone (Alhadeff, 1982). But, while reinforcing and
aversive stimuli are inevitable consequences of consumer behavior, rein-
forcement of human behavior has two major varieties which arise from its
speciational discontinuity with that of animals. As Wearden (1988) points
out, reinforcement may be utilitarian and/or informational.

Utilitarian reinforcement, as the term is used by Wearden, refers to
increases in utility, that is, use value, to the individual organism; although
pleasure (which is generally associated with hedonism) is not the essence
of reinforcement (a reinforcer is simply a consequence that increases rate
of response), many utilitarian reinforcers will also be associated with plea-
surable responses. Utilitarian reinforcement arises from the characteristics
of the product or service obtained in purchase or used in consumption;
this corresponds to the use of utility in economics to refer to “the direct
satisfaction that goods and services yield to their possessors” (Gould and
Kolb, 1964, p. 303, p. 740). Utility theory in economics derives essentially
from the psychology of hedonism (Viner, 1925; Black, 1987; Griffin and
Parfitt, 1987; Menger, 1956). Hence, while utilitarian reinforcement is akin
to value-in-use, it derives not only from the functional performance of a
product or service but also from the feelings associated with owning and
consuming it. In addition to the functions performed by a product or ser-
vice, utilitarian consequences of consumption include the positive affect
generated in the process (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Holbrook and
Hirschman, 1982; Holbrook, O’Shaughnessy, and Bell, 1990). Utilitarian
reinforcement refers, therefore, to all of the benefits derived directly from
possession and application of a product or service, it is reinforcement medi-
ated by the product or service; it inheres in the use-value of the commodity.
Informational reinforcement, by contrast, is symbolic, usually mediated
by the responsive actions of others, and closely akin to exchange value.
It consists not in information per se but in feedback on an individual’s
performance. Informational reinforcement attests to the level of correct-
ness or appropriateness of a person’s performance as a consumer; whereas
utilitarian reinforcement stems from economic and functional payoffs of
buying and using goods, informational reinforcement results from the level
of social status, prestige, and acceptance achieved by a consumer by his or
her efforts. It is usually publicly determined, judged by others according
to the rules, and thus of primarily social significance. In as much as it is
mediated by other people, it is verbal (Skinner, 1957), consisting in speech,
gestures, and—where the individual provides his or her own informational
reinforcement and thus becomes the “other” person—in private thoughts
(Skinner, 1974). From the viewpoint of the consumer, informational rein-
forcement rests on a comparative judgment of how well he or she is using
time and energy relative to other uses to which they would be put: “How
well am I exchanging my time and effort for the acquisition of groceries?”
If the consumer is being relatively inefficient, he or she may either speed up
the shopping trip or postpone purchasing further items. If efficient, they
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can use the time and energy left over to accomplish something else. From
the social viewpoint, the public consumption of a prestigious product or
service is exchanged for the goodwill, praise, positive responses, and so on,
of others, that is, for esteem and social status (Bagozzi, 1975).

The distinction between utilitarian and informational reinforcement
has parallels in both consumer research and applied behavior analysis.
Hirschman (1982) distinguishes “technological” innovations, stemming
from changes in the tangible characteristics of a product class, from
“symbolic” innovations, stemming from the new social meanings gener-
ated by a novel product. Research into environment-impacting consumer
behavior has found that rewards of two distinct kinds influence the rate at
which consumers will ride the bus or share transportation rather than use
private cars, reduce domestic energy consumption, and avoid destructive
waste disposal (Geller, Winett, and Everett, 1982). One class of rewards,
“incentives,” is primarily utilitarian—prizes, money, and gifts, for exam-
ple—while another class, “feedback,” is informational—records of the
amount of electricity saved, miles foregone, personal recognition, and so
on. While the first class consists in direct benefits of altered consumption
patterns, the second is symbolic, conveyed verbally (including words and
gestures) and has a wider, social significance. Moreover, a considerable
volume of experimental findings indicates that these classes of reinforcer
have separate and distinct effects on rate of responding (Cone and Hayes,
1980). Box 4.3 compares this usage of “utilitarian” reinforcement with
recent developments in the idea of utilitarian consumption elsewhere in
marketing studies.

Linking the Variables: Rule-governed Consumer Behavior

The consumer behavior setting also contains a special kind of discrimina-
tive stimulus in the form of rules. A rule signals the reinforcing and pun-
ishing consequences of behaving in a particular manner; it also derives its
motivating power from the individual’s learning history which determines
the meaning of behavior in the circumstances. Learning history influences
what can be a discriminative stimulus for the consumer in the current
behavior setting. It does so in part by determining what will be a reinforc-
ing or aversive stimulus (Foxall, 1992b).

A rule is akin to any other discriminative stimulus in that it sets the
occasion for reinforcement contingent upon a particular response. Unlike
other classes of discriminative stimuli, however, it is a verbal description
of the relationship between behavior and its consequences (Poppen, 1989,
p. 335). The verbal behavior of a speaker is mediated by another person,
the listener; both speaker and listener will have been similarly socialized in
the use of their common language (in the terminology of behavior analysis,
both belong to the same “verbal community”) (Baum, 1994). In consider-
ing consumers’ rule-governed behavior, we are concerned with the verbal
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Box 4.3 Recent developments in the study of “hedonic consumption.”

It is useful to compare the use of these terms with recent developments
in the study of hedonic consumption. Hirschman and Holbrook (1982)
define some products (such as dramatic performances) as hedonic, while
others are functional or utilitarian. The BPM, by contrast, attributes
hedonic consequences to all usages of products and services and indicates
that the utilitarian reinforcing consequences of such consumption may
be high or low relative to that of other products and relative to the
informational consequences of the consumption in question. Utilitarian
qualities are not, in other words, intrinsic to a product or class of
products; they are defined by reference to the identified consequence of
gaining or using the product. What is socially designated as utilitarian or
constitutes appropriate utilitarian consumption is culturally determined,
and the operation of setting variables in signaling principally utilitarian
or informational reinforcement depends, therefore, on the consumer’s
learning history.

The ascription of utilitarian reinforcement to the consequences of
consumer behavior indicate the extent to which they are affective,
emotive, or pleasant. However, defining utilitarian consumption in
terms of personal, subjective pleasurable experience is necessary but
insufficient by dint of its narrowness (cf. Holbrook and Hirschman,
1982). The definition must include the acquisition of goods that will
give rise to further utilitarian experiences (such as money and other
prizes, gifts, personal recognition, etc.). Informational reinforcement, in
comparison, includes performance-related feedback and is more rational
and objective, consisting of points, savings, recognition of attainment,
and so on. Whereas Hirschman and Holbrook distinguish between
utilitarian and aesthetic consumption, the BPM distinguishes utilitarian
and informational consequences of consumption, categories that cut
across theirs. Going to an opera, for instance, which they would designate
aesthetic consumption, is indeed reinforced by utilitarian consequences
if the consumer obtains hedonic satisfaction from it but may also be
informationally reinforced if he or she wins status, say, by being seen at
the opera.

The conceptual independence of utilitarian and informational
reinforcement is further supported by the need for a plausible
interpretation of such behaviors as saving, insuring, and giving which
goes beyond the usual assumption that repeated acts must be followed
by immediate utilitarian reinforcers. These actions are usually considered
enigmatic in that none requires such palpable gratification to be presented
soon after their performance: neither may receive immediate gratification
and both incur costs before they produce positive reinforcement. It is
rare for saving or gift-giving to receive no reinforcement at all, and
even stuffing cash under the mattress and giving expensive presents are
negatively reinforced in that they lead to peace of mind and discharge

(continued)
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Box 4.3 (continued)

social responsibilities and obligations. The fact that some of these
consumer behaviors occur in closed settings (taking out a mortgage
related endowment or the reciprocal giving of birthday presents to close
relatives) therefore explains some of this aspect. It is only when they occur
in obviously open settings that they are less obviously operant. Moreover,
most saving and insuring can be actually construed as the purchase of the
products of banks and other financial institutions.

What is different about the purchasing of savings and insurance policies
and gifts (when these arise in open settings) and the purchase of other,
more tangible goods is that the former is often not followed by utilitarian
reinforcement. However, it is reinforced informationally by stimuli
that indicate level of progress and performance. Such informational
reinforcement can be steady and cumulative in the case of savings and
insurance as interest and bonuses accrue, and inasmuch as the giving of
expensive presents confers social status fairly swiftly and conspicuously,
or personal satisfaction feelings, in the case of gift-giving. Behavior setting
variables also affect the topography and incidence of these behaviors—as
discriminative stimuli promise later utilitarian reinforcement. Again, the
implication is that both utilitarian and informational reinforcement must
be posited in order to account for the observed behavior.

behavior of a listener, with his or her following of a rule enunciated by a
speaker, usually another person, but, on occasion, the speaker may be the
listener, as when one makes rules for his or her own conduct. As a rule,
the consumer’s rule-governed behavior may be mediated by another person
or by the physical environment, or by both. Rule-following that is socially
mediated is known as pliance: the listener behaves as instructed by another
who is in a position to reward or punish subsequent behavior depending
upon whether it conforms to the rule. A great deal of consumer behavior
that is influenced interpersonally is pliance: a child who spends his or her
pocket money as instructed by the parent who provided it complies with
a rule that states the reinforcing consequences of so doing (“If you spend
your money wisely, you can save more at the end of the week”) and/or
which signals the aversive consequences of non-conformity (“If you spend
all your money on sweets again, you will have to go without pocket money
next week”). Rules such as these are known as plys.

A consumer’s rule-governed behavior that arises from rules speci-
fied by another person who is not in a position to reinforce or punish
his or her behavior is also common. This time the physical environment
mediates the rule-following and the behavior is known as tracking: the
rule is a track. When one consumer tells another how to get to the new
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supermarket (“Turn left at Duke Street, walk fifty yards, and turn right
into Princess Road: the store will be on your left”) the listener “tracks”
the environment in order to get there. The speaker is in no position to
supply reinforcement or punishment for the listener’s success or failure in
getting to the supermarket; only progress in getting there—finding Duke
Street, noticing Princess Road and turning into it—can provide reinforce-
ment. The same rule-governed behavior may contain elements of both
tracking and pliance. For instance, finding the new supermarket may be
no more than tracking if the speaker is never again encountered, but if
meeting the speaker means he or she can enquire of the rule-follower’s
success in locating the store and give praise or ridicule, there is also an
element of pliance. When the tracking and pliance inherent in a rule are
complementary in that they require the same behavior to be enacted in
response to both elements, the rule is known as a congruent; when pli-
ance and tracking conflict, the rule is a contrant (Poppen, 1989). The
identification of rules and their functions is especially important in radi-
cal behaviorist interpretation. Rules may act as surrogates for an indi-
vidual’s learning history by relating current discriminative stimuli to the
utilitarian and informational reinforcement available in and signaled by
the setting. Rules are, therefore, a link between the consumer behavior
setting and the pattern of reinforcement (or punishment) most likely to
reinforce (or inhibit) the consumer’s current behavior. A rule represents
verbally the relationship of a particular behavior to its environment; it
is not only a discriminating stimulus in its own right but may also sup-
ply the meaning of the other discriminative stimuli in the setting. For
instance, a rule may state “Drive on [response] only when the light is
green [discriminative stimulus]” and thereby supply the significance of
the light to the hearer. As a discriminative stimulus, a rule depends for its
effectiveness in controlling behavior on the consequences of responding
or not responding to it (Poppen, 1989); it cannot, therefore, be separated
from the learning history of the consumer. The BPM (Figure 1.1, p. 9)
assembles these interpretive dimensions into a model of the consumer
situation. Consumer behavior is portrayed as the outcome of an inter-
action of the scope of the current behavior setting (a store, a home, an
office) and the consumer’s history of reinforcement and punishment (Fox-
all, 1992a). It has been argued that the meaning of a consumer response,
viewed from the standpoint of operant psychology, is found in this inter-
action. That meaning inheres not only in the discriminative stimuli that
constitute the behavior setting but also in what they portend by way of
response-contingent outcomes, and that is determined for the individual
by his or her learning history. Hence the consequences shown at the right
of the figure—utilitarian, aversive, informational—are those signaled by
the discriminative stimuli; their significance for current behavior derives
from the role they have played in that learning history.



84 Interpreting Consumer Choice

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE AND OPERATIONAL MEASUREMENT

Measurement should be viewed purely pragmatically, neither as
desirable nor undesirable, but as useful or not useful in some appli-
cation. Those who inveigh against measurement do not seem to
eschew words like “few” and “many,” which imply numbers. Yet it
must be admitted that an obsession with measurement does result
in a tendency to elevate method over substance. What good is a
series of equations containing many unquantified or unquantifiable
variables? It can in fact be misleading if it suggests measurement
is possible.

—John O’Shaughnessy (1992, p. 305)

It is natural to enquire at this point how far the explanatory variables
incorporated in the model—behavior setting scope, learning history, and
utilitarian/informational reinforcement—are empirically available, amena-
ble to identification and measurement, and related to patterns of behavior
predictable by the model. The validity of any interpretive account based
on this model depends upon such considerations. In fact, there is extensive
empirical evidence to support the view that the scope of consumer behav-
ior settings exerts predictable influences upon behavior. First, studies of
token economics, in therapeutic and other rehabilitative contexts, docu-
ment the strong influence of environmental stimuli upon action within such
closed settings. Second, applied behavior analysis, which has employed
field experimentation to explore the influence of consequences upon con-
sumer’s environment-impacting behaviors, indicates a definite, though—in
the more open settings involved—Iless exact, influence of environment upon
action. These sets of empirical data also elucidate the distinction between
utilitarian and informational sources of reinforcement.

The Token Economy

The essential components of a token economy are (i) tokens, (ii) back-
up reinforcers, and (iii) rules. Tokens are a medium of exchange earned
by pro-social behaviors that require the expenditure of time and effort.
Because the material well-being of patients and other inmates who par-
ticipate in token economics is not at risk—the basic necessities of life
are provided regardless of how they behave—the acquisition of tokens is
more analogous to consumer behavior under conditions of relative afflu-
ence than it is to earning an income. Participants may expend this time
and energy as they wish: the point of the program is to encourage them to
spend their time and effort productively (Lea, Tarpy, and Webley, 1987).
Back-up reinforcers are additional material goods and services that may
be obtained in exchange for tokens at rates determined usually by the staff
of the institution concerned. Rules specify how consummatory behaviors
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shall be related to tokens and how tokens shall be exchangeable for back-
up reinforcers. (Rules specifying how and when tokens are earned, lost
and spent [Kazdin, 1981, p. 61] are often collected into a written manual
for the sake of clarity and to avoid ambiguity. They may be posted up in
the setting.)

In the terminology of behavior analysis, tokens are generalized con-
ditioned reinforcers; obtaining them is contingent upon performing pre-
determined responses in accordance with a specified schedule (Kazdin,
1981; Winkler, 1980). Rules may state contingencies in several ways. Any
individual’s earned tokens may accrue simply to him or her. But there are
other options. For example, the performance of the group as a whole may
determine the allocation of tokens to each individual; alternatively, in
“consequence sharing,” the tokens earned by an individual are allocated
not only to him or her but also to each of his or her peers. Back-up rein-
forcers purchased by one person may additionally go to each member of
the group (Kazdin, 1981). Punishments or “response costs” may also be
incurred—for instance, as fines for proscribed behavior. Tokens reinforce
rule-governed behavior, notably pliance (“Make your own bed every day
in order to receive x tokens”); they may also strengthen congruent tracking
(“This is the way to make your bed properly”). Tokens, therefore, are or
are related to informational reinforcement since they present evidence of
the level of performance achieved by an individual. They are methods of
performance feedback, status reports. As secondary, conditioned reinforc-
ers, they obtain their control over behavior by association with back-up or
primary reinforcers. For the most part the back-up reinforcers are utilitar-
ian in nature: their control stems from the properties of the back-up items
themselves, particularly the utilitarian functions they perform. Tokens, by
contrast, control behavior principally through their symbolic nature and
function: they are symbols of the amount of work done, of the spending
power of those who own them and thus of their informal social status in
the group.

All of this is suggestive of a closed setting. The contingencies are deter-
mined by agents who are not themselves subject to them. Moreover, the
staff are subject to a quite different set of contingencies as a result of their
training and career aspirations (Kazdin, 1981, p. 71). The conditions under
which the token economy is operated may be relaxed by allowing tokens
to be administered by peers or by self-administration of reinforcement (in
which participants grant themselves points or tokens). But the scope of the
setting remains essentially closed whatever the schedule and whoever decides
it: the behavior of inmates is systematically monitored; certain behaviors
are designated “pro-social” or “desirable,” not by the inmates but by those
who ultimately control the setting; reinforcers are similarly chosen by per-
sons other than the inmates, as are the tokens; finally, the rules by which
tokens might function as exchange media—the schedules and rules—are
“externally” determined (Krasner and Krasner, 1973, pp. 354-355). The
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behavior modification inherent in the token economy involves “planning
the environment so as to shape and maintain ‘desirable’ behavior . . . [it
is] a systematic and planned approach” (p. 352). And Tarr speaks of such
contexts as “closed economies” (1976, p. 1136). Battalio, Kagel, Winkler,
Fisher, Basmann, and Krasner support the suggestion that token econo-
mies are closed behavior settings: “[T]he individual lives in the controlled
environment . . . 24 hours a day . . . [subject to the] routine maintenance of
controls.” The token economy is “a therapeutic environment for an insti-
tutionalized population” (1974, p. 52). Given that inmates cannot usually
physically leave the setting—wards may be locked, classrooms cannot be
vacated except with special permission, prisons clearly confine—the rein-
forcers in question can be made entirely contingent upon prescribed behav-
ior. The behaviors involved are relatively simple, as are the contingencies.
Few, if any, alternatives are on offer; on the whole, there is no competitive
source of supply of the utilitarian (back-up) reinforcers. It is predictable,
therefore, that behavior in token economies will be orderly and that few, if
any, inmates will deviate from the expected pattern. This has been borne
out in those experiments, generally in therapeutic environments, which
have found individual token economy behavior to conform to the patterns
described by micro-economic theory and, overall, to be “exactly” like that
found in a national economy (Tarr, 1976; Winkler, 1980, p. 271). In the
case of micro-economic relationships, for instance, a study at the Central
Islip State Hospital (Battalio, Kagel, Winkler, Fisher, Basmann, and Kras-
ner, 1974) found that price/quantity demanded relationships were as pre-
dicted by neoclassical theory (Tarr, 1976, p. 1136): “[T]he data fulfill the
fundamental theorem of the theory of consumer behavior . . . that compen-
sated demand curves slope down . . . through systematically varying prices
on a weekly basis over a seven week period, it was found that aggregate
weekly expenditures raised in the manner predicted by consumer theory”
(p. 1139). Of thirty-eight participants in the study, thirty-six “acted con-
sistently with revealed preference theory”; the behavior of the remaining
two, which appeared initially to contradict the theory, turned out on closer
inspection to confirm it, though after a time lag (Battalio, Kagel, Winkler,
Fisher, Basmann, and Krasner, 1974).

Evidence for the conformity of behavior in token economies to macro-
economic expectations comes from a number of experiments in a state psy-
chiatric hospital in Sydney, Australia (Winkler, 1980). The studies showed
consumer behavior to vary with basic demand theory in three respects,
confirming the predicted relationships between income and total expen-
diture, income and purchases of luxuries versus necessities, and the price
elasticity of demand of luxuries versus necessities (p. 272). These studies
took savings into consideration and found that when the stock of savings
increased, the earning of tokens decreased; when excess saving stocks were
available, moreover, any increase in the amount of reinforcement available
became progressively less effective in the control of behaviors.
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Are the behavioral changes effected in token economies maintained when
the participant leaves the therapeutic community? While hundreds of stud-
ies indicate that token economies effect behavior change and do so more
effectively than alternative methods (Kazdin, 1981, p. 69), it appears that
behaviors often revert to pre-treatment levels when the principles are no
longer used. The question of response maintenance and transfer is clearly of
the utmost importance to the staff of the institutions involved and the social
administrators who have devised and sought to benefit from the programs.
It is also of great relevance to any attempt to generalize about the influ-
ence of the environment on operant behavior. Actually, the fact of behavior
often returning to baseline levels when the individual is removed from the
structures of the token economy are relaxed, though problematic for those
directly involved in therapy and rehabilitation, confirms the importance
attached by the BPM to the immediate setting as a determinant of current
behavior. The means at the disposal of administration of token economy
programs to effect long-term, post-treatment behavior change also support
the BPM approach. The evidence is that response maintenance and transfer
are feasible if the discriminative stimuli that control behavior in the token
economy are established in the naturalistic setting. Strategies advocated for
such response generalization, which provide evidence for this proposition,
include the following (Kazdin, 1977, p. 196). First, similar contingencies
must be implemented across the settings: this strategy increases response
maintenance in the short term; moreover, when the contingencies are with-
drawn completely, further response maintenance is more probable. Second,
the contingencies should be gradually faded during training: the effect is
to maintain a level of performance in the face of progressively decreasing
reinforcer influence. Third, if reliance on discriminative stimuli is increased
in the course of training, and if the relevant stimuli are repeated in the
naturalistic environment, the probability of maintained pro-social behav-
ior is increased. Fourth, response transfer is more probable if reinforcement
has become progressively more intermittent during training, or if the time
lag between the response and the reinforcer has been increased. Finally,
encouraging the individual to take more personal control over his or her
reinforcement makes response maintenance more likely. This includes the
use of self-reinforcement (as when a person praises himself or herself for
appropriate behavior), self-instruction training (in which rules are inter-
nalized and rehearsed), and the extension of discriminative stimuli so that
aspects the individual prompt behavior (Hackenberg, 2009).

Applied Behavior Analysis of Ecologically
Impacting Consumer Behavior

This evidence supports the BPM in two ways. It draws attention to the
influence of consumer behavior settings on behavior in addition to the lim-
ited effect of reinforcers, substantiating behavior setting scope as a separate
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explanatory variable (though not an entirely independent factor, since the
control exerted by discriminative stimuli depends ultimately on pairing
with reinforcers and punishers). The strategies for response maintenance
and transfer also raise an important issue for the study of consumer behav-
ior: how far can the control of behavior be attributed to the environment
when the setting is relatively open? The implication of treating behavior
setting scope as a variable is that the more open the setting, the less specific
will be the environmental control of behavior. The evidence produced by a
large volume of research on the effect of consumer behavior on the natural
environment and on attempts to change ecologically damaging behavior by
means of contingency control also supports the treatment of behavior set-
ting scope as an important variable in influencing choice. The studies typi-
cally have taken the form of field experiments with “real” consumers who
have voluntarily agreed to take part, whose participation in the experiment
must compete with their everyday activities, and who can leave the experi-
ment or act contrary to its stated aims at any time.

Although the experimenters provide an additional source of refine-
ment to those found in their lives in general, therefore, this is by no means
the sole source of motivation and there are plenty of alternative behav-
iors available to the participant, each with its own set of contingencies. A
feature of all of the settings involved is that positive reinforcement from
current behavior (that which the experiments have sought to change or
eliminate) is usually immediate and directly available to the individual who
acts, while aversive consequences are usually delayed and relatively incon-
sequential for the individual because they are diffused among and felt by
the community at large. In all these respects, the settings in which the field
experiments have taken place can be regarded as open. Two things are
striking by comparison with the findings on token economies. The changes
in consumer behavior documented in the investigations cited can be traced
to experimental manipulations of the consequences of behavior. But—our
first observation—in contrast to the results of the token economy studies,
the relationship between reinforcement and behavior change is less clear-
cut, less orderly, and less likely to apply to all of the participants. A case can
be made that the environmental consequences of behavior account for the
rate at which it is performed.

The second observation is that here, too, two distinct functional relation-
ships between behavior and reinforcement are apparent. Applied behav-
ior analysis has used two sources of reward for pro-social behavior (Cone
and Hayes, 1980; Geller, Winett, and Everett, 1982). Incentives include
monetary rewards, prizes, and some tokens. Incentives share certain char-
acteristics: they are tangible and usually physical. Moreover, they have
direct utilitarian applications, represent or can be used to produce personal
material gain, and their consumption leads to functional benefit, what we
have called utilitarian reinforcement, and thus material well-being (Fox-
all, 1994c). They conform broadly to the pattern of utilitarian reinforcers
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described previously. Feedback, on the other hand, provides a different kind
of reward. Consisting, for instance, of a record of consumers’ performance
such as feedback on the amount of electricity one had saved or the num-
ber of miles foregone by using public transportation rather than a private
car, different forms of feedback show certain characteristics that are absent
from incentives. They are largely symbolic and verbal, and provide a means
by which one’s behavior can be measured (the more the consumer walks to
work, the greater proportionally is his or her saving of petrol). Feedback
does not consist in utilitarian satisfaction, though when it measures mate-
rial gains or savings (e.g., savings accumulated by not buying fuel for one’s
car or by reducing one’s domestic energy consumption), they can be used
to obtain and use utilitarian satisfactions. Praise and recognition probably
fit into this category more easily than that of incentives (cf. Foxall, 1994c)
because they confer social status and feedback on achievement. Feedback
corresponds broadly to the informational reinforcement described previ-
ously. The applied behavior research shows that incentives and feedback have
separate effects on the consumer behavior in question (though there is often
a synergistic effect from combining them). The studies allow us to compare
the effect of utilitarian reinforcement (incentives) with that of informational
reinforcement (feedback), and both of these effects with that of prompts,
which are verbal exhortations to act in a particular way. The first conclusion
(Foxall, 1993b) is that utilitarian reinforcement is the single most effective
source of motivation, followed by informational reinforcement, followed
by prompts (which are generally of no effect on their own, since they are
vague rules that do not encourage pliance: they propose behavior that is not
mediated by anyone). The second is that various combinations of utilitarian
and informational reinforcement are apparently applicable to the effective
control of particular classes of consumer behavior (Foxall, 1995a). In the
case of private transportation, high levels of both utilitarian and informa-
tional reinforcement appear necessary to reduce motoring. Prompts alone
as potential motivators for riding the bus are ineffectual, but utilitarian
reinforcements in the form of large cash incentives are particularly power-
ful. (There does not appear to have been a study in which feedback on driv-
ing miles foregone has been provided, though one might expect this to act
in a synergistic fashion with the incentives.) The effective combination of
high utilitarian with high informational reinforcement implies a connection
with accomplishment. Where domestic energy consumption is concerned,
prompts again are the most effective single consequence for reducing use
and, although informational reinforcement—especially frequent feedback
on energy utilization of monthly billing—has some independent effect,
it is especially worthwhile in combination with utilitarian consequences.
Both sources of reinforcement coupled with prompts prove even more effec-
tive. Utilitarian reinforcement alone, however, is demonstrably effective.
The combination of high utilitarian with low informational reinforcement
implies a connection with hedonism.
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The same gratifying combination is not so easy to detect in the case of
pro-social waste disposal. Fairly high levels of feedback are motivating—
for instance, signs of the amount of waste appropriately disposed of—but
utilitarian reinforcements are also effective. It is clear that applied behavior
analysts have also relied heavily on the closure of behavior setting scope in
this instance. Finally, what evidence there is of the environmental control
of water consumption and conservation suggests—in line with the predic-
tions of the BPM—that both utilitarian and informational reinforcement
play minor roles and that the closure of the consumer behavior setting—for
instance, through metering—is effective.



5 A Model of Interpretation

He who can interpret what has been seen is a greater prophet than he
who has simply seen it.

—St. Augustine, De Genesi ad Litteram

We cannot do without people who have the courage to think some-
thing new before they can demonstrate it.

—Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, December 8, 1895
(1985, p. 155)

The fact that it is possible to interpret token economy and applied behav-
ior analyses as providing evidence for the model is highly supportive of
the underlying variables and relationships it posits. But it is also neces-
sary, before undertaking the interpretive reconstruction of actual con-
sumer behaviors, to establish how the elements of the model can be
identified and measured for purposes of new empirical research. This step
is essential to the appraisal of the model itself and to understanding what
sort of account of consumer behavior it is capable of producing. More-
over, in order to know the nature of the interpretation, it is necessary
to determine whether and how empirical research following a more tra-
ditionally “scientific” approach might be undertaken within this frame-
work. Knowledge so gained will also show the extent to which the model
must be evaluated according to alternative criteria such as internal con-
sistency, aesthetics, plausibility and integration of patterns of purchase,
and consumption with a single explanatory framework. How far, then,
can the elements of the model be made operationally measurable? The
three key variables concerned are behavior setting scope, learning his-
tory, and behavior; since the discriminative stimuli in the current setting
prefigure contingent consequences of various kinds (utilitarian reinforce-
ment, informational reinforcement, aversive outcomes), some means of
distinguishing and measuring may also be required. Note that all of these
variables relate to the behavior of an individual consumer in a particular
consumer behavior setting. This level of measurement and operational
modeling corresponds, therefore, to the consumer situation.
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COMPONENTS OF THE BPM

Behavior Setting Scope

The scope of a consumer behavior setting refers to the extent to which a
physical, social, temporal, and regulatory environment induces a particular
response such as purchase or continued use. Such scope can in principle
be psychometrically assessed using scales based on the criteria outlined by
Schwartz and Lacey (1988): availability of and access to reinforcement is a
function of the number of reinforcers presented to the consumer, the means
available to him or her to secure them, and the necessity of undertaking
specific operations on which the reinforcers are contingent; the degree of
external control of the setting is a function of how far marketers control
access to the reinforcers, the nature of the contingencies imposed, and the
feasibility (cost to the consumer) of escaping from or avoiding the setting.

Learning History

The need to obtain an operational measure of the consumer’s learning his-
tory is more problematical. Clearly the quantitative radical behaviorist intent
on scientifically explaining consumer choice must somehow reconstruct the
learning history of the individual whose current probability of emitting a
given purchase or consumption response is to be accounted for (even pre-
dicted and controlled). It is clear nonetheless from the foregoing that con-
sumers’ learning histories are not empirically available to the researcher
as are those of laboratory animals to the experimenter who has observed
them from birth or, at least, from the point of their initiation into operant
research. There may be no alternative here than to turn to verbal surrogates
of a learning history, to ask respondents to report on the antecedents and
consequences of this prior behavior (though this, of course, assumes a good
deal of self-knowledge). Moreover, if the quantitative measurement of learn-
ing history is required, it should be noted that a sophisticated technology
exists already for the measurement of consumers’ evaluations of the likely
outcomes of this future behavior: the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein
and Ajzen, 1975), the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985), and the
theory of trying (Bagozzi, 1992) are essentially methods by which respon-
dents articulate their learning histories by reference to the consequences that
specific “target” behaviors have previously wrought. The theory of reasoned
action, for example, asks respondents to evaluate this belief that performing
a particular response will have a specified consequence, to express their moti-
vation to comply with the anticipated wishes of others with respect to the
target action, and to forecast the probability that they will again perform this
behavior under closely specified conditions (Foxall, 1983). The origins of this
approach lie, moreover, in verbal operant conditioning (Dulany, 1968). In
Dulany’s theory of propositional control, the individual is assumed to form
a rule or “verbal hypothesis” summarizing his or her learning history which
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describes the reinforcing and punishing consequences of performing a given
act. The influence of such “contingency awareness” on current/future behav-
ior depends also upon the individual’s positive or negative evaluation of the
consequences of similar behavior in the past, something which once again
can be a function only of his or her learning history (Fishbein and Ajzen,
1975, pp. 298-301. Further, the attributes of the “product” under investi-
gation could include both incentives and feedback in order to capture the
effects, possibly differential, of utilitarian and informational reinforcement.
There seems little doubt that psychometric scaling that elicits present verbal
reports of learning history is feasible.

Behavior

Behavioral responses in consumer settings are also amenable to scaled mea-
surement. At the operational level, consumer responses can be classified as
approach (when positive reinforcement is accepted) or avoidance (when the
individual avoids or escapes from an aversive stimulus). Approach-avoidance
has been measured in a number of ways and, in the case of consumer behav-
ior, can be operationalized as whether a consumer accepts a reinforcer (e.g.,
by buying a product) and by the length of time he or she spends in a pur-
chase setting such as a store or a consumption setting such as a nightclub
(Donovan and Rossiter, 1982; Mehrabian and Russell, 1974).

Utilitarian and Informational Reinforcement

Sufficient description has been made of utilitarian and informational
reinforcers to suggest that they derive from separate sources and influ-
ence behavior in different ways. Utilitarian reinforcement derives from the
intrinsic properties of the consequences of buyer behavior such as own-
ership of products; informational, from the extrinsic considerations of
the level of social and economic performance achieved by the individual
consumer through buying and using economic goods and services. This
essentially qualitative distinction was supported by the differentiation of
incentives and feedback in the applied behavior analysis studies and the
token economy investigations reviewed previously. Some reinforcers con-
tain elements of both sources of reward, however, and may be difficult to
classify unambiguously. Money, for instance, has been treated as a utilitar-
ian reinforcer in its own right by virtue of the access it provides to other
utilitarian reinforcers such as products and services; but money “earned” by
reduced consumption (of, say, domestic energy) might be thought of as also
containing informational properties. Interpersonal praise similarly might
have dual functions: it is desired as an end in itself for the intrinsic satisfac-
tion it supplies, but it is also a sign of the progress made by an achieving
consumer. The interpreter must make explicit his or her reasons for attrib-
uting some reinforcers predominantly to one or other category. The meth-
ods of interjudge evaluation and establishment of interjudge reliabilities is
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also available for the classification of relatively high or low utilitarian and
informational reinforcement. A well-tried methodology exists for such an
approach (e.g., Page and Iwata, 1986).

Testing Hypotheses

Combining the interactive effect of behavior setting scope and learning
history, it would be possible to relate the consumer situation to consumer
responses and to test simple hypotheses about consumer behavior in differ-
ent settings—for instance, that a positively predisposing learning history of a
consumer in an open setting would result in approach, and that an inhibiting
learning history in a closed setting would lead to avoidance or escape. Indeed,
there seems little doubt that a psychometrically testable model, incorporating
the central BPM variables, could be both constructed and used, if success-
ful, to predict consumer behavior (epistemologically certainly, though almost
as surely practically too) and, if marketing prescriptions were written in its
terms, perhaps to control it to a degree. The potential operationalizability of
the model provides a clue to the empirical correspondence of its constraints,
and empirical testing may enable us to check on its usefulness in predic-
tion. But there are several reasons why such modeling and measurement are
incomplete. First, quantitative investigation of this kind makes only narrow
contact with the behavior under review and its context. It is useful inasmuch
as it allows the basic relationships posited by the BPM to be tested in a gen-
eral way but it results in a very “thin” description indeed of consumer behav-
ior and its environment. Any methodology is limited in the range of answers
it can suggest, just as the number of questions a theoretical stance can pose is
prescribed; however, a purely quantitative technique is, in the present context
at least, constrained. Second, the excessive reliance upon first-person reports
inherent in this quantitative approach is antithetical to the spirit of behavior-
ist inquiry which stresses the direct observation of behavior in contact with its
reinforcing/punishing consequences. Radical behaviorism has severely criti-
cized attempts to explain behavior by reference to attitudes, intentions, sub-
jective meanings, expectancies, purposes, and other “mentalistic” notions.
The argument that there are cognitive precursors of overt behavior has been
challenged on ontological grounds: we observe only the verbal behavior said
to express them and that behavior is itself under the control of contingen-
cies that are quite distinct from those which shaped the behavior during the
learning history. All that can be recorded by scaling techniques is evidence
of the individual’s adaptation to the contingencies that control current verbal
responding. Explanatory accounts of behavior in terms of purposes, inten-
tions, and so on, simply shifts the environment into the head in order to
present the causes of behavior as internalized rather than external to the
individual (Skinner, 1977). Third, multi-attribute methods at best approxi-
mate a consumer’s learning history as he or she recalls it. They cannot cap-
ture the variables to which the BPM has drawn attention in full: learning
history, as has been argued, is the product of contingencies other than those
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which control such recall; behavior setting scope is a construct specifically
designed to overcome the problem of “situational intervention” between the
expression of an intention and the opportunity to act (Foxall, 2005). Since
it is admitted even in the more sophisticated versions of such models that,
because situational influences are constantly in flux, the only intention state-
ment that is consistent with an act is that which immediately precedes it
(Ajzen, 1985, p. 19), the idea of behavior setting scope is an advance on
theories which omit situational variables and concentrate exclusively on the
alleged cognitive determinants of behavior. Moreover, only the most detailed
account of learning history, including knowledge of the probable effects on
behavior of discriminative stimuli found in the setting, would suffice. Simply
to use an interaction term as part of a quantitative exercise would hardly
capture the richness of the “consumer situation.”

There is no need, therefore, for the model outlined previously to be
restricted to giving a programmatic account of purchase and consumption.
Little psychometric ingenuity is required to enable the variables described
to be operationally scaled and measured and to permit the relationship
of a consumer’s learning history and current behavior setting (including
the significance of signaled utilitarian and informational reinforcers, and
aversive consequences) to his or her current behavior. But, while the model
appears capable of operational application and thus of empirical testing,
the richness of the present analysis lies in the model’s capacity to suggest an
interpretation of broader aspects of consumer behavior.

OPERANT INTERPRETATION OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOR

Levels of Interpretation

Radical behaviorist interpretation is a reconstruction of the probable envi-
ronmental causes of observed behavior; the environmental stimuli currently
influencing observed behavior must be inferred from the factors that are
known to control operant behavior in the laboratory and in field experi-
mental settings. Such interpretation thus proceeds inductively. Three suc-
cessive and interactive levels of interpretive analysis (summarized in Table
5.1) can be proposed.

The operant class. The first and most general level, that of the “operant
class,” categorizes consumer behavior as belonging to one or other of four
operant equifinality classes, and, subsequently, to one of eight contingency
classes. Equifinality indicates that all the members of a particular class
of behaviors produce a similar pattern of consequences which maintain
those behaviors. The maintaining consequences of an operant consumer
behavior are the utilitarian and informational reinforcers with which it is
consistently associated. (Aversive consequences do not maintain behavior;
rather, they reduce its frequency, and will be considered later in the context
of the second level of analysis.) On the assumptions necessary to this form
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Table 5.1 Three Levels of Interpretive Analysis

Level of Analysis

Environmental Stimuli

Behavior Units

Operant Class

Pattern of reinforcement:
Low/high hedonic reinforcement

Low/high informational

Operant Equifinality Class:

reinforcement
Contingency Schedule of reinforcement Accomplishment, Pleasure,
Category (single, dominant) Accumulation, Maintenance
Pattern of reinforcement, General pattern of behavior
behavior-setting scope appropriate to relatively closed/
(generally inferred) open behavior setting; subset
of operant equifinality class
Consumer Pattern of reinforcement, relative Approach, Escape, Avoidance
Situation strength of immediate reinforce- responses including brows-

ment and punishment: reinforcer
effectiveness, (multiple) reinforce-
ment schedules, reinforcement
delay, quantity of reinforcement,

ing, purchases, arranging
credit, using, saving, buying
alternative product, leaving
the behavior setting.

quality of reinforcement, aversive
consequences

Personal learning history: related
to and inferred from pattern
of reinforcement, immediate
reinforcing and aversive conse-
quences signaled by discrimina-
tive stimuli

Behavior-setting scope: nature
and effect of the following in
increasing/decreasing consumer
discretion and choice: physical
discriminative stimuli, social
discriminative stimuli, temporal
discriminative stimuli rules

State variables: mood, ability to

pay, availability of credit, depri-
vation/satiation, etc.

of interpretation, that all consumer behavior can be functionally related to
one or other pattern of relatively low/high utilitarian and relatively low/
high informational reinforcement, and that there are four such patterns of
reinforcement which maintain purchase and consumption responses, and,
therefore, four operant classes of consumer behavior (Figure 1.3, p. 11).
(Again, in order to avoid repetition, these forms of reinforcement are here-
after spoken of as simply “low” or “high,” though the comparative nature
of their definitions is understood.)
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Analyses of this higher-level, operant class level of analysis (Foxall,
1992a, 1992b, 1993) have led to the proposal that the four logically derived
and functionally defined operant classes of consumer behavior might be
labeled as in Figure 1.3. It was argued that the consummatory activities
involved in survival as a human organism and in minimal effective func-
tioning as a social being (including fulfillment of the responsibilities of
citizenship) would be maintained by relatively low levels of both utilitar-
ian and informational reinforcement. The behaviors involved in ensuring
physiological well-being and basic social acceptance do not require high
levels of either economic goods and services or recognition from one’s fel-
low man: only the fundamental levels of nutrition, shelter, taxpaying, and
meeting other social obligations need be met. Consumer behaviors influ-
enced by relatively low levels of both utilitarian and informational rein-
forcement, and consistent with high levels of contentment and inertia, were
termed maintenance. It was suggested that a second class of consumer
behaviors is maintained by a relatively high level of informational reinforce-
ment and a relatively low level of utilitarian reinforcement. Behavior which
depends for its continuance on frequent feedback on performance or level
of achievement comes into this category. Such behaviors would typically
include discretionary saving for a particular item, collecting, and achieving
cumulative rewards as in promotional deals. Utilitarian reinforcement is
far from absent, and its attainment would usually be the ultimate goal of
such behavior, but it is relatively less important in maintaining the day-to-
day, week-to-week, or month-to-month responses that cumulate to achieve
it. Informational reinforcement thus acts as a frequently given proxy for
the ultimate utilitarian reward that is contingent upon perseverance. This
class of behaviors, largely concerned with the satisfactions that accrue from
meeting performance criteria, was termed accumulation. The third operant
class of purchase and consumption contains behaviors that are maintained
by relatively high levels of utilitarian but relatively low levels of informa-
tional reinforcement. All forms of entertainment, relief of pain, acquisition,
and use of economic goods and services fall into this class. Informational
reinforcement is not necessarily unimportant: it might be socially reward-
ing to be seen having or consuming such items (not failing to have them
might also remove the possibility of social disapprobation), but the prin-
cipal maintaining consequences are utilitarian. This class of consumer
behavior, denoted by the receipt of utilitarian satisfactions, is known as
hedonism. Finally, some consumer behaviors are maintained by relatively
high levels of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement. This class
of behavior includes anything which displays the consumer’s overall level
of economic and social attainment: working for badges such as advanced
college degrees, being seen to buy and consume luxuries and other icons of
wealth, and seeking further self-realization or improvement all figure here.
Such items are not only intrinsically valuable to the individual; their con-
spicuous consumption shows forth his or her level of social status, honor,
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or esteem. This class of behaviors, leading to achievement that fulfills the
consumer, is known as accomplishment. Accounts of this level of analy-
sis have also tentatively attached a notion of the relationship between the
dependent variables (observed behavior) and the independent variables (the
inferred pattern of utilitarian and informational reinforcements maintain-
ing them) in the form of a schedule of reinforcement. Many of the activi-
ties that fall into the maintenance class appear to be preserved by a fixed
internal (FI) schedule; many, if not all, accumulation responses, on a fixed
ratio (FR) schedule. Most hedonism responses are seemingly maintained
by a variable interval (VI) schedule, and accomplishment is generally main-
tained by an apparent variable ratio (VR) interval (Foxall, 1990). Great
care must be taken in suggesting schedules that maintain non-laboratory
behaviors (Poppen, 1982), but an interpretation must make some rather
bold conjectures.

These four broad types of consumer behavior are operant equifinality
classes to which particular pre-purchase, purchase, and consumption activ-
ities are allocated on the basis of the function they perform, that is, the pat-
tern of consequences they produce. This observation has two implications
for the interpretation of consumer behaviors within this framework. First,
consumer behaviors which are topographically quite different from one
another may be allocated to the same equifinality class because they pro-
duce the same pattern of low/high utilitarian and informational reinforce-
ment. Hence both attending a spiritual development program and searching
for a luxurious present in a prestigious department store are classified as
accomplishment because each is believed to be maintained by high levels
of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement. Second, the obverse of
the first, two topographically identical activities can be allocated to differ-
ent operant classes of consumer behavior if they produce different patterns
of reinforcement. Hence watching a performance of a Shakespearean play
is hedonism if it is done solely for personal gratification but accomplish-
ment if the play also forms the subject of an examination for which the
viewer is consciously revising. It is also accomplishment, more subtly, if the
viewer receives not only hedonism from the performance but also advances
toward a personal goal of self-realization or personal (cultural) improve-
ment (see also Foxall, 1990, 1994a).

The contingency category. A second level of analysis, that of the con-
tingency category, allocates broad types of consumer behavior accord-
ing to the scope of the behavior setting as interpreted by the observer as
well as the general pattern of reinforcement. Within each operant class of
consumer behavior, particular purchase and consumption activities differ
depending on whether the behavior setting in which they occur is relatively
closed or relatively open. There is a continuum of consumer behavior types,
based on behavior setting score, within each operant class; however, the
following exposition treats this factor as a binary variable, speaking only
of closed and open consumer behavior settings. There are, therefore, on
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this simplified definition, two general contingency categories within each
operant class (see Foxall, 1990, 1992b, 1993b). Figure 1.2 (p. 10) shows
the eight contingency classes derived from considering utilitarian reinforce-
ment, informational reinforcement, and behavior setting score as three sep-
arate binary variables. Responses within each of the four operant classes of
consumer behavior derived previously differ topographically according to
the scope of the behavior setting in which they occur. They remain equifi-
nal, however, in that they produce the same general pattern of utilitarian
and informational reinforcement. Simplifying the complex of contingencies
by assuming binary variables, Figure 1.2 defines contingency categories
by reference to three continua: from low to high utilitarian reinforcement,
from low to high informational reinforcement, and from closed to open
behavior setting scope.

These contingency classes define the eight combinations of contingency
that can influence the rate of consumer behavior. They refine the elements
of the environment contained in the three-term contingency: discriminative
stimuli become the elements of the consumer behavior setting which deter-
mine its closed-open scope (physical surroundings, social surroundings,
temporal orientation, and rules), while reinforcers become the inferred
pattern of utilitarian and informational reinforcers acting on behavior.
Figure 1.2 also proposes labels for the general patterns of behavior likely
to be allocated (maintained by) each contingency category. Once again,
these allocations are functionally determined. It is suggested tentatively,
however, that maintenance in closed settings takes the form of mandatory
consumption, for instance, payment of taxes for street lighting, the police
and military services, and buying a television license; in open settings, it is
routine purchasing, for instance, of groceries in a supermarket; accumula-
tion in closed settings consists in collecting, for instance, collection of cou-
pons, installment buying, saving up; in open settings, it is foken-buying, for
instance, accumulating “air miles” on frequent flyer programs; hedonism
in closed settings often takes the form of inescapable entertainment such
as watching an in-flight movie, while in open settings it takes the form of
popular entertainment like viewing television or watching a rock video or
opera; accomplishment in closed settings can be categorized as fulfillment
including personal development and leisure activities, while in open set-
tings it is characterized as status consumption including search for luxuries
and radical innovations.

The consumer situation. This third, most detailed level of analysis relates
specific consumer responses such as browsing, evaluating, purchasing, and
using to the elements of the consumer situation in which they occur. Such
behaviors are approach (when a positive reinforcer is accepted), avoid-
ance (when the behavior is negatively reinforced by avoidance of an aver-
sive event), and escape (when the consumer frees himself or herself from
a currently aversive setting). This micro-level interpretation of consumer
behavior involves identifying the discriminative stimuli that compose the
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behavior setting (and, wherever possible, the consequences to which they
point); it also requires some assessment of the learning history of the indi-
vidual. These two factors determine the consumer situation, the point at
which consumer behavior is located (Foxall, 1992a). Here, the purpose of
a radical behaviorist interpretation of consumer behavior is to reconstruct
the meaning of an act for an individual consumer. We have seen that this
meaning is ultimately related to the learning history of that consumer,
something to which direct empirical access is denied the observer. An oper-
ant interpretation must concentrate, therefore, on those environmental fac-
tors which can be observed (or inferred) and documented, notably elements
of the behavior setting, and both the pattern and the relative strengths of
potential reinforcement and punishment signaled by the setting variables
and available to the consumer who acts therein: the assumption here is that
such reinforcing factors have operated on similar behavior in the past, in
similar settings, and can, therefore, be used as a guide to the predisposing/
inhibiting nature of the consumer’s learning history.

Recognizing, therefore, that behavior is amenable to numerous inter-
pretations, even within an operant framework of analysis, we can begin to
answer the first question of operant interpretation, “What is this person
doing?” (Lee, 1988, pp. 135-136). This requires that the meaning of the
act be elucidated in terms of learning history (as far as this is available or
can be inferred) and current setting; the analysis of the current setting must
include an understanding of the role of likely consequences of behavior so
that the problem of equifinality can be plausibly countered by reference
to the outcomes of behavior in the setting. Only by isolating these conse-
quences and relating them to the behavior can we respond to Lee’s second
question of operant interpretation, “What has been done?” The resulting
description can be as scientistically “thin” as we wish, based on no more
than a parsimonious account of the operational measures and their puta-
tive interrelations, or as interpretively “thick” as we wish, leading to an
understanding of “how the action of interest makes a difference to the per-
son’s life. That is, what does the action produce or present that would not
be produced or presented otherwise?” (Lee, 1988, p. 137). The more closed
the setting, the greater the possibility of both a thin, scientistic interpreta-
tion and a thick interpretive account which can point to their referents with
a degree of intersubjective agreement; the more open, the more speculative
both accounts must be. Where should we look for such consequences? Any
consumer behavior is both reinforced and punished; the strength of the
behavior (its frequency and its magnitude on any one occasion) is the result
of tendencies toward approach (leading to such positive reinforcement as
possession and consumption of the utilities and information provided by
a purchase) and those toward escape (leading to punishers such as loss of
cash, an end to pre-purchase deliberation which may be satisfying in itself,
forgoing other products). Whether approach (e.g., purchase) or escape (sav-
ing, buying something else) is the outcome depends upon which of these
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responses is the stronger (i.e., upon the learning history of the individual)
(Alhadeff, 1982).

By the pattern of reinforcement is meant the effect of utilitarian and
informational reinforcers used at preceding levels of analysis to ascertain
the operant class of consumer behavior in question, that is, the relative
levels of utilitarian and informational reinforcement. In this final level of
analysis, however, the chief concern is to infer some aspect of the consum-
er’s learning history from the (presumably) continued presence of this pat-
tern of reinforcement. If the consumer’s behavior is assumed to have been
maintained by this pattern in the past, we must, within the confines of
an operant reconstruction, assume that this pattern (or the discriminative
stimuli that signal it) will continue to positively influence approach behav-
ior in the current behavior setting. We must also, at this level, take the
possible aversive stimuli of responding into consideration, both to indicate
the strength of escape behavior acting against the strength of the approach
behavior and to interpret the nature of any avoidance behavior in the set-
ting. By the relative strength of potential reinforcement and punishment
is meant the net outcomes or consequences signaled by the discriminative
stimuli in the current behavior setting as contingent upon the purchase
or consumption response. Alhadeff (1982) portrays purchase behavior
as a vector of these two strengths or probabilities which are principally
a function of the consumer’s learning history. The strength of approach
depends upon reinforcer effectiveness (which is, in turn, a function of the
consumer’s level of deprivation), the schedule of reinforcement (and here
we must add to Alhadeff’s [1982] analysis, the possibility that multiple
schedules will be in operation in non-laboratory settings), reinforcer delay
(the length of time by which reinforcement has followed the response in
the past; the longer this interval, the weaker the response), the quantity of
reinforcement, and the quality of reinforcement. The strength of escape
depends upon how aversive the loss of money is to the consumer who must
pay for the product (and this is itself a function of the reaction of others
to previous purchases by the individual); the past results of losing the posi-
tive generalized reinforcer, money; and the result of having been prevented
from acquiring other reinforcers as a consequence of having bought a par-
ticular product, the length of delay between the purchase and such punish-
ing consequences, the quantity and quality of the money surrendered, and
the reinforcement schedule (Alhadeff, 1982; Foxall, 1990, pp. 65-69).

What is missing from this interpretation, which extrapolates from oper-
ant research on animals directly to the consumer behavior of humans, is
recognition of the situational and speciational discontinuities involved. We
must, therefore, incorporate the elements of the consumer behavior set-
ting into this account. These discriminative stimuli provide a link between
the consumer’s learning history and the reinforcers contingent upon cur-
rent behavior. If those signaled reinforcers can be identified, along with
the aversive consequences, and related to the physical, social, temporal,
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and regulatory stimuli that compose the setting, we can mitigate, though
not entirely overcome, the absence of a full and reliable, empirically elic-
ited learning history. At this level of analysis, behavior setting scope must
be assessed by a thorough and detailed judgment of the extent to which
the various sources of discriminative stimulus (physical, social, temporal,
regulatory) promote or inhibit the behavioral choices open to the consumer.
Finally, the analysis of the consumer situation requires an appraisal of the
immediate state variables which may influence behavior in the setting: the
consumer’s state of deprivation/satiation with the reinforcers made avail-
able by the product, mood states, ability to pay, access to credit facilities,
and so on. The third level of analysis is nested within the two earlier levels.
Levels 1 and 2 locate the micro-accounts, of specific consumer situations,
among the whole range of contingencies of learning presented by differ-
ing patterns of high and low utilitarian and informational reinforcement,
closed and open consumer behavior settings.

INTERPRETATION IN ACTION

The purpose of the following analysis is to show the form that a radical
behaviorist interpretation of consumer behavior might take. Only through
such analysis can the nature of the BPM account be assessed. Although the
four cases presented are original, they can be placed into operant classes and
contingency categories (Foxall, 1993a). The four cases have been chosen
because they are well-documented instances of consumer behavior, inde-
pendently researched by psychologists or marketing specialists in three cases
and based on accompanying literature in the other. All four cases also rep-
resent examples of marketing influence in the form of set enclosure and the
manipulation of reinforcers and rules. The analysis of large groups awareness
training is presented as an example of accomplishment. Attendance at the
seminar suggests high levels of both utilitarian and informational reinforce-
ment since the participant is seeking useful and applicable knowledge about
how to make his or her life work more effectively, and because the seminar
provides a check on progress toward personal goals and social attainment,
social acceptance; it is an example of marked status consumption. The par-
ticipant can be expected to be seeking (i.e., to have a learning history of
being reinforced by) both incentives (the gains to be had directly from the
service bought and consumed) and feedback (an assessment of performance
as a person). The experience of eating at a Benihana restaurant is presented
as an example of hedonism. The show-business aspect of the service sug-
gests a high level of utilitarian reinforcement while informational reinforce-
ment, not unimportant given the status implication of consumption here, is
relatively low. Frequent-flyer programs are used to illustrate accumulation.
Informational reinforcement, as one accumulates “air miles,” is predomi-
nant (how well am I doing?), though ultimate reinforcement is likely to be



A Model of Interpretation 103

utilitarian—owning and using the bonus which one has acquired. Finally
airport waiting exemplifies maintenance. This activity is undertaken solely
in order to consume another, primary reinforcer, though it entails a differ-
ent kind of consumption, namely, of the airport facilities. Moving on to our
second level of analysis, that of the contingency category, and believing that
each of these four behaviors belongs to a relatively closed behavior setting,
it is possible to describe the behaviors in greater detail. Large group aware-
ness training is an example of fulfillment; dining at Benihana is inescapable
entertainment, accumulating air miles is token buying, and airport waiting
is mandatory consumption. Not all of the settings in which these behaviors
typically occur are equally closed (Foxall, 1992a).

Accomplishment: Large Group Awareness Training

Large group awareness training (LGAT) stems from the “Human Potential
Movement” which was influenced by Rogers, Maslow, and Mayo, by exis-
tentialism, and by various strands of Eastern philosophy (Finkelstein, Wene-
grat, and Yalon, 1982). The movement emphasized that neuroses could be
cured through “self-actualization” or the individual’s development toward
his or her full potential. Other sources of input to LGAT include Gestalt
therapy, sensitivity training, encounter groups, and yoga. While LGAT may
appear an unusual focus for the study of consumer behavior, the movement
has a strong commercial footing, and, from the beginning, the key criterion
of its success has been “consumer satisfaction” (Finkelstein, Wenegrat, and
Yalon, 1982, pp. 516-517). Various programs now offer this approach to
personal development training—“Lifespring,” “Insight,” “Relationships,”
and “Actualizations,” for instance. The oldest, est, (standing for Erhard
Seminar Training), now known as “The Forum,” has been chosen for anal-
ysis here since it is “the only commercial large group training which has
been studied in the professional literature” (p. 518).

The operant class to which consumer behavior of this kind belongs (our
first level of analysis) is apparently accomplishment since high levels of
both utilitarian and informational reinforcement maintain the responses
involved. Utilitarian reinforcement is evident from the ability of the ser-
vice provided to the consumer: self-management skills, emotional release
during the program, and the resulting capacity to control one’s life more
effectively after the two compulsory weekends and the voluntary “post-
graduate” meetings which the training offers. Informational reinforcement
takes the form of feedback on the individual’s performance in life (pointing
out first the unworkability of his or her life to date), on the acquisition of
the positive understanding and skills provided by the course, and—through
the post-graduate meetings—continued performance feedback as the prin-
ciples of est are put into practice in the real world. Both of these sources of
reinforcement appear to influence behavior strongly relative to their effects
in the other operant classes considered here (see also Foxall, 1990).
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At the second level of analysis, that of the contingency category, it is
apparent that LGAT takes place in a relatively closed setting, that of a
hotel ballroom between the hours of 8:30 a.m. and about midnight on the
Saturdays and Sundays of two consecutive weekends. Trainees also must
attend a pre-training evening, when they are introduced to the rules that
will govern their behavior in the ballroom sessions, and a three-hour mid-
training session held on the Wednesday evening between the two training
weekends. The rules to which they are introduced at the pre-training ses-
sion, and which are generally followed throughout the training, require
the consumer to forgo alcohol and non-prescription drugs during the ses-
sions; to introduce no watch or other timepiece into the training room;
to use toilets, eat, and smoke only during breaks; to remain in their seat,
until they are called upon; to wear identification tags; and to avoid sitting
close to anyone of their acquaintance (Finkelstein, Wenegrat, and Yalon,
1982; Fisher, Silver, Chinsky, Goff, and Klar, 1990; Rhinehart, 1976). The
degree of pliance induced by the stating and restating of such rules and the
means by which consumer behavior in the setting is personally mediated
(see next) confirms that est takes place in a closed setting compared to other
forms of Accumulation (e.g., the pre-purchase browsing for luxury items in
a prestigious department store that is classified as status consumption). We
may, therefore, justifiably refer to est and other LGATs as fulfillment. By
contrast, Accomplishment in open settings—for instance, browsing for a
luxury gift in a prestigious department store—provides the consumer with
far more choice among alternative products, brands, and stores, and also
confers more temporal control.

The essence of the case study of est is the identification of its methods of
controlling consumer behavior in the current setting by means of rules and
other discriminative stimuli which signal the positive and aversive conse-
quences that are immediately contingent upon responses performed “here
and now.” This is the concern of the third level of analysis, that of the con-
sumer situation. On the first morning of the training, 250 to 300 trainees
assemble, wearing tags showing their first names, in a ballroom in which
they are seated facing the dais which contains only blackboards, stools, and
a lectern. The ground rules are reread by the assistant trainer who stresses
their voluntary nature, though by now each trainee has agreed in writing
to be bound by them. The trainer who now takes over is clean and smart
and projects an air of authority; he or she is in total control. Trainees may
address no one but the trainer and then only when called upon. The trainer
terminates the interaction with the trainee by saying “thank you” (an infor-
mational reward since it may signal that the trainee has understood what
is being said or has complied with some requirement). This “thank you” is
also a signal for the audience to applaud (a utilitarian reward since it sug-
gests approval and recognition). The rules emphasize the controlling fea-
tures of the physical and social environment—social restraints (the power of
the anonymous crowd) and physical constraints (the doors to the ballroom
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are actually locked)—and forbid familiar discriminative stimuli such as
watches and clocks. At first, the sole behavior permitted of the trainees is
speaking, when permission is granted, to the trainer, and later movements
and actions are restricted to what the trainer prompts and allows. Some
rudimentary conclusions can be drawn with respect to the learning histo-
ries of the trainee consumers. According to Fisher, Silver, Chinsky, Goff,
and Klar (1990, pp. 36-38), est participants are typically female (60%),
heterosexual (>90%), white (>90%), infrequent churchgoers (63% went
“rarely”), middle income (>66% earned between $12,000 and $50,000),
not living alone (>80%), and highly educated (fifteen years on average).
Trainees are, however, more positively inclined toward self-improvement
and change than a control group of peer-nominees; they also have a ten-
dency to report a greater impact on their lives of negative happenings dur-
ing the preceding year than do members of the control group even though
both have roughly the same number of such negative events (p. 38).

More interesting is the reevaluation and redefinition of their learning
histories during and as a result of the seminar training. Its transformation
is closely related to the progressive assertion of instructional control by the
trainer over trainees (Baer and Stolz, 1978, p. 49). Trainees are encouraged
to give up their “act,” their self-images and attempts at self-presentation of
their beliefs about themselves, their titles, the rules by which they try to live,
their wealth, knowledge of their reputation, techniques of self-defense, and
so on. The trainer subtracts all of these defenses against the new knowledge
he or she is trying to inculcate to wear down the trainee’s ideas about the
source of his or her personal status and worth. This procedure actually
invalidates the trainee’s learning history (as he or she is aware of/can verbal-
ize it), especially that based on informational learning, that is, the result of
performance feedback. Trainees are encouraged to give up their act in sev-
eral ways (pp. 49-50). First, any self-assertion on the part of a trainee with
respect to his or her personal status, position, or achievements is immedi-
ately punished; the trainee’s assertions are ridiculed, he or she is called an
“asshole”; and it is pointed out that the trainee’s life does not work: why
else are they here? Second, the trainer points out that trainees do not know
even what they think they do; they do not know how true what they believe
about themselves actually is. Third, trainees are led to disbelieve their own
minds which are portrayed as “tricksters.” Fourth, all attempts at escap-
ing the contingencies are punished. Finally, the physical surroundings—a
fifteen-hour day spent in a cool room, for instance—increases the probabil-
ity that the trainer’s instructional control will be effectively imposed; few
trainees have a learning history which would enable them to cope with the
closed behavior setting in which they now find themselves.

Several tactics allow the trainer to fine tune his instructional control
strategy. He or she first tells them accurately how (bad) they are feeling,
increasing the feeling that the instructor is always right. Then, he or she
slowly increases their feelings of self worth. It is all part of the est philosophy
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that the trainee is already perfect, already doing an unexceptionable job of
being him- or herself; the course aims at “enlightenment,” but this is the
realization that there is actually nothing to “get”—one is already complete
and has no need to evaluate him- or herself or his or her progress, no need
to set up standards for the self or others (Baer and Stolz, 1978, p. 57). It
takes time for this full philosophy to be presented and for the trainees to
“get it”—hence the length of the seminar training—but the road to self-
realization or self-actualization begins now. Third, the trainer allows no
counter-control: he or she is not open to suggestion, persuasion, or coercion
from the floor. He or she ignores attacks on him- or herself while provid-
ing selective reinforcement for the trainee’s self-disclosure, “sharing,” and
gradually transferring control from himself to the audience, allowing the
informational reinforcement of his “thank you” (which implies some prog-
ress has been made) to be enhanced by the utilitarian control exerted by the
group’s rate of acceptance. As we have seen, the physical, social, temporal,
and regulatory environment consists of discriminative stimuli that signal
all the rewards and punishment within the control of the trainer and their
relationship to specific behaviors—by trainees in the setting. The in-setting
training also provides utilitarian reinforcers which have the effect of further
reducing the power of the pre-training learning history and of strengthen-
ing the new patterns of behavior learned during the sessions. Not only are
new skills learned; they are accompanied by the emotional release elicited
during the nine “processes” of “experience algorithms” that trainees under-
take with eyes closed. Each of these increases their self-awareness, that is,
leads to a greater understanding of the contingencies that have influenced
the trainees’ behavior: “They immerse the person in feelings, attitudes, sen-
sations, and judgments that might otherwise be avoided. Thus, they allow
an appreciation of what the experiences in fact consist of” (p. 53). The
trainee is encouraged to be in a position to articulate the contingencies that
have shaped his or her prior behavior and emotional reactions, to practice
self-management, and to gain control. In the process of reinventing the self,
the trainee establishes or recognizes new reinforcers which strengthen the
new self-image he or she has acquired.

Hedonism: The Managed Restaurant Experience

An example of hedonism is provided by the Benihana restaurant case
(Sasser, Olsen, and Wyckoff, 1978, pp. 44-57) on which the following
account is based. Each restaurant in the Benihana chain features Japanese
decor and a Teppanyaki table at which a chef prepares and serves food
directly to the customers, next to whose table the apparatus is located. At
the first level of analysis, that of the operant behavior class, the experience
of dining in this context is apparently reinforced by high levels of utilitarian
reinforcement and a low but not insignificant level of informational rein-
forcement. Evidence of the former is provided, first, by the behavior of the
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chef (each of whom, like the waitresses who are the other personnel who
deliver the service, is responsible for two tables): the chef prepares, cooks,
and serves the food with flourish and panache—the restaurant is generally
acknowledged to be in show business as well as the food-delivery industry,
and the gas-fire Teppanyaki table, containing the grill and a ledge for the
various implements used in cooking, lies at the heart of the showbiz. The
native Japanese chefs are highly trained in a formal three-year apprentice-
ship: Benihana cooking is mostly showmanship and requires such detailed
training; chefs’ behavior is controlled by competition among the chefs and
through a travelling inspector. The product itself is highly visual.

The second, interrelated, aspect of utilitarian reinforcement is the food
itself: highly palatable (to U.S. customers) “wholesome, familiar food, with
unusual, unique and delicious preparation, served in a fun atmosphere.”
The Benihana marketing philosophy continues, “We want to intrigue the
people celebrating an anniversary or taking Aunt Sally out to dinner. A
Japanese restaurant would normally never cross their minds. We are saying
we are a fun place to try, and there is no slithery fishy stuff” (Sasser, Olsen,
and Wyckoff, 1987, p. 54). The menu comprises a limited range of typi-
cally American foods—steak, shrimp, chicken—all of which are “middle
American entrées.” The limited accompaniments—bean sprouts, zucchini,
fresh mushrooms, onion, and rice—are similarly standardized and invari-
able. Exotically titled but familiar beverages are highly priced but served
in cheap paper mugs. Informational reinforcement consists predominantly
in the social status gained from taking guests to this unusual and novel
restaurant, a useful additional reward for whoever is treating “Aunt Sally”
or taking business colleagues for a short but unusual lunch or dinner prior
to a business meeting perhaps.

At the second level of analysis, that of the contingency category, there
appears to be strong justification for designating this consumer activity as
inescapable entertainment, since the form of the showbiz is entirely beyond
the control of the customer and there are numerous constraints on behav-
ior which would lead to the view that the setting is closed. Consumers
would not go to Benihana if the food were not intrinsically good to eat (and
research shows that a high proportion of current consumers are returners).
Therefore, the panache with which they are entertained while eating and
drinking is an inescapable extra, albeit pleasant and rewarding in itself. For
all that the customer is free to walk out or try to ignore such entertainment,
the setting is very different from, say, watching television or listening to
CDs or the radio in one’s own home, where it is possible to switch channels
or tracks at will and to escape entertainment altogether with ease. By com-
parison, eating at home or at a fast-food restaurant provides more choice
and control; other forms of entertainment are within the control of the
consumer at each stage and at every moment: listening to music at home,
watching television, walking the dog, for instance. The third level of analy-
sis, that of the consumer situation, confirms this by identifying the specific
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physical, social, temporal, and regulatory discriminative stimuli by which
the behavior of consumers is shaped and constrained. Even before they get
to the dining area guests are assembled informally in the bar into groups
of eight; each eight consists of groups and individuals who are strangers to
one another. Each of these groups of eight is shepherded by a waitress to the
table: the bench-style seats do not encourage lingering beyond about three-
quarters of a hour; the limited menu makes for speedy ordering; the food
is grilled, which also encourages speed of service; the chef “force feeds”
customers by throwing them pieces of food during the cooking; meat is cut
up to assist faster eating; the sole dessert, sherbet, is also quickly consumed
and will begin to melt if it is left too long. The end of the “show” is signaled
by the chef’s bow: this puts the clientele under some pressure to leave, but if
it does not have the desired effect, he can start to clean the grill in anticipa-
tion of the arrival of the next group of diners. In any case, the surrounding
showbiz does not encourage extended discussions: “[N]ormally a customer
can come in, be seated, and be on his way out in forty five minutes, if need
be. The average turnover was an hour, up to an hour and a half in slower
periods” (Sasser, Olsen, and Wyckoff, 1978. p. 48). The pace was set by
the chef who controlled the proceedings, if only because his take-home pay
depended on tips.

The rules, all plys, which maintain this behavior program include the
following: you should take a seat in the bar as directed and order a drink
or drinks; you should move to the table when directed; you should order
and eat relatively speedily; you should watch the “show” rather than get
involved in lengthy conversation; you should not converse at length with
strangers; you should leave when the meal ends; you should not keep other
customers waiting; once one person leaves, follow him or her out. These
rule-governed behaviors are encouraged and reinforced by the discrimi-
native stimuli at the disposal of the waitress and the chef, and reinforce
positively and negatively by the smiles, greetings, gestures, and the appro-
priateness of the behavior of these personnel.

Accumulation: Frequent Flyer Programs

The frequent-flyer programs of major airlines provide an example of accu-
mulation—a class of consumer behaviors in which informational reinforce-
ment is particularly to the fore while utilitarian reinforcement is relatively
unimportant. This case is based on information relating to the Qantas Fre-
quent Flyer Program (Qantas, n.d.) which appears typical of many other
schemes offered. Members of such schemes acquire a standard number of
points for every kilometer or mile travelled with the airline (as associated
carriers) for which they have paid a full fare. Business-class passengers
accumulate points at a higher rate, and first-class flyers at a higher rate still.
Members who purchase or consume other services—such as selected car
hire, credit card use, and hotel accommodation—may add further “bonus”
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points to their total. Feedback is provided by statements frequently mailed
to members of the scheme which detail distances flown, bonuses, and
points accrued. This case provides insight into the relationship between
utilitarian and informational reinforcement. The feedback provided by the
accumulation of points is, as just noted, dependent upon the consumption
of services that provide mainly utilitarian rewards—air travel, car rental,
and so on—though some informational reinforcement may be forthcom-
ing directly from the conspicuous consumption of some of these services
that provide social prestige. Additional points may be earned by using the
American Express Card issued in conjunction with the Qantas program
under the American Express “Membership Miles” scheme. Moreover, the
ultimate source of reinforcement is undoubtedly utilitarian—free air travel
and other benefits. These “other benefits” combine utilitarian and informa-
tional reinforcement in an interesting way.

They include priority check-in at airports, an additional baggage allow-
ance, priority baggage-handling facilities, and a booking service for
concerts and plays in London, Australia, and the United States. These
additional benefits are available to holders of a Silver Card, an item of
performance feedback conferred when 70,000 points have been earned
on international flights or 17,500 on domestic routes or a combination,
within a twelve-month period. They are available only when the card-
holder is paying full fare for a journey. When an even higher total of points
is accumulated within a year (250,000 for international flights, 62,500
for domestic, or a combination) the member of the scheme may receive a
Gold Card which confers further privileges—for instance, access to “Cap-
tain’s Club” lounges at airports irrespective of the class of travel selected
as long as the trip is international. Points must be redeemed within two
years. Just joining attracts an informational reward—a White Member-
ship Card that enables miles travelled to be tracked automatically as long
as the card number is quoted when a reservation is made. Although this
is the least documented case history described here, it is still possible to
identify the three designated levels of analysis. The operant class to which
the behavior under review belongs is accumulation. Informational rein-
forcement in the form of frequent/regular feedback on the number of miles
travelled or points accumulated is the most important means of maintain-
ing the behavior. That behavior is travelling with the designated airline on
one’s next trip. This does not imply that utilitarian reinforcement is either
absent or unimportant: indeed, we have noted the interaction of the two
sources of reinforcement and the way in which the informational is ulti-
mately sustained by the utilitarian.

At the second level of analysis, the behavior of the scheme member
takes place within a relatively closed consumer behavior setting. Having
entered the scheme, it is more attractive to continue flying with the des-
ignated airline in order to realize both the informational reinforcement
immediately available and the ultimate utilitarian reward contingent upon
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accumulation. To some degree the frequent flyer becomes locked into being
loyal to that airline. The opportunity to purchase other services such as
car rental further reduces the probability that the consumer will fly with
another carrier since those services are contingent upon his or her having
travelled with the airline that operates the scheme. By comparison, accu-
mulation in the form of regular saving into a bank account or collecting
part-works that build into a reference book or encyclopedia takes place
in a relatively open setting. The consumer is not locked in to the same
degree: it is possible to transfer a savings account to another bank whose
interest rates have been increased; missing a magazine is not punished by
irretrievable loss since it may be available by mail or when the part work is
republished. (Recall that in the frequent-flyer scheme points must be used
within a specific time frame.) The reinforcer obtained each week or month
is an end in itself as well as being part of a growing whole. Thus continued
accumulation is not compelled.

At the third level of analysis, the consumer situation is marked especially
by rules which determine whether behavior will be followed by contin-
gent reinforcement. Rules determine who is a member, how membership is
defined, how points and bonuses will be added, how points (tokens) will be
converted into back-up reinforcers, and so on. These rules are plys: compli-
ance on the part of the traveler is at the heart of the entire enterprise. We
can only assume that the traveler has a history of delayed utilitarian rein-
forcement supported by the apportionment of tokens that act as discrimi-
native stimuli for further responding.

Maintenance: The Design of Airport Waiting

In maintenance, consumer behavior of a particular topography is all but
compelled by the contingencies: the consumer has no escape from the per-
formance of the behavior in question because so much depends upon it—
usually a very significant utilitarian and/or informational reinforcer. In
order to take an airplane to a necessary business trip or to an exotic holiday
destination, it is necessary to reach the airport and to remain there for some
considerable time prior to take-off. The direct positive consequences of this
airport waiting are minimal, and the aversive consequences substantial.
The following operant interpretation is based on the account by Sommer
(1974, pp. 70-80). The classification of airport waiting as maintenance
(level 1) follows from the preceding brief description: neither utilitarian nor
informational reinforcement is other than fundamental—there is sufficient
comfort to keep customers there without complaint and sufficient progress
reports (e.g., in the form of announcements about the time remaining to
wait until the flight is called) and other discriminative stimuli detailing the
availability of the principle utilitarian and informational reinforcer—the
flight—to maintain further waiting. The physical, social, temporal, and
regulatory environment is sufficiently prescribed to enable this situation to
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be classified unambiguously as mandatory consumption (level 2). Sommer
describes “hard” architecture as designed by those who know what is best
for others (p. 2). It cannot be destroyed since it is “strong and resistant to
human imprint”; to those who use it, it seems impervious, impersonal, and
inorganic; and it is characterized by “a lack of permeability between inside
and out.” Of all the forms of architecture he considers, Sommer describes
airport terminals as “among the hardest buildings in the land” (p. 70). By
comparison, consumer behavior for food products, which also qualifies as
maintenance, usually takes place in a relatively open setting: the consumer
is not compelled to shop at any particular store or to select specific brands
or products on all occasions (Ehrenberg, 1972; Foxall, 1992a).

Moving on to the third level of analysis, that of the consumer situation,
it is clear that the scope of these consumer behavior settings is severely lim-
ited by the physical surroundings that comprise the terminal, by the impli-
cations of the physical context of social behavior, by time constraints, and
by rules that influence where consumers can go and what they can do there.
People have to spend considerable periods of time in airports, longer now
that security checks often mean arriving two or three hours prior to depar-
ture. Sommer points out that “no agency or organization feels a responsi-
bility for insuring that waiting time is pleasant or productive” (1970, p. 70).
Such waiting time is especially long on trans- and intercontinental flights
which are often delayed, overbooked, consolidated, or cancelled. The time
is spent in a “cold, sterile and unfriendly building.” The social and physi-
cal layout is fine for passengers who want to be alone, but there is nothing
for those who would prefer “a reassuring and comfortable environment”
(p. 71). Hence the passenger suffers first of all an arduous trip to the air-
port and treatment as a non-person by uninformed personnel, then is left
to his own devices to find the right check-in desks, queues, seating areas,
and pathways. The seating is such that all the chairs are identical and are
bolted together—the consumer is again ignored. It seems that officials only
become aware of the existence of the customer and his or her needs when
he or she is in the plane and is highly cosseted, though even here the con-
sumer is socially isolated. The seating in the waiting area, consonant with
the entire building, is socio-fugal rather than socio-petal (Osmond, 1957);
whereas the latter encourages social contact, the former isolates the individ-
ual, where there is crowding things are even worse since the psychological
apartness is emphasized (Sommer, 1970, p. 73). As a result people occupy
small spaces, reading books and magazines and thus avoiding interaction
with others who are nearby. The layout of the airport is such that both chil-
dren and adults are “restricted to a few role responses such as playing the
insurance machine, walking up the down escalator, turning on the water
fountain, riding the conveyor belt in the baggage section when the atten-
dant is not present, inspecting the candy machine, checking out the waste
baskets and pulling the levers on the cigarette machines” (p. 74). If children
are to see the planes, they must often be lifted by an adult because of the
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high windows (this is not so true nowadays). Older people are also very
isolated and their sense of separation is enforced by the institutional row of
chairs. According to Sommer, airports seem deliberately designed to elimi-
nate conversation among the passengers. The evidence for this is that the
seats are fastened together with arm rests that demarcate each individual’s
permitted space; rows are back to back or arranged in classroom style fac-
ing the counter; chairs are identical since it is assumed that everyone is the
same size and shape; there is nowhere to leave coats; and there is a need to
put parcels, cabin luggage, coats, and so on, on a lap or on the floor nearby
and to police them so they are not trodden on and that no one trips over
them. The most important thing is that the chairs are unmovable; nobody
is allowed to form them into a circle so that social interaction within a
group is possible. Sommer sees in this socio-fugal waiting area

a conspiracy to drive passengers out to the concessions where they will
spend money. Any effort to humanize or provide amenities in the wait-
ing area is a threat to the restaurant, cocktail lounge, news stand, and
gift shop. No one, including the airlines, has a financial stake in the
comfort of passengers in the waiting areas.

Therefore “passengers have no organizational representation to look after
their interests . . . They are regarded by the airlines as merchandise to be
shipped elsewhere and by the concessionaries as sheep to be sheared” (p. 79).
Those with the greatest power and influence are bought off by being taken to
their own luxurious lounges which are subsidized by economy passengers.

Overall the impersonal institutional atmosphere of the airport waiting
area means that there is extremely limited social interaction even with the
family group that one has arrived with. Bomb scares mean that passen-
gers are routed through sanitized areas while family and friends are denied
access to boarding areas. Moreover much of the architecture is identical
from airport to airport (e.g., the restaurant). All of this is reinforced by a
series of rules which make pliance the most obvious characteristic of con-
sumer behavior in this setting.
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The basic fault of every form of positivism in the social sciences is the
belief that the act of interpretation can be circumvented.

—Peter Berger and Hansfried Kellner (1981, p. 127)

There are numerous “styles” for doing science: the only constant is
the need to measure one’s ideas against the real world.

—Lewis Wolpert (1992, p. xiii)

CONTINGENCY CATEGORIES

A typology of consumer situations is defined by the independent variables
of the BPM, the antecedent and consequential stimuli that control behavior.
Depending on the relatively open or closed nature of the setting, the high or
low levels of utilitarian and informational reinforcement available in and
signaled by the setting, there emerge eight categories of contingencies which
can be interpreted as influencing consumer behavior. Each is a distinctive
combination of setting and reinforcer variables which elucidates particular
topographies of purchase and consumption. The BPM Contingency Matrix
(Figure 1.2, p. 10) summarizes the ways in which the independent variables
combine to produce the eight contingency categories. Each of these contin-
gency categories represents a class of purchase and consumption situations.
An interpretive account of consumer activity should systematically relate
known patterns of purchase and consumption to the contingencies on which
they are maintained. The following analysis identifies fundamental classes
of consumer behavior and the schedules of reinforcement that apparently
control them. It then describes the topographies of well-known examples of
purchase and consumption and infers the nature of the behavior setting and
the pattern of reinforcement apparently controlling them.

MAJOR CLASSES OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOR

Purchase and consumption can, like any other behaviors, be classified
according to the nature of their consequences, that is, according to the pat-
tern of utilitarian and informational reinforcement on which they are main-
tained. The shaping and maintenance of complex behavior may depend on
the effects of concurrent reinforcement schedules which reflect the influ-
ences of more than one combination of reinforcer strengths, but, for present
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analytical purposes, most if not all consumer behavior can be assigned to
one or other of the major classes of consequence based on permutations of
low/high utilitarian and low/high informational reinforcement. The four
classes into which the consequences of consumer behavior are divided are
accomplishment, pleasure, accumulation, and maintenance.

Accomplishment

Social and economic achievement maintain such behaviors as the acquisi-
tion and conspicuous consumption of status symbols, as well as the activi-
ties involved in seeking sensation and excitement or personal fulfillment, as
long as these acts result in the accumulation of some measure of attainment:
points, certificates, rites of passage, course completion, and so on, which
mark progress. This general pattern of consequences, accomplishment, is
likely to be produced by high levels of both utilitarian and informational
reinforcement. Many of the behaviors designated accomplishment are appar-
ently maintained on variable ratio (VR) schedules and, depending on the
degree of openness of the behavior setting—the extent to which the situa-
tion and its reinforcers are controlled by either the consumer or the provider
of the product or service—will be discussed subsequently in the context of
Contingency Categories 1 and 2. In the case of the open behavior setting
(Contingency Category 1) a typical example is the pre-purchase search for
and comparative evaluation of information relating to luxuries or discontinu-
ous innovations; in the case of the closed setting (Contingency Category 2),
casino gambling provides a typical instance.

Hedonism

The outcomes of all forms of popular entertainment and of behaviors
such as taking medication, which are controlled (negatively reinforced) by
the alleviation of suffering or displeasure, are consequence which may be
linked with a high level of utilitarian reinforcement but only a low level
of informational reinforcement which, nevertheless, is neither absent nor
unimportant. Such a pattern of consequences may be summed up as hedo-
nism. These behaviors, which occur as if maintained by a variable interval
(VI) schedule of reinforcement, are discussed subsequently in the contexts
of Contingency Categories 3 and 4. In the open behavior setting (Contin-
gency Category 3), an example is the TV game show, while in the closed
setting (Contingency Category 4), a typical example would be in-flight con-
sumption of meals or movies.

Accumulation

Consumer behaviors involving collecting, saving (notably saving up irregu-
larly to buy something), installment buying, and responses to promotional



Interpreting Consumer Choice 115

deals requiring the accumulation of tokens or coupons have consequences
that presumably embody a high level of informational reinforcement but
a low level of utilitarian reinforcement, though the latter is neither absent
nor, necessarily, unimportant. The pattern of consequences produced by
these behaviors is readily described as accumulation. Such behaviors are
apparently maintained on fixed ratio (FR) schedules and are discussed
below in the context of Contingency Categories 5 and 6. An example of
accumulation in an open setting (Contingency Category 5) is collecting
packet tops to obtain a fairly trivial free gift, while accumulating air miles
as one uses airline services exemplifies the relevant behavior in a closed set-
ting (Contingency Category 6).

Maintenance

The obligatory activities involved in survival (e.g., regular food purchasing)
and the fulfillment of social and cultural obligations of citizenship (e.g.,
the consumption of public goods for which taxes are paid at regular inter-
vals) may be construed as involving relatively low levels of both utilitarian
and informational reinforcement, though this does not mean that either is
absent or unimportant. The consequences that control such behaviors may
be described as maintenance. Note that maintenance does not refer simply
to physical survival and well-being but includes the consumer’s fulfillment
of minimal social, cultural, and economic requirements of any member
of the society, especially as he or she makes sense of their social existence
through consumption. These behaviors are seemingly maintained on fixed
interval (FI) schedules and are relevant to Contingency Categories 7 and 8.
The routine weekly purchasing of food items and other fast-moving con-
sumer goods in a supermarket is an example of the behavior in question in
an open behavior setting, while mandatory consumption of public goods,
for which compulsory taxes are levied, exemplifies such behavior in a
closed setting. Figure 1.2 (p. 10) summarizes the relationship of these major
classes of consumer behavior to the contingencies that maintain them.

ACCOMPLISHMENT IN OPEN SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

Watching TV documentaries and dramas, reading literary novels, or play-
ing a board game like Trivial Pursuit are all apparently reinforced by strong
utilitarian and informational consequences. In each case, the arrange-
ment of reinforcers maintains behavior on an extended VR schedule (i.e.,
the behaviors are emitted steadily at a high rate but reinforced relatively
infrequently): it is necessary, for example, to watch the program or read
the novel for a period of time or number of pages before a substantial
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reinforcement arrives in the form of a dramatic development or significant
denouement. A familiar instance in the context of consumer behavior is the
pre-purchase responses typical of consumer behavior for luxuries and dis-
continuous innovations such as TV satellite dishes, video recorders, exotic
vacations, and home computers. The BPM accounts for these pre-purchase
behaviors—which involve search for and comparative evaluation of data
about products and services, and which are depicted in the cognitive model
as extensive problem solving (Howard, 1989)—by reference to the high
levels of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement provided by
the products/services which are the subject of the activities. Most of these
items are possessed and used for the pleasure or ease of living they confer,
the well-being they make possible for the individual: they thereby provide
extensive utilitarian rewards. But they are often status symbols and their
conspicuous consumption also provides informational reinforcement: they
attest directly, and often publicly and unambiguously, to the consumer’s
attainments, especially economic. Goods in this category are usually highly
differentiated by novel function (in the case of innovations) or branding
(in the case of luxuries). Some of the pre-purchase behaviors associated
with these products—window shopping, browsing, search, comparison,
evaluation, and verbal consideration—occur frequently and are apparently
maintained by moderate to high VR schedules (which maintain regular and
systematic responding). These pre-purchase behaviors are learned through
small reinforcements and extinguish quite slowly. Even if the possibility
of purchasing is remote, individuals receive utilitarian and informational
reinforcement from potentially pre-purchase activities. These pre-purchase
behaviors are voluntary and may take several forms, none of which is com-
pelled. Consumption is usually undertaken in an open (e.g., domestic) set-
ting, though deliberate conspicuous consumption relies on carrying out
some specific contextual actions.

Behavior Setting

Purchase of luxuries or innovations typically occurs in open behavior set-
tings such as a retail store; pre- and post-purchase behaviors also typically
occur in open settings such as the home. The very considerable degree of
openness of these settings is inferred from the relatively unrestricted access
to a wide variety of competing reinforcers enjoyed by the (prospective)
purchase. At the pre-purchase stage, leading up to the purchase itself, the
marketer has comparatively little control over the consumer’s actions. The
particular contingencies that control the consumer’s behavior are deter-
mined by his or her unique history of reinforcement.

The manufacturer of any given luxury/innovation has little direct control
unless it has a monopoly and the capability of convincing the potential buyer—
through advertising or demonstration—of the advantages of the product, or
unless it can influence retailers to persuade the customer to buy. In the case of
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a genuine innovation, few customers are initial buyers (consumer innovators),
and most such products fail at the stage of consumer acceptance.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) many reinforcers are available,
none of which has special salience; (ii) there are many means by which the
reinforcers may be obtained; and (iii) the consumer is not compelled to execute
more than a minimal number of externally defined tasks in order to obtain
the reinforcers. Situational control: (i) the marketer has comparatively little
control over the behavior of the prospective purchase/consumers; (ii) the con-
sumer has several, perhaps many, sets of contingencies to “choose” among;
and (iii) the consumer has many alternatives to being in the situation.

ACCOMPLISHMENT IN CLOSED SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

Extensive problem solving occurs in open settings which provide consum-
ers with considerable scope for participation and exit: there is little if any
compulsion to be in a specific purchase or consumption situation at all,
and many sources of reinforcement compete for the individual’s discretion-
ary income and time; when they pall, the consumer can relatively easily
extricate him or herself from the setting. When a similarly powerful com-
bination of utilitarian and informational reinforcers is available in a closed
setting, behavior also comes under the control of influential aversive stim-
uli, both antecedent and consequential, which make escape and avoidance
less probable. The casino provides an appropriate illustration. Gambling in
so closed a setting is an activity maintained by high levels of both utilitar-
ian and informational reinforcement. It takes place in settings composed of
discriminative stimuli which clearly signal both the positive consequences
of approved approach behaviors and the potentially punishing implications
of escape or avoidance responses which flout established rules and gam-
ing conventions. As is the case with services in general, it is not possible
to divide behavior neatly into pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase
phases: purchase and consumption occur simultaneously.

Behavior Setting

Although several games may be available in the casino (cf. the bingo hall
where there is but one) the principal reinforcer is winning (points or money).
The main utilitarian reinforcement derives also from this source: pleasure
and social approval stem mainly from winning, though a certain amount
of enjoyment and prestige may be derived from being part of a somewhat
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exclusive social group, dressing appropriately, conforming to a specified code
of behavior, and so on. Closely defined behavioral acts must be adhered to
in order to participate, including obtaining membership, following codes of
dress and deportment, entering the game at the right time and in an appro-
priate manner, and so on. Different games provide different discriminative
stimuli for broadly similar operant responses, but some variety is possible;
however, once the individual is in the setting, only conformity to the required
behavior patterns can lead to the reinforcers. Access to the casino is strictly
determined by its management who pronounce on membership rights and
may deny entry on any particular occasion to anyone who does not conform
to the required codes of conduct. The casino management has considerable
control over access to the informational and utilitarian reinforcement rep-
resented by winning by virtue of its determining the schedule of reinforce-
ment in operation (although the rules of a game such as roulette may be
said to determine the schedule, the casino may have legal discretion over the
favorability of the odds to the house, and over the amounts staked). Those
alternative sources of reinforcement that are available are close substitutes,
offering minimal variety. The casino managers arrange the physical and, to a
degree, social environment, within the law, controlling lighting, the situation
of tables, the clientele, all of which may be manipulated to ensure the con-
tinued presence of the punters where they are most likely to gamble—to the
extent of serving drinks and even meals at the tables and providing opportu-
nities to gamble in the restaurants. Although there are such obvious physical
encouragements to gamble and, indeed, movement may be severely restricted
on occasion, the most subtle control is social. Quitting, failing to take risks
by staking inadequate sums, and so on, evoke social disapprobation which
makes escape and avoidance less probable.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) only a few reinforcers are avail-
able and one has special salience; (ii) there are only a few, closely prescribed,
means of obtaining the reinforcers; and (iii) clearly specified behaviors must
be performed to obtain the reinforcers. Situational control: (i) access and
deprivation are controlled largely by the casino management; (ii) the con-
sumer has few sets of contingencies to choose among; and (iii) consumer
behavior is controlled by contingencies imposed by agents not under the
control of the same contingencies.

HEDONISM IN OPEN SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

Some consumer behaviors are apparently maintained by principally utili-
tarian reinforcement: informational reinforcement is often also important
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but not to the extent suggested by consideration of VR schedules. Watch-
ing popular television game shows which provide near-constant entertain-
ment, and the reading of mass fiction which contains a sensation on almost
every page, seem to be maintained on VI schedules: even a short period of
attending is reinforced and the consumer is meant to be little more than
the passive recipient of transitory thrills. However, behavior is sometimes
maintained on these schedules for long periods, even though variety, pace,
and change seem to be required to ensure continued reinforcer effect and
therefore sustained responding. Personal music players and the viewing of
many television shows and movies have replaced for many people the more
demanding cultural habits essential to the appreciation of literary and dra-
matic art forms. Instead, mass culture presents frequent and predictable,
relatively strong and continuous utilitarian reinforcements which are not
contingent on long periods of concentrated effort.

Informational reinforcement is more obvious on some occasions than
others, as when game shows allow the audience to monitor their own
performances against that of the competing participants, but it is not the
main source of reward, and even in instances like this it has an entertain-
ment function. Once again the schedule may at times resemble CRF but
not every response is reinforced, though enough are to ensure a steady
rate of responding. Constant reduction in attention spans—viewers are
reported to switch TV channels on average every three minutes and some
use split screens to watch two programs simultaneously—implies a search
for reinforcement. Trying to overcome this, some television shows incor-
porate sustained reinforcement for very short periods of responding, for
instance, the “happy news” bulletin format, pioneered in California, in
which reports are made entertaining by featuring “action, pace, [and] an
almost dizzy attempt to keep the audience from getting bored” (Tunstall
and Walker, 1981, p. 123). Such broadcasts contain a series of sensational
stories, each of which receives one or two minutes’ concentrated cover-
age in a half-hour bulletin, interrupted by three two-minute commercial
breaks and a five-minute weather forecast presented with similar non-
stop pace.

Behavior Setting

Competing television channels and other electronic media provide many
sources of highly utilitarian reinforcement with some informationally rein-
forcing content. The portable technologies involved extend the geographi-
cal scope of the open settings in which these behaviors occur. Many other
activities compete for the consumer’s attention, reducing the probability
that consumption of these items will be sustained. The consumption behav-
iors in question are apparently maintained on low VI schedules, though
sometimes reinforcement is almost continuous: mass visual communica-
tion present reinforcers in such a way that the audience’s attention is main-
tained in face of strong competition. Although TV advertisements fulfill
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the primary function of presenting discriminative stimuli which signal rein-
forcement contingent on specified purchase and consumption responses,
they also reinforce viewers’ sustained attention. However, time and place
of consumption are generally within the control of the consumer, even to
the extent that the consumer may apparently deliberately use the output
of these media to negatively reinforce avoidance/escape from boredom or
other aversive stimuli, as when, for example, he or she is faced by unremit-
ting travel. Even among fans of a particular program or type of program,
loyalty is relatively low.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) there are relatively many rein-
forcers available, none having overriding salience for a sustained period;
(ii) there are many means by which the reinforcers can be obtained;
and (iii) although specific minor actions must be performed in order to
access the reinforcers, reinforcement is thereafter relatively effortlessly
gained. Situational control: (i) access and deprivation are for the most
part controlled by the consumer; (ii) the consumer has numerous sets of
contingencies from which to choose; and (iii) behavior is maintained by
contingencies under the control of the broadcaster, but the existence of
a wide range of competing reinforcers means that consumer behavior is
flexible and relatively unpredictable.

HEDONISM IN CLOSED SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

The consequences of the behaviors in question are potentially pleasurable
but inescapable. As a result, consumption of these products and services
may be passive rather than active. An example occurs in the situation in
which long-distance airline passengers must purchase meals along with
their travel, and which, like the in-flight movies which follow them, are
consumed without alternative. A less extreme example is a visit to a museum
or art gallery: the more “dutiful” such behavior is, the greater the closed-
ness of the setting. Some products relevant to this class of situations are
escape commodities, those which offer relief from acute discomfort—for
instance, aspirin for the removal of toothache. Behavior in this category
is maintained by the removal of an aversive stimulus, that is, negatively
reinforced, apparently on a low VI schedule. Routinely consumed com-
modities at the product level which are necessary to survival and growth
(typically primary commodities like foodstuffs) also belong here: biologi-
cal necessity dictates the aversive conditions that are ameliorated by pur-
chase or, more usually, consumption of these items. Physical deprivation
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is a substantial determinant of reinforcer effectiveness, and reinforcement
is likely to occur only when the relief promised by the product is swift
(reinforcer delay is minimal).

Behavior Setting

Escape from the setting is difficult—physically impossible in cases such as
that of the in-flight situation, and socially proscribed in other instances
such as the museum visit. The consumer’s current state of deprivation or
the effects of previous deprivations may constitute part of the current set-
ting by making the reinforcement contingent on food purchasing or taking
medication more salient to the individual. The setting is closed not by other
people who uphold rules but by physiological factors beyond the control of
the individual.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) in the case of “inescapable enter-
tainment” the consumer is forced to “enjoy” just one type of reinforcer; in
the case of primary escape, there is only one really effective reinforcer—the
relief of pain or provision of food, and so on; (ii) either the reinforcer can-
not be avoided or comparatively few means are available to obtain the rein-
forcer; and (iii) the consumer usually cannot escape the reinforcers or must
follow specific rules to obtain reinforcement. Situational control: (i) the
marketer has considerable control over provision of the reinforcers, price,
and so on; (ii) the providers have considerable control of the contingencies
but are not, in their professional roles, subject to them themselves; and (iii)
there is no real alternative to being in the situation.

ACCUMULATION IN OPEN SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

Consumer behaviors requiring the systematic collection or accumulation of
a specified number of tokens before a major reinforcement is provided are
apparently maintained on a FI schedule. In the case of open behavior set-
tings, these include purchases where payments are made prior to consump-
tion, for instance, the payment of installments for a holiday which can only
be taken once the full amount has been paid, or payments into a Christmas
club. Saving with the intention of making a large purchase when a certain
amount has accumulated would fall into this category. Promotional deals
requiring the accumulation of coupons or other tokens before a product or
service can be obtained also belong here. The important reinforcement is
informational, though utilitarian reinforcement is not absent.
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Behavior Setting

The behavior setting is influenced by agents other than the consumer who
attempt to structure the stream of behavior by the arrangement of highly
contingent reinforcers that shape and maintain sustained, sequential pat-
terns of response. Marketers attempt to influence consumer behavior by
increasing the quality and quantity of positive reinforcers that strengthen
consumer approach and to reduce the quality and quantity of those that are
likely to invite escape and avoidance. Both may be simultaneously accom-
plished through promotional deals that make an extraordinary reinforce-
ment (such as a prize) contingent on repeat purchasing. The reinforcer in
question is usually qualitatively different from the purchased items which
makes it available, and is usually predominantly utilitarian rather than
informational in character. The requirement that the promoted brand be
successively purchased before the additional reinforcer is obtained reduces
the probability of escape or avoidance such as purchasing an alternative
brand. Indeed, products that arrive periodically in parts (such as the weekly
and monthly magazines that build into encyclopedia) are promoted such
that non-response (missing even one part) is punished: missed parts may
become available again only after a period of time has elapsed and the
series is rerun, or they may be obtained at additional cost and inconve-
nience. Competitions and deals demanding repeat buying to be effective
also apparently change the schedule of reinforcement, albeit temporarily,
for those customers not already loyal to the brand. However, consum-
ers retain a considerable degree of discretion in these circumstances since
the products in question compete heavily with alternative, more readily
obtained reinforcers.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) there are several salient rein-
forcers; (ii) at least several types of response lead to the reinforcers; and
(iii) highly specific tasks need not be undertaken. Situational control: (i)
the marketer has limited control; (ii) the decision process is largely under
consumer control; and (iii) there are alternatives to being in the situation;
other sources of reinforcement, offering more immediate gratification, are
readily available.

ACCUMULATION IN CLOSED SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

These behaviors also involve collecting but through purchase-based token
economies in which payment for one item provides token for another. The
setting is said to be closed because the first item would probably be purchased
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anyway in some form or other and the consumer’s income constraint makes
it likely that the second or backup reinforcer would be obtained only in this
way. The reinforcement for the accumulation of tokens is predominantly
informational, secondarily instrumental, though the backup reinforcement
may be either utilitarian or informational.

Behavior Setting

A recent trend in marketing involves the use of token-economy principles by
making additional reinforcers contingent on prior purchasing: the practice
is simply an extension of the familiar prize schemes open to collectors of
cigarette cards or trading stamps. The “air miles” earned by frequent flyers
on domestic and international airlines constitute informational reinforcers
that are analogous to the tokens earned for pro-social behavior in therapeu-
tic and connectional institutions (Ayllon and Azrin, 1968; Battalio, Kagel,
Winkler, Fisher, Basman, and Krasner, 1974; Kazdin, 1983). Some hotels
also offer gifts to customers who accumulate points by staying frequently.
The collection of these tokens is reinforced by the gaining of additional free
air travel or hospitality (an increase in reinforcer quantity) and/or by access
to different types of reinforcer such as prizes (an increase in reinforcer
quality). Purchase and consumption of the basic product, the air travel or
accommodation originally demanded, are maintained by both the intrinsic
utilitarian reinforcers they embody and the informational consequences of
buying and using them. These extrinsic, informational reinforcers also act
as discriminative stimuli, directing behavior toward the attainment and con-
sumption of the additional (back-up) reinforcers offered. The use of tokens
in this way may not only increased the loyalty of existing consumers but
also increase overall demand, at least while the deal is operated (Chesanow,
19835). The degree of closedness in these settings is judged mainly from the
high value of the eventual reinforcers and the even more convoluted matrix
of contingent reinforcement arranged to determine a cumulative, sequential
stream of behaviors. The closedness is also apparent from the fact that the
consumer is likely to indulge in the primary behavior in any case and has
incentives to remain brand loyal as a result of the token economy frame-
work in which he or she is, initially involuntarily, engulfed.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) there are few if any means of
escaping aversive stimuli other than conformity to the task determined by
others; (ii) there is usually only one or a few closely specified behaviors to be
performed; and (iii) very specific tasks are required and the whole behavior
is rule governed. Situational control: (i) the authorities have extensive con-
trol: they can take away the individual’s freedom, make him/her ineligible
to receive products or credit, and so on; (ii) the authorities impose rigorous
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sanctions to which they are not themselves subject; and (iii) there is no
alternative to being in the situation, if aversive stimuli are to be avoided and
the negative reinforcement that removes them eventually provided.

MAINTENANCE IN OPEN SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

A typical example of behavior in this category is the habitual purchasing
of grocery items at a supermarket, the routine problem solving of the cog-
nitive model (Howard, 1989). The BPM relates behaviors such as these to
the discriminative stimuli found in the open settings in which they occur
and the low intensity of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement
contingent on purchase and consumption. The setting is nonetheless more
closed than that in which limited problem solving occurs. The behaviors
shaped and maintained in these circumstances are truly routine since the
consumer has tried many brands in the relevant product class and typi-
cally chooses among a small repertoire of acceptable brands which are close
functional substitutes, each presenting a variation on the same underlying
formulation of physical ingredients and differentiated to a greater or lesser
extent by marketing considerations (Foxall, 1990). The responses which
produce specific reinforcers are well established, and, in spite of enormous
marketing activity on the part of manufacturers and retailers, aggregate
brand choice is remarkably stable over the medium term. Neither utilitar-
ian nor informational reinforcement is unimportant since both pleasure
and data are obtained in the course of such purchasing, but neither has the
intensity characteristic of the situations in which innovative or luxurious
products are evaluated and bought. Behavior (selection of a specific brand
or store) is apparently maintained on low FI or VI schedules or by CRF,
that is, reinforcers—usually small and identical on each occasion—follow
most, perhaps all, requisite responses.

Behavior Setting

The relative openness of the behavior setting is determined at the brand level:
there is so much choice that the consumer enjoys considerable discretion over
different versions of the required product. However, purchase and consump-
tion of many of these items, notably foods, are inescapable, and the setting is
not as open as those typified by Contingency Categories 1, 3, and 3.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) there is a multitude of compet-
ing reinforcers: brands, makes, and so on; (ii) there are very many means
to the reinforcers, purchase alternatives; the reinforcers are small anyways;
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and (iii) trivial, if definite, tasks have to be performed to obtain the rein-
forcers. Situational control: (i) in spite of the manipulation of the physical
and social environment within stores and shopping malls, supplier control
is limited: there is so much variety even within a specific product class
that the arrangement of the setting to promote specific brands has only
temporary effects; as a result, manufacturers and retailers market multiple
brands and practice vertical and quasi-vertical integration; (ii) the consumer
largely determines the immediate contingencies or is not much constrained
by them in the medium to long term; hence complete store and brand loy-
alty are, for most consumers, rare; and (ii) there are plenty of alternatives to
being in the situation: alternative stores, brands, and products proliferate,
and there are alternative situations, some of which do not entail purchase
and consumption at all.

MAINTENANCE IN CLOSED SETTINGS

Topography and Reinforcement

Not all consumer behavior in closed settings is controlled by manag-
ers of private firms or public corporations: on occasion, consumption is
mandatory. The consumer behavior relevant to this set of reinforcement
contingencies is typically compulsory purchase and consumption of state-
enforced escape commodities such as social worker intervention, taxation,
and television licensing. Often in these circumstances, purchase and con-
sumption are negatively reinforced: the consumer acts to avoid the punish-
ments which non-compliance will bring. The informational reinforcements
provide discriminative stimuli to further behaviors. Such behavior is often
maintained on a schedule which approximates FI and includes the pay-
ment of taxes, TV licensing, and compulsory health or motor insurance.
Some of the products relevant to this category entail a mixture of govern-
ment and private goods. Motor insurance, for instance, is legally required,
though most drivers are free to negotiate with a risk-bearer of their choice.
Other consumer behaviors most obviously associated with these contingen-
cies include the purchase of complementary secondary escape commodi-
ties such as pension-fund membership, or mortgage-related endowment
assurance. Neither utilitarian nor informational reinforcement is entirely
absent, but the product or service is purchased usually as a complement to
another item which is the principal source of reinforcement. The second-
ary commodity is purchased only because its consumption is a prerequisite
of more strongly reinforced purchase or consumption. It is often the even-
tual acquisition of the additional product or service and the reinforcement
it confers that reinforces purchase of the secondary escape commodity.
Hence payment of premiums for mortgage-related life insurance may be
maintained ultimately by the promises of delayed gratification (the cash
released on maturity of the policy) but more routinely by the removal of
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the threat of punishment (e.g., loss of the mortgage offer). Continued pur-
chase of such escape commodities is often maintained on a FI schedule:
minimal informational reinforcement, such as entries in an account pass-
book or on a monthly or annual statement, may follow each payment or
a series of payments, and interest or bonuses may be added at known
intervals. Yet, for the most part, such behaviors are maintained not by
these positive reinforcers but negatively by the avoidance of the aversive
consequences of noncompliance.

Behavior Setting

The closed nature of the behavior setting is a direct consequence of the
network of contingencies of reinforcement and punishment established
and maintained by authorities external to the individual consumer. Legal,
social, moral, and marketing contingencies combine to present the indi-
vidual little if any discretion over his or her behavior. The secondary
responses must be performed if the reinforcers contingent on the primary
responses are to be obtained. This pattern of reinforcement is not con-
fined to products and services: patronage of particular stores is often a
prerequisite of obtaining specific product or service related reinforcers.
Often the discriminative and reinforcing stimuli available in stores are
so arranged as to maximize consumers’ patronage and to shape purchase
responses. However, use of retail outlets occasionally offers little if any
direct utilitarian or informational reinforcement, as when an individual
must visit a remote airline terminal to obtain tickets, or an unattractive
government office to obtain a passport.

Behavior Setting Summary

Availability of and access to reinforcers: (i) purchase or consumption may
be compulsory or contingent on other purchase, consumer has little choice
and may need seller’s approval/advice on mortgages, insurance, status of
consumer, and so on; (ii) there are few means to the reinforcers; these prod-
ucts are needed to obtain other reinforcers; and (iii) specific tasks are deter-
minative, from filling in application forms to proving identity and status.
Situational control: (i) the provider has considerable control; (ii) the contin-
gencies are determined by agents not subject to them; and (iii) there is no
alternative if the other reinforcers are to be obtained.

SAVING AND FINANCIAL ASSET MANAGEMENT

Several authors have identified categories of saving behavior and shown
their significance in consumer psychology (Wirneryd, 1989a). Katona
(1975), for instance, defines several kinds of saving: contractual (e.g.,
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regular payments of life insurance premiums), discretionary (e.g., saving
for a planned vacation), and residual (e.g., holding money in a current
account against irregular expenditures). Lindqvist (1981) goes further by
proposing a hierarchy based on four sequential motives for saving: cash
management, the most frequent motive, arising from the need to syn-
chronize unpredictable payments and cash availability; buffer saving, a
reserve of funds to meet unforeseen emergencies and their financial con-
sequences; goal-directed saving, for a better car or home, and so on; and
wealth management, the creation and deployment of wealth in order to
achieve more with the assets at one’s disposal. A BPM analysis of saving
avoids motives and goals as explanatory constructs and seeks to relate
observed patterns of savings behavior to the contingencies likely to main-
tain them (Figure 6.1).

At early stages of the consumer life cycle, saving is related to mainte-
nance. In open settings, such cash management consists of residual saving,
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Figure 6.1 BPM interpretation of saving and financial asset management.
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cash held in current accounts for the purpose of harmonizing receipts and
expenditures, and saving by default. In closed settings, it takes the form
of contractual saving, payments made for credit, insurance, pensions
schemes, and so on (Katona, 1975). In both cases, it is likely to be pre-
dominantly contingency shaped rather than rule governed. The consumer
comes directly into contact with the environmental factors that maintain
these behaviors and, although some rules may affect specific choices (such
as the plys that regulate the payment of premiums in contractual saving),
the behavior is, for the most part, determined by its direct effects. Addi-
tional income is likely to be saved for purposes of accumulation, that is,
with a view to gaining consumer durables, a better home, and so on. In
open settings, it takes the form of a basic kind of discretionary saving,
saving as a buffer against future misfortune (Katona, 1975; Lindqvist,
1981; Wirneryd, 1989a). This implies formal saving, the regular putting
aside of funds into an account which attracts interest. In closed settings,
the saving is of a token-economy kind which is described in Appendix
3. Tt consists of accumulating tokens (perhaps though the purchase of
products which confer bonuses in the form of additional products—as
in frequent customer programs that confer additional air tickets or free
gifts—or by a commitment to saving regularly which, when adhered to,
provides a higher rate of interest) which give access to other products or
prizes which provide mainly utilitarian reinforcement. In both open and
closed settings, initially at least, other rules of a specific nature are likely
to influence consumer behavior; such rules specify, for instance, the rate
of interest or the number of times a saving act needs to be repeated in
order to earn benefits. Tracking is the consumer’s likely verbal behavior
as he or she follows instructions such as “Do this and that will follow”;
to initiate and sustain early saving, however, some plying and augmentals
may be necessary. The actual contingencies are likely to assume an impor-
tant effect as regular saving is maintained by the addition of interest or
other benefits.

Further gains in income and/or wealth are likely to lead to saving
which will eventually facilitate higher levels of discretionary spending,
perhaps on more luxurious items. In open settings, this could mean sav-
ing related to hedonism and fun: saving for vacations, luxuries, and enter-
tainment equipment such a video recorders, camcorders, and the like. In
closed settings, it would refer to dutiful saving, as for school fees for one’s
children, for instance. The benefits of such saving are long deferred, and
rules are necessary to instigate and sustain this behavior; the contingen-
cies are likely to assume greater control as saving plans mature, enabling
spending, which motivates further long-term saving. Both of these are
discretionary saving in Katona’s (1975) terms, though of a more affluent
nature than that which was described as accumulative saving. This is
what Lindqvist (1981) refers to as goal-oriented saving (see Wahlund and
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Wirneryd, 1987). The final stage is accomplishment, which manifests in
asset management, the use of wealth to create more wealth (Lindqvist,
1981; Warneryd, 1989b). In open settings, this wealth management takes
the form of speculation for gain, and in closed setting as the management
of investments. Rules play an important part in both cases: self-rules in
speculative investment, and advice from others, such as brokers, in the
context of investment management. Tracks and augmentals are likely to
be particularly important.

The BPM approach does not simply re-describe the categories devel-
oped in other systems but relates patterns of consumer behavior with
respect to saving and asset management to the changing patterns of
contingencies likely to be operative at different stages in the consumer
life cycle. However, it might be objected that, while the interpreta-
tion appears plausible, and at least indicates that a behavior analytical
account of some specialized aspects of consumer behavior is feasible, it
proceeds largely in terms of two components of the model. These are the
scope of the behavior setting defined primarily in terms of the nature of
the physical and social surroundings in which purchase and consump-
tion occur, and the nature of the pattern of reinforcement apparently
maintaining the chosen exemplar behaviors. An interpretative account of
a broader sequence of consumer behavior is needed, if we are to adjudge
the usefulness of the remaining variables in the model, particularly the
role of consumers’ verbal behavior. An appropriate sequence is that pro-
vided by the adoption and diffusion of innovations. Consideration of the
sequence of consumer behaviors that occur over the product-market life
cycle permits the extension of the applicability of the model in two ways.
First, it allows assessment of the explanatory status of the setting and
consequential variables that have not yet been covered, namely, effects of
consumers’ verbal behavior on their non-verbal responses, and the dis-
tinction between utilitarian and informational reinforcement. Secondly,
it demonstrates the capacity of the model to account not simply for a
sequence of consumer behavior within the context of an individual’s eco-
nomic experience but also for entire sequences of consumption responses
involving diverse consumer groups and occurring within a broad social
and economic context.

COMMUNICATION OF INNOVATION

Initial Versus Later Adopters

These four classes of consumer behavior can be viewed as a hierarchy. The
successive lifestyles, which are a function of experience rather than age,
of many consumers are likely to be characterized by maintenance, then
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accumulation, then hedonism, then accomplishment. Figure 6.2 proposes
another sequence, by which the communication of innovations may be
interpreted in a behavioral perspective. The rationale for this sequence is
most apparent in considering the differences between the initial and later
adopters (cf. Midgley, 1977; Rogers, 1983). The general argument is that
initial adopters are drawn from those consumers whose behavior, for the
product class/category in question, is described as accomplishment. This
may be a general lifestyle characteristic of this group. They are experienced
consumers who have a level of product knowledge and expertise in con-
sumption plus a degree of wealth that allows then to make earlier adoption
decisions and to act on them. They are not necessarily older than later
adopters but, at least in the product class under consideration, are suf-
ficiently economically socialized to act first. They should, therefore, differ
from later adopters on all four explanatory variables posited by the BPM.
Initiators, as opposed to later adopters, will exhibit differences in the pat-
tern of utilitarian and informational reinforcement that maintains their
behavior, a learning history that predisposes them toward earlier adoption,
a susceptibility to the motivating effect of behavior-setting elements that
encourage earlier adoption, and the presence of state variables that facili-
tate earlier rather than later adoption.

Figure 6.2 Adopter categories as defined by Rogers and the BPM.
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Pattern of Reinforcement

By assuming that initiators’ consumer behavior is characterized by accom-
plishment, the model understands that they are susceptible to relatively
high levels of both utilitarian (pleasurable/utilitarian) and informational
(social/symbolic) reinforcement. This is consistent with the evidence. Not
only incentives, based on relative economic benefit and utility, but also
social recognition and status motivate the first buyers of innovations (Ban-
dura, 1986). The rewards of early adoption identified repeatedly in the dif-
fusion literature may be classified as producing primarily economic benefit
(utilitarian reinforcement) (Rogers, 1983; Gatignon and Robertson, 1991).
Among the sources of economic advantage are some innovation charac-
teristics usually treated separately but which are fundamentally related to
the economic, technical, and functional benefits that are contingent upon
adoption: relative advantage, compatibility, low complexity, and low eco-
nomic risk.

These are elements in the consumer’s learning process, which actually
refers to a class of economic costs. All are concerned with the costs and
benefits of integrating the innovation into an existing physical and social
system, particularly with the joint effects (cost reduction and/or the release
of synergy) of operating it alongside existing equipment or practices. Eco-
nomic advantage consists in what has hitherto been described as incen-
tives or utilitarian reinforcement (Gatignon and Robertson, 1991). Social
benefit is the conferral of status, usually through the conspicuous use of
the innovation, though sometimes through its highly visible purchase. The
prestige which accrues from these consumer behaviors may derive from
others’ admiration of the economic relative advantages conferred by the
innovation, but, unless the item is additionally amenable to social observa-
tion, it cannot deliver the additional social advantages which corresponds
to feedback or informational reinforcement (Gatignon and Robertson,
1991). Not only are these sources of economic and social benefit known to
be associated with the speedier diffusion of innovations; initiators perceive
greater positive benefit (relative advantage, conspicuousness, compatibility)
and lower negative consequences (risk, complexity) than do later adopters.

Learning History

Initiators generally have a shorter decision process than that of later
adopters. They are venturesome, impulsive, able and willing to bear
risks, and they make relatively rapid decisions to adopt. The new prod-
ucts they buy are discontinuous innovations, having maximal impact on
current consumption patterns. Initiators need less interpersonal influence
than later adopters, having less need for others to legitimize their adop-
tion decisions. Midgley defines innovativeness as “the degree to which
an individual makes innovation decisions independently of the commu-
nicated experience of others” (1977, p. 49). Moreover, initiators are more



132 Interpreting Consumer Choice

self-reliant and inner-directed than later adopters (Midgley and Dowling,
1978). But their behavior is far from spontaneous and innate. Initiators
have greater expertise with the relevant product class, possibly deriving
from their heavy use of the product and their opinion leadership (Gati-
gnon and Robertson, 1991). Their capacity to recognize atypicality, to
think in abstractions, combining product features, to deal with a large
number of separate product dimensions, and to examine the environ-
ment for new products are also indicative of experience and expertise
(Gatignon and Robertson, 1991). Their being less influenced than later
adopters by interpersonal communications is the result of experience; like
any other behavior, it is the outcome of a situationally determined learn-
ing history, the consolidated outcome of contingency-based learning and
vicarious adoption with the product class, and exposure to the innovation
in question mediated by mass communication.

These initial adopters model the new consumption behavior to the less
active sections of the population and thereby initiate the market (Rogers,
1983). The behavior of the initiator group is associated with innovations
that confer substantial relative advantage over currently used products
and methods, both economic and social. In the terms of the BPM, such
innovative adoption is maintained by high levels of both utilitarian and
informational reinforcement. These consumers can afford to acquire the
tangible benefits of innovative products; in the process of consuming them,
they enhance their status and prestige (Bandura, 1986). Moreover, they
can afford to undertake the early adoption of some innovations that fail:
even this conveys to others that the adopter has the economic means and
social standing to disregard the occasional loss. They have positive atti-
tudes toward newness and progress, and are more likely than others to be
offered credit and, if required, to accept it (Rogers, 1983).

State and Setting Variables

Initiators are affluent relative to members of the later adopter categories,
risk takers who are eager to try the innovation for its own sake. There
is no unequivocal evidence of their being older than other adopters. But
they have higher social status, greater upward social mobility, and a more
favorable attitude toward credit than later adopters. They also show more
extensive social participation, are “cosmopolitan,” have greater knowledge
about innovations, and display more opinion leadership (Rogers, 1983),
all of which are likely to be the result of more extensive consumer experi-
ence. Most crucially of all, and true of a wide range of product classes—
including food, personal care items, domestic appliances, computers, and
computer services (Gatignon and Robertson, 1985)—is that initiators are
already established and heavier users of the product category in question.
They are experienced users with a high level of product field expertise,
which may account for the absence of communicated experience in their
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innovative decision making. Moreover, they are likely to have established
relationships with retailers or other suppliers and to be able to arrange trial
of the new product; the effect is to enlarge their learning history and enable
quicker comparisons and decisions to be made.

Categories of Later Adopters

“People who strive to distinguish themselves from the common and the
ordinary adopt new styles in clothing, grooming, recreational activities,
and conduct, thereby achieving distinctive status” (Bandura, 1986, p. 150).
But the capacity of an innovation to confer status is closely linked to its
exclusivity: as it diffuses, it becomes commonplace. When the product is
approaching the end of its life cycle, it has become a routine acquisition,
appealing only to those who are tradition bound, economically limited,
and so conservative as to try new (to them) products that have been severely
tried and tested by preceding adopters. By the time these consumers (the
last adopters) adopt it, the product has ceased to be an innovation in any
radical sense: it may embody continuous improvements of a minor kind
but its adoption is unlikely to have an extensive impact on consumption.
These consumers, the laggards, are depicted in the diffusion literature as
having no capacity for leadership, including opinion leadership: they are
not, therefore, reinforced by high levels of informational reinforcement.
What utilitarian reinforcement maintains their behavior is similarly of low
intensity: only products that cannot fail are assumed.

Between the initiators and the last adopters are the earlier imitators (Rog-
ers’s “deliberate” early majority), and the later imitators (Rogers’s “skepti-
cal” later majority). The assignment of these adopter groups respectively
to the contingencies maintaining consumer lifestyles marked by hedonism/
utility and accumulation is not quite as clear-cut as that of the first and last
adopter categories to accomplishment and maintenance. But the charac-
terizations are supported by the diffusion literature. The earlier imitators
are not leaders despite their fairly high level of social interaction: they are
not reinforced primarily by informational consequences of their actions.
Moreover, their interest is in “getting it right” when they try new prod-
ucts: they are cautious, taking time to deliberate before deciding. These
actions suggest a high level of functional utility, utilitarian reinforcement.
The behavior of the later imitators is negatively motivated. This group
adopts an innovation only when it has become economically essential to do
so—its members are not seeking utilitarian reinforcement, however. When
they do adopt the item, it is principally for reasons of social pressure: they
must finally adopt in order not to lose the honor or esteem of their fellows.
Their adoptive behavior is thus negatively reinforced, but by considerations
of informational reinforcement. Products adopted by these adopter cate-
gories are dynamically continuous; they embody improvements incorpo-
rated by manufacturers who by this time have experience of the market’s
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requirements and may represent considerable extensions of the functional
attributes of the innovation. They impact on consumption patterns and are
purchased by groups seeking price and utility advantages.

Conclusion

This analysis indicates that it is feasible to present an alternative, though
complementary, interpretation of consumer choice which attributes its
changing topography to environmental rather than intrapersonal determi-
nants. Whether these accounts must remain incommensurable remains to
be seen, though the recent growth of cognitive ethology suggests that this
is improbable. The chapter also demonstrates that it is possible to apply the
metaprinciple of selection by consequences to expand the range of interpre-
tations available to consumer researchers. By contributing to an interaction-
ist (person x situation) approach to consumer behavior, the model and its
interpretations appear in line with emerging thought on the most appropri-
ate methodological approach to research. Current attention is focused on
the empirical correspondence of the model and its testing, the implications
of rule-governed, as opposed to contingency-shaped, consumer behavior,
and the application of the model to the consumption of financial services
and asset management (Foxall, 1993b).

A broader research theme is the relationship of operant classes to the
competitive environment, to develop an ecological analysis of successive
operants much as strategic theorists have related industrial structure to its
competitive determinants. Since we are concerned with the population of
consumer responses, competition is ultimately between the operant classes
or “species” of consumer behavior, each maintained by its unique com-
bination of environmental consequences (Table 6.1). What environmental
conditions make each of these more likely than the others at a particular
time? Why does selection among these variations occur when it does? It is
also necessary to propose why not all eligible consumers join the requisite
adoption category for a particular innovation—for instance, why not all
who have reached the accomplishment stage even for the product class in
question become initiators.

ENVIRONMENT-IMPACTING CONSUMER BEHAVIOR

Applied Behavioral Research

Applied behavior analysis has contributed substantially to knowledge of
economic consumption as it adversely affects the physical and social envi-
ronment (Cone and Hayes, 1980; Geller, Winett, and Everett, 1982). It rests
critically and selectively on Skinner’s (1953) behavior theory which stresses
that the causes of behavior are found in its environmental consequences.
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The applied field experimentation that characterizes this approach has
explored how antecedent and consequential stimuli influence such con-
sumer behaviors as excessive use of private transportation, over-consump-
tion of domestic energy, littering and waste generation, and consumption
of scarce resources such as water. The ultimate purpose has been to ame-
liorate these ecologically deleterious outcomes through the modification of
consumer behavior (Winkler and Winett, 1982). Despite this theoretical
underpinning and practical direction, the empirical findings produced by
applied behavior analysts lack systematic organization and theory-based
generalization. Despite comprehensive reviews and attempts to draw les-
sons from these findings (Cone and Hayes, 1980; Geller, 1989), behavior
analysis lacks an integrative model of consumer behavior and the effects of
intervention based on a critical evaluation of behavior theory.

Thus the field has tended to fall back on cognitive frameworks devised
by consumer researchers (Schwartz, 1991) or the basic social marketing
models derived from rudimentary marketing (Geller, 1989). Yet both of
these approaches contain serious conceptual, methodological, and practical
difficulties. Social marketing programs have been criticized on the grounds
that they consist largely of informational and exhortative campaigns which
do not generally use the full integrated marketing mix but rely to a dis-
proportionate extent on social advertising. Further, the effectiveness of
campaigns intended to change behavior by modifying attitudes have been
questioned. Nor are these conclusions the result of theoretical preference
or speculation uninformed by empirical evidence. There is abundant sup-
port from the research of cognitive psychologists themselves that, to the
extent that they rely heavily on the use of persuasive communications to
change pre-behavioral attitudes and values, social information campaigns
have had little impact on consumers’ conservation behavior. Despite vast
general public knowledge about the potentially catastrophic consequences
of failing to conserve energy, researchers report an inability to identify the
required relationship between attitudes toward energy use and conserva-
tion; even those maximally informed are no more likely to save energy;
nor does specifically informing people about the personal costs of cur-
rent energy use and the benefits of reducing consumption affect behavior
(Costanzo, Archer, Aronson, and Pettigrew, 1986).

However, applied behavior analysis indicates that simply informing peo-
ple of the consequences of their actions is unlikely to modify their behavior
unless they have been systematically exposed to those consequences in the
past. The causes of behavior cannot be found in variables inferred from the
behavior itself such as attitudes, and these inferences are not therefore legit-
imate targets for intervention. Social de-marketing based on applied behav-
ior analysis can be systematically related to marketing mix management by
a model founded on the behavior theory that underpins that analysis, elu-
cidating the nature of both environmentally impacting consumer behavior
and interventions designed to ameliorate its deleterious ecological effects.
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First, the model and applied behavior analysis are described. Second, gen-
eral propositions which must be fulfilled if the model accurately synthesizes
the findings of the applied research of behavior analysts are derived. Third,
the major target behaviors of this research—transportation, energy con-
sumption, waste disposal, water use—are described in terms of the model;
the model’s capacity to encompass and explain the incentives and feedback
that control each of these behaviors is a prime concern. Finally, the role
of the marketing mix in influencing each class of environment-impacting
consumer behavior is discussed.

Contribution of the BPM

Each of the classes of consumer behavior identified by the BPM is maintained
by positive reinforcers, whether utilitarian or informational, but each has
a downside which often does not impinge directly upon the consumer, at
least not immediately. Social and public costs accrue to the community as a
whole and not specifically to the individual consumer who is responsible for
their being incurred. Consumer behaviors frequently take the form of behav-
iors that are damaging to the environment: for instance, seeking ever-greater
accomplishments that provide utilitarian rewards and show forth one’s status
may result in the consumption of scarce and irreplaceable resources. Beyond
a point, pleasure seeking may also have a deleterious effect on the environ-
ment through indulgent energy consumption. Accumulation brings with
it the concomitant need to dispose of packaging and, in affluent societies
marked by ever-shortening product life cycles, the products themselves. And,
finally, the consumption of the basic commodities of life themselves, such as
water, now threatens further consumption by depleting stocks.

Applied behavior analysis has been concerned for the most part to assess
the extent to which contextual factors control the demand for products and
services which have deleterious effects on the physical environment. Often,
the unrestricted acquisition of short-term reinforcements by a limited num-
ber of individuals leads to long-term aversive consequences for all users. The
utilitarian-reinforcing consequences of behavior are encountered quickly
and directly after the action is performed, whereas the environmentally del-
eterious results of the behavior are encountered, if at all, indirectly and only
after a period of time has elapsed. The immediate reinforcement of behavior
with ultimately deleterious effects is so great, especially the utilitarian, and
the aversive outcomes so remote, that the longer-term consequences can
sometimes only be reduced or prevented through active self-management.
The relatively open settings in which these behaviors typically take place
and their maintenance by strongly utilitarian reinforcers mean that some
closure of the setting has been advocated in lieu of self-management in
order to compel a degree of pro-social behavior.

Applied behavior analytic programs incorporate a variety of behav-
ior-related antecedent and consequent stimuli. Antecedent stimuli have
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consisted of prompts—that is, warnings, reasoned argument and facts,
threats, pleas, and so on—relating to the deleterious effects of actions that
exploit or pollute the environment. Two varieties of consequential stimuli
have been employed: feedback, that is, information on the actual effects
of individuals’ actions, and incentives, that is, financial bonuses, praise,
and encouragement. Antecedent prompts are intended to act as discrimina-
tive stimuli, signaling the aversive consequences of specific behaviors that
impact the environment for ill. Feedback is essentially informational rein-
forcement, indicating the level of performance achieved by the consumer
in, say, reducing his or her electricity consumption or private car mileage.
Incentives are essentially utilitarian reinforcers, rewarding consumers with
additional consumption goods or the capacity to acquire them for their
pro-social behaviors.

General Propositions

If the BPM interpretation of consumer behavior is accurate, then it should
be possible to present a plausible interpretation of the consumer behaviors
that have been the concerns of applied behavior analysis in terms derived
from the model. (i) It should be possible to identify the contextual factors
that control them in terms of utilitarian and informational reinforcement
and the setting variables that signal their availability. (ii) If specific classes
of consumer behavior are maintained by defined patterns of high versus
low utilitarian and informational reinforcement and on schedules that can
be consistently inferred, we would expect intervention to succeed when it
either maintains current levels of reinforcement or increases the level of
one source of reinforcement without reducing that of the other. (iii) For
consumer behavior, we should expect utilitarian reinforcement to play a
broader role than informational and can predict that it would prove more
effective in changing consumer behavior than either prompting or informa-
tional reinforcement alone. (iv) Successful intervention should also feature
changes in the nature of the behavior setting, opening or closing it further
in order to make pro-social behaviors more probable. (v) An integrated pro-
gram of antecedent and consequential stimuli should work best when rules
that link behavior and its consequences with a degree of specificity (rather
than through vague prompting) are provided and supported. These general
propositions can be tested by reference to the literature on environmental
intervention based on applied behavior analysis. Full references to the fol-
lowing literature survey can be found in Cone and Hayes (1980) and Geller,
Winett, and Everett (1982).

Private Transportation as “Accomplishment”

Of the environmentally impacting consumer behaviors with which applied
behavior analysts have been concerned, the use of private automobiles,
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often carrying a single individual to or from work, falls into this category.
Such behavior is apparently maintained by high levels of both utilitarian
reinforcement—the fun of driving, control of one’s journey—and informa-
tional reinforcement—speed, low and flexible journey times. In addition
to these immediate sources of reinforcement, personal driving is power-
fully maintained by intermittent reinforcements apparently available on
a VR schedule: social approval, personal safety, simplification of jour-
ney-planning routines, all of which are contingent on the performance of a
number of responses that varies among situations.

If this classification is correct, the research propositions developed
previously would lead to the following expectations with respect to suc-
cessful strategies of behavior change. (i) Since the current behaviors are
maintained on high utilitarian, high informational reinforcements, de-
marketing should attempt to replace the current behavior with alternatives
similarly maintained, though utilitarian reinforcement is likely to be the
more effective. (ii) The use of aversive stimuli, punishing motorists through
taxes, tolls, and other uses of what essentially amounts to the price element
of the marketing mix is likely to be counterproductive since the high levels
of both utilitarian and informational reinforcement available from driving
will compensate for attempts at punishment. (iii) The already open setting
should be opened even further by the provision of effective competition
to private driving: for instance, making buses more popular, comfortable,
and socially acceptable. (iv) General prompts alone are unlikely to work,
but discriminative stimuli, effectively linked to specific behaviors and their
outcomes, may be effective: these should stress the rewards for bus rider-
ship in terms of the personal gratification this provides rather than vague
predictions of a remote better environment.

Evidence for the classification of private motoring as accomplishment and
for the efficacy of the preceding strategy in social de-marketing is available
from the findings of attempts to modify consumers’ private transportation
behavior which has been intended to reduce fuel consumption, urban con-
gestion, and pollution by discouraging unilateral use of private cars and pro-
moting public transportation. The most successful interventions have offered
utilitarian reinforcement in the form of financial incentives: provision of small
monetary rewards for riding the bus has, for example, increased the number
of users of public travel services by 50-180% (Geller, Winett, and Everett,
1982). The need for principally utilitarian reinforcement, albeit coupled with
informational reinforcement in the form of continuous and effective feed-
back, is indicated by the relatively unattractive pre-intervention pattern of
consequences for bus ridership. Riding the bus and other strategies which
avoid private transportation (such as walking, carpooling, and cycling) are at
best minimally reinforced by utilitarian means by social contact and, even-
tually, feelings of fitness, and informationally by cost savings. But they are
punished by aversive consequences: slowness, discomfort, danger, exposure,
crowding, noise, inflexibility, unpredictability, and lack of control.
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Discouragement of car travel has reduced mileage travelled by between
10 and 50% (Cone and Hayes, 1980). The provision of informational rein-
forcement plays a strong role in reducing driving but only in combination
with utilitarian reinforcement; however, the two forms of reinforcement
cannot in this case be effectively separated since each relies on the provi-
sion of the other. While feedback alone (on the number of miles travelled,
operating costs, depreciation, social costs, etc.) had no effect on mileage
travelled, performance feedback influences behavior by allowing the driver
to monitor his or her behavior in order to achieve the incentives. Although
utilitarian reinforcement once again emerges as the most effective single
means of modifying behavior, its use in tandem with informational rein-
forcement has a mutually strengthening effect and provides a cost effective
form of intervention.

In the marketing of alternatives to private car use, notably transporta-
tion by bus, which for many drivers is likely to prove highly disruptive
of their journey routines, utilitarian reinforcement has been used almost
exclusively and has taken the form of cash payments for riding the bus and,
more cost-effectively, of tokens redeemable at stores and for additional bus
trips. The use in this context of a variable person schedule of reinforcement
(VP) in which every nth passenger is rewarded rather than every passenger
not only reduces the costs of the transit program but indicates the relevance
of a kind of VR schedule to the maintenance of behaviors in this category.
The evidence is that this opening of the setting further by providing genu-
ine competition to private motoring can be effective and that prompts alone
are most ineffective.

Domestic Energy Consumption as “Hedonism”

Among environmentally impacting consumer behaviors, pleasure is exempli-
fied by the over-consumption of domestic energy derived from fossil fuels,
notably electricity for heating and lighting. The utilitarian reinforcements
are high and closely related temporally to the responses that produce them—
convenience and comfort. While informational reinforcement is less obvious,
social approval may follow generous use of these resources in the company of
others (meanness will certainly lead to social disapproval and loss of status).
Punishments are real and may be severe (e.g., having to pay one’s electric-
ity and gas bills) but are remote in time and place from the usage situation
and may be mitigated by staged payments direct from a bank account. The
long-term consequences are remote: for instance, depletion of resources or
social disapproval. Consumption behaviors are apparently controlled by a
VI schedule: comfort and satisfaction depend upon employing the source of
heat or light for a time that varies from occasion to occasion with the indi-
vidual’s task requirements and state variables (e.g., cold, hunger).

If this analysis and classification are correct, the following should be
expected of a successful strategy of behavior change. (i) Since the current
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behaviors are maintained by high utilitarian and low informational rein-
forcement, any attempt to punish that behavior by introducing aversive
stimuli (very high prices) or reducing utilitarian consequences, without a
corresponding increase in utilitarian benefits, is likely to fail. (ii) Social de-
marketing should concentrate on making the behavior (including avoidance)
more involving, encouraging the avoidance of high bills and a feeling of
self-gratification at saving energy and reducing pollution. (iii) If a sufficient
level of utilitarian benefit can be guaranteed, the setting could be closed
by increasing the costs of energy. Support for the classification of domestic
energy use as pleasure and for the efficacy of this strategy comes from the
attempted modification of consumers’ domestic energy consumption which
has used antecedent prompting, feedback, and incentives, separately and
in combination. Alone, information relating to the environmental effects
of pollution caused by high consumption of electricity at peak periods had
little if any effect on peak usage. Greater effect was achieved by consumer
self-monitoring of current energy usage: peak consumption reduced by up
to 30% of mean baseline levels. Overall energy usage (i.e., peak and non-
peak consumption) has also proved sensitive to informational feedback,
even at times of steep increases in the price of energy. Combined feedback
and monetary incentives have reduced peaking by about 65% of baseline,
confirming the efficacy of combined consequences.

In line with the basic principle of operant conditioning that reinforce-
ment must immediately follow the performance of a response in order for
learning to occur, it has been demonstrated that daily feedback on over-
all energy usage, especially when combined with group feedback and mild
social commendation for “pro-social” behavior can be effective. More
practically, weekly or monthly feedback corresponding with normal billing
periods is particularly efficacious. The combination of prompts and feed-
back with incentives (e.g., payments of up to $5 per week for reductions of
gas/electricity consumption by 20% or more of baseline mean) is even more
effective. Comparisons of the individual effects of the separate elements of
persuasion (prompts, feedback, and incentives) indicate, however, that only
incentives have an appreciable effect on behavior.

Waste Disposal as a Problem of “Accumulation”

Waste generation is a consequence of accumulation, but it is actually
a problem manifested in the opposite of accumulation: disposal. Indis-
criminate waste disposal has relatively few utilitarian benefits other than
convenience, but its informational outcomes are extensive if subtle: it
confers status through the assumption that someone else will clear up,
and it may also imply conspicuous consumption. Such behaviors are
maintained seemingly on FR schedules. Their long-term consequences
are also remote: gradual spoliation of the physical environment, accruing
social disapproval.
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The general research propositions developed previously indicate that if this
analysis and classification are accurate, the following will apply. (i) Given
the assumed pattern of current behaviors being maintained by high infor-
mational and low utilitarian reinforcement, behavior change is likely to be
accomplished by increasing such utilitarian consequences as aesthetic pleasure
while not reducing informational feedback. (ii) The personal element in rein-
forcement should be especially effective. (iii) The encouragement of pro-social
behavior can be achieved by paying people to return/recycle waste as long as
the punishing consequence of doing so are moderate. (iv) Closing the behavior
setting by providing bins should be effective. (v) Promotional appeals based
on prompting in a general way would be ineffective, but modeling, showing
the pro-social consequences of conformity, would also be effective.

The findings of applied behavior analysis in this area do indeed confirm
the analysis and classification. Attempts at reducing littering have relied
heavily on the use of prompts. The results have been generally disappoint-
ing unless the prompts were accompanied by positive reinforcement, usu-
ally utilitarian. Exhortations, lectures, and relevant general education have
proved largely ineffective in this sphere. Even the attempt to reduce littering
among children in a theater by manipulating the physical environment (pro-
viding bags for waste) had little effect. Combined with messages pointing
out the disadvantages of litter, the provision of bags had a moderate effect.
However, when a reward of one dime was given for each bag of rubbish,
the decrease in littering was massive. Another form of utilitarian reward in
the form of a ticket for a movie had a similarly substantial negative effect
on littering. Similar results have been found in experimental studies of the
reduction of littering in streets, and around and within buildings. Success
is also apparent in the closure of the behavior setting, for instance, by pro-
viding more litter bins and devising trash cans that are fun to use, and by
ensuring the initial cleanliness and attractiveness of the environment; all
of these strategies have had some effect by bringing behavior under stimu-
lus control, but only the presentation of positive reinforcers in the form
of payments has any dramatic effect on behavior. Prompts, used alone,
have little if any effect, perhaps because of their reliance on punishment
for unapproved behavior: the individual who litters nevertheless and avoids
immediate punishment is actually likely to be reinforced for his or her lit-
tering. The relative effectiveness of prompts and incentives indicated by
litter studies has been confirmed by experiments aimed at increasing con-
sumers’ willingness to conserve irreplaceable materials through recycling.
Attempts at increasing consumers’ purchases of returnable bottles are a
typical example. The use of prompts informing customers of the savings
to which such behavior would lead and that they would be contributing to
the fight against pollution have had mixed effects. Giving consumers small
financial rewards for the reuse of such items as egg cartons, milk contain-
ers, and grocery bags, accompanied by in-store prompts and a pleasant and
enthusiastic reaction by salespersons, has led to increases in custom.
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Some attempts at increasing consumers’ recycling behavior have had
significant punishing consequences. The Bottle Laws enacted first in Ore-
gon and subsequently adopted by several other states impose considerable
transaction, inventory, and time costs on retailers who pass them on to
their customers (Guerts, 1986). Both are penalized for their participation
in the waste-reduction campaign, and, even though distributors are legally
bound to comply, their consumers are in general unlikely to incur the costs
involved in prepaying deposits and returning glass bottles unless they are
adequately compensated for the punishing consequences of these pro-social
endeavors. Experimental attempts to encourage the recovery of waste
materials such as paper which can be recycled also indicate that prompts
have minimal effects on behavior, while the provision of utilitarian and,
to a smaller extent, informational reinforcers has a substantial reinforcing
effect. Hence students offered prizes in contests and raffles are more likely
to reduce wastage than those who are only exposed to educative prompt-
ing. The provision of convenient containers for the collection of recyclable
waste is also significantly more effective than prompting on the promotion
of appropriate pro-social behaviors perhaps because it achieves a degree of
closure of the setting and the combination of prompts and suitable recepta-
cles for the collection of waste has produced a combined effect on behavior
greater than that expected from their individual contributions.

Domestic Water Consumption as “Maintenance”

Maintenance is exemplified as an environmentally impacting consumer
behavior by the domestic over-consumption of water. Both utilitarian and
informational reinforcements are low compared with those that control
other the other classes of consumer behavior, though neither is absent: the
luxury and status of having water continuously available on tap are eas-
ily taken for granted, but being able to drink, clean, bathe, and water the
garden are indicative of comparative wealth and power; they are utilitarian
and informational benefits directly related to the consumer’s state of depri-
vation. The consumption behaviors in question are apparently maintained
on FI ratios, most of the uses of water taking place at some time or other
on most days or most weeks.

If accurate, this analysis and classification would suggest the following.
(i) Punishment, especially involving price, would be especially efficacious
in reducing consumption. (ii) Metering, to provide general association
between behavior and its contingent consequences and to provide accurate
and quick feedback on the outcomes of consumption, would be especially
effective. (iii) Closing the setting by reducing the time and place during
which water can be consumed would be effective. There is less experimen-
tal evidence for the behavioral economics of water consumption and con-
servation than for the other commodities and products considered, but the
limited evidence suggests that this analysis and classification are correct.
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A study of the conservation of metered water in Perth, Australia (Geller,
Winett, and Everett, 1982), indicates that water consumption decreased
by over 30% in both an experimental group provided with daily feedback
on water use and a rebate proportionate to demand reduction, and a con-
trol group provided only with feedback, though change in climatic condi-
tions may also have affected the results. The low elasticity of demand for
water makes financial rebates less appropriate than for other classes of
consumer behavior.

Social De-marketing

This survey indicates that the general propositions suggested previously
are accurate. The BPM provides a coherent and plausible model of the role
of antecedent and consequential stimuli in the shaping and maintenance
of environmentally impacting consumer behavior. Utilitarian reinforce-
ment is, as expected, the single most important influence on such behavior,
but the three basic components of the model, used in optimal combina-
tion that varies depending on the class of behavior in question, exerts the
greatest control. The most effective general strategy for behavior change
indeed appears to be the maintenance of current levels of utilitarian and/or
informational reinforcement plus the enhancement of relatively low levels
of reinforcement, plus the manipulation of behavior settings to signal the
consequences of modified consumption. Finally, different marketing-mix
strategies can be extracted from the results of the applied behavior analyses
for the four classes of environmentally impacting consumer behavior iden-
tified and described by the BPM. The fulfillment of the specific proposi-
tions put forward for each of these consumer behavior classes suggests the
following generalizations, each well supported by empirical evidence and
capable of serving as hypotheses for refinement and further testing.
Accomplishment. Modification of accomplishment behaviors, exempli-
fied here by private motoring, requires the development of a radically more
attractive product with strongly reinforcing utilitarian and informational
attributes: this may even necessitate the creation of a different product. Price
may be important too, but only when the new or thoroughly revamped prod-
uct has been successfully launched and established: the price of the original
might then be raised to punish its use. Until this point is reached, however,
such a price rise would have little overall effect on demand for the original
product given the abundant utilitarian and informational reinforcers it pro-
vides. Indeed, to the extent that private transportation is a prestige good,
maintained by informational reinforcement that derives from conspicuous
consumption, an increase in the costs associated with it might be counter-
productive, encouraging rather than discouraging consumption. During
the introductory phases of the new product, its price might be subsidized to
ensure that consumers switched to its use: whether the price reduction has
to be maintained indefinitely depends upon the effectiveness of the primary
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utilitarian and informational reinforcers provided by the novel product.
As far as promotion is concerned, prompts are unlikely to have a strong
effect on demand, though coupled with effective consequential stimuli they
provide a necessary informative and persuasive role. However, advertise-
ments containing modeling of the pro-social behaviors advocated would
probably both increase awareness of the campaign and encourage imitative
responses. Finally, as far as place is concerned, the behavior setting should
be opened further by increasing competition and making the new product
widely and flexibly available.

Hedonism. Consumer behavior modification in the case of hedonism is
more subtly changed through the provision of increased, relatively rapid,
and regular information on consumption. This information can be seen
as part of the product provided by the utilities companies. The mainte-
nance of utilitarian reinforcement is important and, since the overall goal
of the campaign is a reduction in energy use, this must be accomplished by
the encouragement of personal and domestic arrangements which promote
thermal savings (e.g., better insulation, the wearing of more heat-efficient
clothing, and the elimination of useless energy consumption such as the
illumination of unoccupied rooms). These factors, which might be consid-
ered part of the place element of the marketing mix since they determine
the location of consumption, contribute to the closure of the behavior set-
ting. Price might also be used to deter over use of resources, but, given
the highly utilitarian consequences of energy consumption, it is unlikely to
have a strong independent effect on usage.

Accumulation. The single most cost-effective means of reducing litter-
ing is probably the closure of the behavior setting. Since litter is itself a
discriminative stimulus for further littering, the provision of bins, bags,
and other containers that encourage disposal is likely to have a cumulative
effect on behavior. Prompting alone also has some effect on litter disposal
if it is directly related to the means of acting pro-socially, for instance, by
pointing out what to put, where to put it, and when. The behavior set-
ting for recycling can be closed by the provision of containers for bottles,
plastics, papers, and so on, in convenient positions for consumers to use.
Utilitarian reinforcement remains a strong influence on behavior, though
it will often be an expensive alternative: competitions and variable person
schedules appear to be the most effective means of changing behavior, espe-
cially if coupled with promotional campaigns emphasizing modeled pro-
social behavior. The costs involved in some pro-social behaviors presently
punish the consumer—for instance, in the case of returning bottles and
other packaging; either these costs must be reduced through the collection
of waste materials or the financial recompense for their return must be
expanded until behavior is economically controlled.

Maintenance. Finally, in the case of maintenance, exemplified by water
consumption and conservation, it is important to control the behavior
setting by installing water-conserving methods (e.g., smaller cisterns), by
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encouraging the use of rainwater for garden watering, and by the opportu-
nity to use water less expensive than fully purified drinking water for some
domestic purposes such as flushing toilets. The alternative place strategies
(rationing, standpipes, etc.) are politically unacceptable and usually unnec-
essary except during emergencies, though metering is probably an essential
prerequisite of most systems of behavior modification based on consequen-
tial stimuli, whether informational or utilitarian. Price might be used to
overcome overuse, though again this would be politically acceptable only
within close bounds.



7 The Nature of the Interpretation

... the same act that may be perceived as free may also and at the
same time be perceived as causally bound. Two different percep-
tions are involved then, the first being attentive to man’s subjective
self-understanding as free, the second being attentive to the various
systems of determination. The two perceptions are not logically con-
tradictory, but they are sharply discrete. Both on the level of ordinary
everyday consciousness, and on the level of theoretical reflection, two
discrete relevance structures are involved, both applicable to the same
phenomena. Clearly, the relevance structure of any empirical science
is limited to perceptions of causal determination. Therefore: Free-
dom cannot be disclosed by the methods of any empirical science;
sociology most emphatically included. For this reason, it would be
an impossible undertaking to devise a type of sociology that would
include within itself the category of freedom even in its minimal phil-
osophical sense. What is possible is to insist . . . that the perspective of
sociology as of any other empirical science is always partial and that
other perspectives are possible—including the perspective of human
beings as acting freely.
—Peter Berger and Hansfried Kellner
(1981, pp. 96-97; emphasis in original)

The persistence of theories of behavior that stress either the intrapersonal
or the environmental determinants of action appears as inevitable in psy-
chology as the coexistence of both wave and particle theories of light in
physics. Neither provides a comprehensive account, but each is necessary
to a full understanding. However, the cognitive theories of behavior which
have predominated in consumer research have led investigators to empha-
size the intrapsychic determinants of choice at the expense of the envi-
ronmental. One result is that the field lacks a theoretical perspective on
the consumer as an individual situated within a system of external con-
tingencies which determine his or her purchase and use of products and
services. It is improbable that models derived within a cognitive perspective
can supply the needed purview. Cognitivism’s metatheoretically prescribed
search for explanation in hypothesized intrapersonal structures and pro-
cesses, together with its lack of detailed consideration of personal learn-
ing histories, renders it an unpromising source of contextual frameworks
within which to comprehend consumer behavior iz situ. The BPM explores
the implications for consumer research of an interpretive stance derived
from behavior analytic methodology—that the rate at which responses
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are performed is a function of the consequences of similar behavior in the
past—and ontology—that behavior is a function of the environment rather
than of intrapersonal perceptual events, traits of character, or cognitive
information processing. Other publications have presented the critique of
orthodox behavior analysis from which the model is derived (Foxall, 1990)
and shown its relevance to an understanding of marketing practice (Foxall,
1991a). Several accounts of the nature of behavior analysis as applied to
consumer research have appeared (e.g., Foxall, 1987), and these basics will
not be repeated here. Instead, this chapter refines and extends the BPM and
evaluates its conceptualization of consumer choice. In doing so, it differs
from most current formulations of cognitive consumer theory by (i) empha-
sizing behavior as the dependent variable in consumer research, rather than
pre-behavioral organocentric processes or events that may or may not be
reliably associated with action; (ii) presenting a thorough theoretical per-
spective on the environmental influences on consumer behavior, showing
how the contingent consequences of behavior can be related to the explana-
tion and interpretation of the rate at which that behavior is performed; and
(iii) showing how a behavioristic theory, to which increasing allusion has
been made in the consumer research literature during the last decade, can
provide a synthetic interpretive framework for the contextual understand-
ing of purchase and consumption.

Preceding chapters have proposed an approach to the interpretation of
consumer choice and marketing management based upon radical behav-
iorism. However, in contrast to earlier attempts to cast consumer behavior
in operant terms, it has taken into account the differences between ani-
mal and human behavior which prevent a simplistic extrapolation from
the animal laboratory to complex social and economic behavior. This has
meant, of course, taking note of human operant experiments, but it has
also meant recognizing that results obtained in any experimental setting
have some inadequacies as a basis for interpreting such complexity. The
astrophysicist who explains what is happening at the center of sun on the
basis of laboratory experiments, and the evolutionist who accounts for
remote biological change by reference to the simpler adaptations he or she
has observed (to use Skinner’s examples), can expect far less discontinuity
between the experimental situation and that which they seek to under-
stand than can the psychologist moving between the operant chamber
or human behavior laboratory and complex consumer choice in the real
world. These chapters have demonstrated, nonetheless, that a functional
analysis of the complex human behavior involved in consumer and mar-
keter behaviors is feasible, that it is possible to portray consumer choice
as systematically related to environmental contingencies that shape and
maintain it. The three levels of analysis summarized in Table 5.1 provide
a means of conceptualizing contingency relationships and a method for
their identification and interpretation. The proposed interpretation dif-
fers markedly from the experimental analysis of behavior, as it does from
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interpretive accounts such as those hermeneutical exercises which proceed
in terms of the actor’s intentions, understandings, and subjective mean-
ings. But it also has something in common with each of these approaches
to knowledge and understanding. Its functional analysis is clearly guided
by the ontology, if not the methodology, of the experimental analysis of
behavior, and its interpretive stance requires a particular self-awareness
on the part of the analyst.

As has been argued, two sources of discontinuity between the experi-
mental source of operant interpretation and the complex subject matter
which provides its material must be addressed by the psychologist engaged
in operant reconstruction of consumer behavior. First are the situational
differences, which make the precise identification of stimuli and responses
much harder in the complex setting, and the specification of the individual’s
learning history almost impossible. Second are the speciational differences,
notably the use of language by humans (and the far more subtle and compli-
cated use of verbal behavior by consumers than is the case in human operant
experiments). The approach taken in the construction and use of the BPM
has involved two variables which seek, not to overcome in a fundamental
base or to do away with these discontinuities, which are real enough, but
to show how any interpretive system based on radical behaviorism might
accommodate itself to them. Situational discontinuity has given rise to the
idea of a continuum of closed-open consumer behavior settings, and to the
use of surrogate measures (qualitative and quantitative) of the consumer’s
learning history. Speciational discontinuity has given rise to the notion of
informational as well as utilitarian reinforcement in humans. Together, they
have suggested the concept of the “consumer situation” as an interpretive
device. These variables also suggest how the science and interpretation of
consumer behavior may differ. The argument was made earlier that while
the (narrowly defined) scientific/positivistic approach is usually amenable
to the falsifications inherent in hypothetico-deductive logic, interpretation
may or may not be: it may be possible only to compile evidence for some
interpretations rather than to examine them in a way that will lead to their
crucial evaluation. The continuum of consumer behavior settings is a start-
ing point for this distinction:

CLOSED OPEN
consumer SP, R and S** are specifi- SP, R and S** may consumer
behavior able and open to opera-  have to be inferred; behavior
settings  tional measurement for  variables not known settings

empirical research. Pre-
diction and control are
possible because depen-
dent and independent

variables are knowable.

with sufficient precision
to predict and control
at micro-level of brand/
store, or possibly even
at macro- level.
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Although interpretation may have a scientific basis and promote knowl-
edge through “scientific” (falsificationist) procedures, in the particular
instance of a radical behaviorist account of consumer behavior, there are
certainly going to be interpretations that are not open to hypothetico-
deductive logic. The following continuum of consumer situations makes
this distinction even clearer:

SPECIFIABLE UNSPECIFIABLE
CONSUMER CONSUMER
SITUATIONS  Closed setting Open setting ~ SITUATIONS
Learning history Learning history
(somewhat) known far from fully
known

The discriminative stimuli that compose the closed consumer behavior
setting can be relatively accurately specified and related to behavior, hence
a clearer (if incomplete) picture of the consumer’s learning history, the
meaning of a given response in that setting for him or her, can be reason-
ably well inferred. In the open setting, by contrast, it is much more difficult
to specify the controlling variables: learning history can be only vaguely
inferred. The consumer situations occurring in the former context can be
studied “scientifically,” using the measures developed earlier; to the extent
that they invite or require interpretation, it can presumably be given with
some interpersonal concurrence. But in the latter case, that of the “unspeci-
fiable consumer situation,” evidence for the proposition of environmental
control, which is not so obviously amenable to “scientific” testing, is the
best one can do. But we can make a virtue of such necessity, for this is the
very stuff of guided thick description (Ryle, 1971).

“THIN” VERSUS “THICK” DESCRIPTION

How thick, then, is the description of consumer behavior provided by the
BPM? It will be recalled that Geertz (1973) argues that a twitch of the eye,
a wink, a parody, and the rehearsal of a parody each conveys different
levels of physiological impulse (the first) and cultural meaning (the rest), of
which only the first is apparent to the radical behaviorist. To argue, as the
behaviorist might, that twitching, winking, parodying, and rehearsing are
topographically diverse—a parody involves a slower and deeper contrac-
tion of the eyelid than a wink or a twitch, rehearsal requires the repetition
of stylized winks which invite ridicule, and the context of each of these
behaviors differs in ways that make its meaning apparent—would be fair
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comment but might somewhat miss the point. Let us assume, apparently
with Geertz, that the acts are topographically identical but that they convey
alternative meanings. What is being argued is that the radical behavior-
ist is, of all people, singularly unable to make the cultural distinctions on
which a comprehensive interpretation relies. This is absurd as well as ill-
informed. Radical behaviorism has never claimed that topography is the
key to understanding or that understanding is limited to topography. As
has been argued previously, the meaning of a response is apparent from its
effects, its consequences for further behavior, its function, and, most impor-
tantly, the learning history of the individual who performs it. A twitch is
an example of respondent conditioning, something which is apparent to
the observer from consideration of the occasions on which it occurs, its
frequency and persistency, the reactions of other observers, and perhaps
its physiological antecedents. A wink is an operant response which can
again be systematically related to the limited range of setting occasions on
which it occurs and to its social antecedents and consequences. A parody
is similarly distinguished by its accompanying contingencies of reinforce-
ment and the learning history of the parodist. Accounting for the variety of
meanings of such a response is central to operant psychology, especially in
its interpretive mode. To claim that radical behaviorism would be confined
in each of these instances of observation to a bald topographical account of
the movement of an eyelid is so far removed from what behaviorists have
claimed and demonstrated for many decades that it suggests a serious mis-
understanding of the research program of radical behaviorism.

There is, moreover, reason to believe that radical behaviorism provides
an interpretation of cultural complexity which is a unique contribution to
a comprehensive account of human social and economic behavior. Ryle
points out that “[t]he thinnest description of what the rehearsing parodist is
doing is, roughly, the same as for the involuntary eyelid twitch, but its thick
description is a many-layered sandwich, of which only the bottom slice is
catered for by that thinnest description” (1971, p. 482). Geertz’s mistake
lies in his assumption that radical behaviorism can provide only descrip-
tions of the lowest levels, nothing about what the actor is thinking, nor
about his or her past and future behavior (cf. Dennett, 1983, 1987). True,
a thick description requires reference to success and failure, to deliberation
as to the likely consequences of behaving in a particular way. Descriptions
at a higher level of sophistication than the thinnest ought also to consider
the individual’s learning history: “Learning a lesson at one level presup-
poses having learned lessons of all the levels below it” (p. 483). Radical
behaviorism, the study of the contingencies of behavioral reinforcement,
is uniquely qualified to contribute to such thick interpretation. It would be
impossible to provide a comprehensive account of complex human behavior
without it. Each of the levels of interpretive analysis pursued previously—of
the operant class, contingency category, and consumer situation—provides
a successively thicker description, a more elaborate interpretation of what
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is going on (what the consumer is doing) by relating observed behavior
to an increasingly sophisticated framework of contingencies. The analysis
of consumers’ rule-governed behavior, something of which Geertz appears
unaware, permits the extension of radical behaviorist interpretation to suc-
cessively higher levels of sophistication in accounting for the complexity
of consumer choice. We can, moreover, posit a fourth level of interpretive
analysis—that of the personal consumer—which attempts to render intelli-
gible the choices made by a single consumer in terms of the context in which
it occurs. Such interpretation would take account of the self-rules generated
by the consumer and his or her working out what he or she is doing in oper-
ant terms. This qualitative approach, the subject of current investigation, is
closely related to hermeneutical method (Chandler, 1993; Dougher, 1993)
and promises to extend the continuum of scientific-interpretivist analysis
even further away from the positivist pole.

The BPM interpretation of consumer behavior is, in one important
respect, akin to the psychoanalytical interpretation of literature. It is based
on an underlying model developed in a remote context (the operant labora-
tory and operant field studies; cf. the clinical setting) whose application to
the immediate domain is plausibly based on an assumption of continuity.
As a scientifically based interpretation, it depends upon the evidence that
exists for the underlying model and the grounds for asserting the remote
context as a reasonable analogue of the immediate, that is, for accepting
the continuous nature of the two realms. If either fails, the interpretation
ceases to be scientifically based. As a heuristic device, however, it might
have a life independent of the scientific work as long as it renders the imme-
diate situation more intelligible, that is, if its accounts can be accepted as
plausible in their own right on a common sense understanding of what
motivates consumer choice that does not demand a scientific foundation.
This distinction may well apply to all interpretive systems. It appears
to be the possibility of divorcing the interpretation from a scientifically
demonstrable basis that alarms some critics of hermeneutics in consumer
research. But this chapter has argued for the inevitability of an account of
consumer behavior that is more or less based upon a scientific model but
which offers interpretation rather than explanation, understanding rather
than demonstration. Even when the initial model of behavioral ontology
and methodology is positivistic in the Machian sense, as is the case for a
radical behaviorist perspective, some degree of metascientific extension is
inescapable once the behavior under review is complex (e.g., “real world”
consumer behavior) rather than simple (confined to the laboratory or field
setting). The only way in which consumer researchers can maintain the
narrowly scientific status of their work is to limit it to the laboratory or
statistical sample survey, neither of which replicates consumer experience.
The alternative we have proposed is to be aware of the problem of moving
from one realm to the other and of the steps that must be taken in accom-
modating the discontinuities that separate them.
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A PRAGMATIC EVALUATION

The problems inherent in trying to evaluate alternative paradigms and com-
peting theories have been a recurrent theme of earlier work on the BPM
(Foxall, 1990). Given the difficulty, perhaps impossibility, of conducting
crucial experiments and of definitely rejecting a hypothesis, we might prof-
itably employ the pragmatic criterion and ask what a particular account
of behavior uniquely enables us to do: what can we accomplish with this
theory that would be impossible without it, or if we relied on one of its
alternatives? This raises two subcriteria. (i) What technology can be used to
test this theory? That is, what does this approach enable us to do, usefully,
with the world? And (ii) what can we accomplish intellectually by apply-
ing this approach? That is, what do we now better understand as a result
of its application? In both cases, the Jamesian pragmatic equation of the
truth of a theory with its usefulness is being adopted (Baum, 1994, p. 124),
a relativistic standard which will differ according to the context in which
it is applied. Since science explains by describing phenomena in familiar
terms which correspond with our experience (Mach, [1893] 1974), and
since truth is understood instrumentally (James, 1907, p. 49), one explana-
tion is truer than another if it explains more of the phenomenal universe.
As Baum puts it,

The idea that the sun and stars move around the earth explained only
why they move across the sky; thus it is less true than the idea that the
earth orbits the sun while rotating on its axis, which also explains why
we have seasons. According to pragmatism, however, we will never
know whether the earth really revolves around the sun; another, truer,
theory could conceivably come along. (1994, p. 21)

The BPM provides an understanding of how marketing management
works, what it does, which, at least, supplements existing accounts which
do not consider the context in which consumer behavior occurs and, at
most, supplies an alternative general theory of marketing. On this view,
marketing operates the two fundamental ways: it influences the scope of
consumer behavior settings and it manipulates reinforcers, both of which
tend to shape and maintain specific responses. The means by which mar-
keting management seeks to perform these functions naturally incorporate
the marketing mix, the four Ps of product, price, promotion, and place-
time. But the model increases understanding of the effects of using the mar-
keting mix by drawing attention to its two fundamental functions. Hence
the use of product variables enters into the management of behavior setting
scope by creating and arranging physical discriminative stimuli (product
features, brand attributes) in store displays and use contexts. Product also
includes issues of the quality and quantity of reinforcers. Price is concerned
principally with aversive consequences of buying and, perhaps, using a
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product; however, it is also a discriminative stimulus for the quality and
quantity of reinforcement contingent upon the actions. Numerous control-
ling elements contained in the model enter into place-time or distribution:
the physical, social, and temporal aspects of retail contexts, for instance,
as well as reinforcer delay and the scheduling of reinforcements. Finally,
promotions entail the manipulation of regulatory stimuli, the creation and
presentation of the rules that link discriminative stimuli with reinforcing
(and, on occasion) aversive outcomes. The art of marketing management
inheres in the coordinated and consonant arrangement of the discrimina-
tive and reinforcing stimuli that compose the mix.

The aim of the BPM framework is to re-describe consumer behavior as
a realm of activity shaped by its context, a prominent part of which is the
marketing environment. In re-describing marketer behavior, it is, therefore,
providing an additional account of a familiar territory. Marketing manage-
ment has been described already as cognitive activity in a host of textbooks
and chapters; the BPM research program is recasting it as operant behav-
ior. The principal motive in doing so is to provide an understanding of
environmental influence on consumer choice and the role of marketing as
a predominant shaping force therein. The purpose is not to provide further
prescriptions for marketing management. A re-description of what market-
ing managers are doing is unlikely to throw up such prescriptions of itself,
though managers and consultants may well find the constructs that com-
pose the model and its exegesis useful in their work. The extent to which
marketing as a social and economic technology confirms the model in use
is an empirical question yet to be settled. At this stage, it is necessary to
confine a pragmatic assessment to an intellectual review. However, under-
standing how marketing works, what it does, is a prerequisite of making
it work more effectively and of formulating necessary macro-marketing
policy to regulate it. The contribution of the BPM lies in its showing how
marketers attempt to influence consumer behavior by manipulating envi-
ronmental variables, a theme which current marketing theory generally
neglects. The widespread emphasis in consumer research on intrapersonal
causation of behavior—on the causal status of attitudes, intentions, and
other cognitions—means that we have no more than the rudiments of a
theory of how situational factors impinge on purchase and consumption.
Yet extrapolations of findings from either experimental settings or from
social surveys ignore the unique personal learning histories of the partici-
pants and those of the populations to whom the extrapolation is applied.
The BPM presents a framework within which consumer behavior may be
located or situated at the intervention of the consumer’s learning history
and the discriminative stimuli that compose the current behavior setting.
Thereby the model provides a functional account of consumer behavior
which makes the use of the radical behaviorist philosophy of psychology
and evolutionary explanation, thus far strenuously avoided in consumer
research. In doing so, it introduces several analytical concepts to consumer
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research: the scope of consumer behavior settings, the bifurcation of rein-
forcement into its utilitarian and informational functions (better than say-
ing there are two distinct kinds of reinforcement), the central element of the
consumer situation, a functional classification of consumer operants, and
an original approach to the interpretation of consumer behavior.

SUMMING UP

To exclude explanatory systems that have their origin in positivism from
active consideration in consumer research is to lose a vital contribution to
the epistemological richness of our discipline. So long as consumer research-
ers remain in ignorance of the meanings of positivism, using the word as
an epithet whose historical significance must be pointed out to them, so
long will the relationship of science and interpretation be obscured. For,
contrary to the anti-positivist stance assumed by many advocates of rel-
ativism in consumer research, progress in our discipline requires serious
consideration of the essential oneness of science and interpretation in the
advancement of understanding. Both experience, leading to empirical evi-
dence, and interpretation, conferring order and meaning on sense data,
are essential elements of any system of knowledge derived from the world
of phenomena. Moreover, attempts to separate them, to promote one at
the cost of disparaging the other, show misunderstanding of their interac-
tive contribution. Observations that produce data are inescapably theory-
laden, while the appraisal of explanatory systems—whether “scientific” or
“hermeneutic”—requires contact with an empirically available realm. The
balance and interplay of experience and interpretation, and the questions
each poses for the other, lie at the heart of the problem raised by pragmatic
inquiry for the philosophy of science. Consumer research has generally
tended toward imbalance: initially dominated by positivist methodologies
and ontologies that placed it firmly within a realist framework of knowl-
edge production, it now shows signs not of the relative equilibrium and
mutual understanding that would come of tempered redress of this over-
emphasis, but of sharp dichotomization, opportunities for rapprochement
notwithstanding. On one hand lies a retrenchment into a positivism that
refuses to listen to the claims of relativity (let alone relativism—see Peter,
1992) or, on occasion, even pluralism; on the other, an ofttimes uncritical
lurch into hermeneutic analysis that threatens to sever consumer research’s
links with its scientific past.

It may be characteristic of contemporary consumer research that the
mutual indispensability of science and interpretation is tentatively sug-
gested in the absence of any deeper investigation of their reciprocal
interdependence. There is an important reason why the renaissance of
philosophical considerations in consumer research has failed to produce
greater balance and tolerance: metatheory has been pursued for the most
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part in the abstract, separated from detailed examination of actual theo-
ries or research programs. As a result, differences between conceptual and
epistemological stances have become exaggerated. An adversarial model of
research practice is an inevitable consequence of seeing “ontological dis-
junction” between concepts derived within alternative frames of reference
as an unsuitable sign of incommensurability (Anderson, 1986). A primary
contention of this chapter is that there may be far less incommensurabil-
ity than consumer researchers have of late been encouraged to see, though
what there is of fundamental significance. This chapter has argued, first,
that to the extent that hermeneutical method has relied on hypothetico-
deductive logic, it has been consistent with a broad scientific approach to
the growth of knowledge. Second, and more important, it has sought to
show in depth the dependence of even the most extreme positivistic sci-
entific methodology on interpretation. In the case of radical behaviorism,
the pervasive role of interpretation is apparent at three levels. First, this
philosophy of psychology cannot be exempted from the theory-dependence
of observation, the inescapable construction of facts in light of pre-existent
theoretical standpoints which determine how observation is organized and
structured and its outcomes interpreted (Popper, 1972). This is true even
of operant experimentation in the closed setting of the animal laboratory
where responses may be attributed to classical as well as operant condition-
ing (Garcia, McGowan, and Green, 1972), or to cognitive processing (Grif-
fin, 1974); it is equally true of rigorous animal training where responses that
run counter to the operant conditioning hypothesis have been portrayed
as resulting from phylogenic intrusions (Skinner, 1983). Second, as shown
in detail, an operant behaviorist account of complex human activity such
as purchase and consumption is overwhelmingly interpretivist. Situational
and speciational discontinuities between even the human operant experi-
ment and the behavior in question make the interpretive stance inevitable.
Several of the ontological components of radical behaviorist philosophy
of science—such as materialism and determinism—are purely arbitrary
assumptions whose veracity cannot be ultimately demonstrated. Even natu-
ral science does not universally accept such assumptions (Stevenson, 1974).
Both of the discrete perspectives of determinism and free will are avail-
able to researchers, but social science can do no more than commit itself
arbitrarily to a deterministic stance (Berger and Kellner, 1981, pp. 96-98).
Behaviorism, like other approaches to science, may adopt a relevance struc-
ture which assumes causation but its practitioners should be sufficiently
self-aware as to understand that other interpretations are not only possible
but inevitable and desirable. As Berger and Kellner put it, the adoption of
a deterministic stance “cannot be used to deny ontological validity to the
category of freedom” (p. 98). Nor is the assumption that the environment
is the sole source of causation for human behavior sufficient to rule out
intrapersonal initiation: neither can be demonstrated with scientific final-
ity, and much of the recent work in radical behaviorism which has dealt
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with verbal behavior and rule-governance has simply interpreted covert
verbal discriminative stimuli as “non-initiating causes” which are subject
to environmental control, as are the overt responses which they temporarily
govern. Similarly, the monistic assumption inherent in materialism may be
a simplifying assumption for a scientific approach, but it is ultimately an
act of faith if it is used to apply ontological limits to explanation. Third,
it is also clear that the ontological position of radical behaviorism rests
fundamentally upon an interpretation of the nature of private events. The
construal of thought, imagination, will, and so on, as behaviors (Skinner,
1945, 1957, 1974) presupposes an ontological status which cannot be sub-
stantiated or denied by scientific inquiry. It is a metaphysical assumption
rather than a demonstrable proposition (Ayer, 1936). The same can be said
of the deterministic assumption on which radical behaviorism proceeds:
like free will, determinism belongs to the realm of superstition rather than
that of science (Ayer, 1990).

These are not arguments for the overthrow of radical behaviorism; they
imply only that the nature of the knowledge produced within its interpre-
tive perspective must be understood and accurately construed by both radi-
cal behaviorists themselves and those who seek to employ this perspective
in applied areas such as consumer research. Radical behaviorists have often
assumed an aggressive posture vis-a-vis cognitivism and other systems that
allegedly rely on explanatory fictions, equating behaviorism alone with a
genuinely scientific approach. But the recognition that, beyond the con-
fines of the operant laboratory, radical behaviorism offers “not science but
interpretation” indicates that its account of complex human social behav-
ior is of a different order from that of relatively simple animal or human
responding in controlled experimental settings. Moreover, while radical
behaviorism finds both its objective and its scientific justification in its
capacity to predict and control, no such technological seal of approval is
forthcoming for its interpretative discursions. The resulting interpretation
of consumer behavior from a radical behaviorist perspective is “plausible”
(to use Skinner’s criterion) in two respects. First, it provides a coherent
and comprehensive classification of observed (indeed, well-documented)
patterns of consumer behavior in terms of the operant paradigm, albeit
modified and extended in the context of the complex social behavior with
which consumer psychology is concerned. Behavior setting scope, learn-
ing history, and utilitarian/informational/aversive consequences supply an
alternative framework in which to comprehend a broad range of purchase
and consumption activities, one which redresses the imbalance of current
theories of consumer choice in which purchase and consumption are essen-
tially placeless activities. Second, the model and the interpretations that
stem from it appear to be consistent with the empirical evidence gained
from hundreds of experimental studies of animal and human behavior.
There is an external, empirical warrant of assertibility for the interpreta-
tions proposed. But the account provided is far removed from the Machian
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positivism on which radical behaviorism, as a philosophy of psychology,
was founded. Skinner perhaps anticipated such a conclusion in stating that
interpretation is distinct from science, providing not an explanation but
an account that is “merely useful.” But in view of the criticism leveled at
cognitivists and other who have “left the dimensional system of science,” it
is part of that usefulness to point out how far radical behaviorist interpreta-
tion differs from the intentions of radical behaviorist science.

Radical behaviorist interpretation cannot be considered objective (in the
sense of intersubjective) or quantitative; it need not be nomothetic, out-
sider, or etic. It is not clear whether it can avoid teleology in its analysis
of verbal behavior. Certainly, from the point of view of logical positivism,
much interpretation would fail the test of verifiability (Ayer, 1936). The
enterprise is far removed from prediction and control and has much in
common with the framework of hermeneutical method: presented with a
text, observed consumer behavior, the radical behaviorist interprets it on
the basis of experimentally confirmed operant conditioning. In doing so,
he or she adds to the hermeneutical process a source of meaning, itself
derived from a radical behaviorist interpretation, based on the likely func-
tional consequences of behavior and its probability of occurrence as deter-
mined by the actor’s learning history and the current behavior setting. The
meaning of a radical behaviorist interpretation stems from this. Finally, our
exploration of the possible form of a radical behaviorist interpretation of
consumer behavior is consistent with a view of the growth of knowledge
outlined elsewhere (Foxall, 1990). It can now be restated, again briefly, in
terms akin to Skinner’s view of the psychology of science which relies on an
empirical approach to the behavior of scientists. Paradigms, philosophies of
science, will always attract staunch adherents who do not deviate from the
basic principles of ontology and method set forth by the paradigm makers.
Perhaps it is the existence of the resultant “pure” research communities
that has led to the notion that paradigms are incommensurable by virtue
of their being disjunctive at the conceptual level (Anderson, 1986). But, as
researchers interact, through literary communications as well as on a per-
sonal basis, paradigms clash, interplay, and erode one another. For, while
core research communities may be impregnable, paradigms are human
artifacts stemming from the behavior of scientists, and thus open to modi-
fication, change, and above all synthesis. Syntheses attract adherents of
their own who do not find the core propositions of the paradigms that are
merging at the edges incommensurable. (The social component of scientific
progress, that is, growth of knowledge, has depended on such syntheses
even when it has entailed gross distortion of one or other viewpoint: Cata-
nia [1992b] suggests that Darwinism enjoyed a period of rapid growth and
acceptance because some of its mutations appeared entirely reconcilable
with religious views.) The adherents of the synthesis can, therefore, test
hypotheses derived from the merger or construct interpretation suggested
by it. While crucial experiments cannot determine the veracity of one or
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other of two theories that are incommensurable, they can confirm elements
of one or other theory to the synthesists or confirm the synthesis itself—if
only to its adherents. Surprising as it may seem, this chapter has not argued
for radical behaviorism but for toleration—of paradigms, of ontologies,
of methodologies. Above all, it is a plea for consumer researchers to avoid
tearing their discipline apart through an unnecessary and unworkable dis-
tinction between science and interpretation. To take sides in this debate is
to risk losing the purpose of consumer research, which is to learn about
consumer behavior. Something beyond both science and interpretation is
required in order to accomplish that, an element of creativity which is easily
forced out by too close an adherence to current vogues in the philosophy
of science, a preoccupation with the manner rather than the matter of con-
sumer research.



Afterword

Science is rooted in creative interpretation. Numbers suggest, con-
strain and refute; they do not, by themselves, specify the content of
scientific theories.

—Stephen ]J. Gould (1981, p. 74)

This book has been concerned with only one phase of the BPM research
program, albeit one that is central, integral, and ongoing. In order to
preserve the contribution of its content to the ambience of the theoreti-
cal/interpretive phase of the program, it has been based on a monograph
(Foxall, 1995b) which described an early denouement of that phase. It is
supplemented from other writings of the 1990s era of the program. In
order to put it into context, however, it may be useful to mention here
some of the developments that have followed the early interpretive period
with which this volume is primarily concerned. The questions raised by
interpretation have underlain all of the work that has been undertaken
subsequently, and this concern has extended particularly into the current
philosophical and theoretical phase. A thorough examination of the role
of interpretation in a science of behavior, Context and Cognition: Inter-
preting Complex Behavior (Foxall, 2004) is concerned with the need to
go beyond the radical behaviorist philosophy of psychology in order to
present a comprehensive account of behavior, while retaining the concept
of operant consumer behavior as the basis of explanation. This theme has
been extended in two works that have applied this thinking to consumer
choice: Understanding Consumer Choice (Foxall, 2005) and Explaining
Consumer Choice (Foxall, 2007).

I feel confident in concluding from this monograph that radical behav-
iorism can contribute substantially to our understanding of consumer
behavior simply through its descriptive approach to it subject matter and
the role of the BPM as an interpretive device. In other words, the BPM
research program has been vindicated, not by the particular conclusion
I have just come to, but insofar as it has been possible to come to a con-
clusion with respect to the status of radical behaviorism in consumer
research. Subsequent research indicates that, beyond this, the BPM, still
conceived and deployed as a model derived from radical behaviorism, can
predict consumer behavior and explain them as operant, that is, controlled
by their environmental consequences. This applies to consumers’ verbal
and emotional responses (Foxall, 1997; Foxall and Greenley, 1999; Foxall
and Yani-de-Soriano, 2005), as well as to their product and brand choices
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which have been explored by means of matching theory and research and
behavioral economics (Foxall, James, Oliveira-Castro, and Schrezenmaier,
2007). Both radical behaviorism and the BPM, as explanatory methods
that do not rely on intentional concepts, have been shown highly relevant
to the prediction and explanation of aspects of consumer behavior that
are not amenable to such treatment by alternative methodologies. Similarly
relevant results are also strongly suggested by the experimental program
of research that has recently begun (Sigurdsson, Saevarsson, and Foxall,
2009). At the same time, the use of the BPM as an interpretive device has
continued to bear fruit (e.g., Fagerstrom, Foxall, and Arntzen, 2009). And
a number of suggestions made in the course of this treatment of the BPM
as essentially an interpretive device have been taken further: for example,
the role of multi-attribute models such as the theory of reasoned action and
the theory of planned behavior has been elaborated, especially with respect
to the empirical assessment of learning history (Foxall, 2004, 2005). Fur-
ther, the whole question of how a radical behaviorist interpretation of
complex behavior is to proceed, begun in Consumer Psychology in Behav-
ioral Perspective (Foxall, 1990), has been pursued in detail (Foxall, 2004).
As a result, even more portentous developments have been forthcoming
in the theoretical and philosophical components of the research program.
The development of a framework of conceptualization and analysis that
includes neuroeconomics, intentional explanation, and cognitive insights
has extended the BPM paradigm immensely, without losing the fundamen-
tal insights and uses of its extensional basis (Foxall, 2005, 2007a, 2007b,
2007c, 2008).

Current work involves all five phases of the research program: concep-
tual development includes the incorporation of neuroeconomics into the
explanatory basis of higher-order forms of the model; theoretical develop-
ment is concerned with the construction of higher-order models that incor-
porate intentionality and cognition; empirical research concerned with
affective responses to consumer environments is suggesting new ways of
conceptualizing the relationship between contingencies of reinforcement
(notably the patterns of reinforcement revealed by the model) and emo-
tion; the behavioral economics work has been extended to the combination
of considerations of price elasticity of demand and matching theory; and
the philosophical basis of the program is being extended along the lines
just outlined with respect to models of intentional behaviorism and super-
personal cognitive psychology. But at the heart of the entire program is a
fundamental understanding of how consumer behavior can be interpreted
as an environmentally sensitive element of complex human functioning.
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