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Demographics and Social Stratification 
 
Demographics are clearly tied to subculture and segmentation.  Here, however, we shift our 
focus from analyzing specific subcultures to trying to understand the implications for an 
entire population of its makeup.  The study of demographics may help firms (1)  understand 
the current market place (e.g., a firm interested in entering the market for sports drinks in a 
given country, or worldwide, might investigate the number of people between the ages of 
fifteen and thirty-five, who would constitute a particularly significant market) or (2) predict 
future trends.  In the United States and Germany, for example, birth rates are relatively low, 
so it can be predicted that the demand for school lunch boxes will probably decline.  
Therefore, firms marketing such products might see if they, instead, can shift their resources 
toward products consumed by a growing population (e.g., bait boxes for a growing population 
of retired individuals who want to go fishing).  
 
Several issues are useful in the structure of a population.  For example, in some rapidly 
growing countries, a large percentage of the population is concentrated among younger 
generations.  In countries such as Korea, China, and Taiwan, this has helped stimulate 
economic growth, while in certain poorer countries, it puts pressures on society to 
accommodate an increasing number of people on a fixed amount of land.  Other countries 
such as Japan and Germany, in contrast, experience problems with a “graying” society, where 
fewer non-retired people are around to support an increasing number of aging seniors.  
Because Germany actually hovers around negative population growth, the German 
government has issued large financial incentives, in the forms of subsidies, for women who 
have children.  In the United States, population growth occurs both through births and 
immigration.  Since the number of births is not growing, problems occur for firms that are 
dependent on population growth (e.g., Gerber, a manufacturer of baby food). 
 
Social class is a somewhat nebulous subject that involves stratifying people into groups with 
various amounts of prestige, power, and privilege.  In part because of the pioneering 
influence in American history, status differentiations here are quite vague.  We cannot, for 
example, associate social class with income, because a traditionally low status job as a 
plumber may today come with as much income as a traditionally more prestigious job as a 
school teacher.  In certain other cultures, however, stratification is more clear-cut.  Although 
the caste system in India is now illegal, it still maintains a tremendous influence on that 
society.  While some mobility exists today, social class awareness is also somewhat greater in 
Britain, where social status is in part reinforced by the class connotations of the accent with 
which one speaks. 
 



The text speaks of several indices that have been used to “compute” social class in the 
United States, weighing factors such as income, the nature of one’s employment, and level of 
education.  Taken too literally, these indices are not very meaningful; more broadly speaking, 
they illustrate the reality that social status is a complex variable that is determined, not 
always with consensus among observers, by several different variables. 
 
Social class can be used in the positioning of products.  One strategy, upward pull, involves 
positioning a product for mainstream consumers, but portraying the product as being 
consumed by upper class consumers.  For example, Haagen-Dazs takes care in the selection of 
clothing, jewelry, and surroundings in its advertisements to portray upscale living, as do the 
makers of Grey Poupon mustard.  Another strategy, however, takes a diametrically opposite 
approach.  In at level positioning, blue collar families are portrayed as such, emphasizing the 
working class lifestyle.  Many members of this demographic group associate strongly with this 
setting and are proud of their lifestyles, making this sometimes a viable strategy.  An 
advertisement for Almond Joy, for example, features a struggling high school student being 
quizzed by his teacher remarking, “Sometimes you feel like a nut, sometimes you don’t!”  
Nowadays, by the way, social class is often satirized in advertising, as evident in the Palanna 
All-Fruit commercials while the matron faints because the police officer refers to the fruit 
preserves as “jelly.” 
 

Segmentation 
 

Although the text makes references to segmentation, this issue is not discussed explicitly in 
much detail.  However, segmentation is important in consumer analysis because 
understanding the consumer will allow us segment the market more meaningfully. 
 
Segmentation basically involves dividing consumers into groups such that members of a group 
(1) are as similar as possible to members of that same group but (2) differ as much as possible 
from members other segments.  This enables us then to “treat” each segment differently—
e.g., by: 

• Providing different products (e.g., some consumers like cola taste, while others 
prefer lime) 

• Offering different prices (some consumers will take the cheapest product 
available, while others will pay for desired features) 

• Distributing the products where they are likely to be bought by the targeted 
segment. 

 
In order for a segment structure to be useful:  

• Each segment must have an identity—i.e., it must contain members that can be 
described in some way (e.g., price sensitive) that behave differently from another 
segment. 

• Each segment must engage in systematic behaviors (e.g., a price sensitive segment 
should consistently prefer the low price item rather than randomly switching 
between high and low priced brands). 

• Each segment must offer marketing mix efficiency potential—i.e., it must be 
profitable to serve.  For example, a large segment may be profitable even though 
the competition it attracts tends to keep prices down.  A smaller segment may be 
profitable if, for example, it is price insensitive or can be targeted efficiently 
(e.g., if its members consistently subscribe to one magazine where all the 
company’s advertising can be put).  Some segments are not cost effective.  For 
example, a small group of consumers would love to have a no-sports news channel 
(similar to CNN), but we are just too small a group to profitable. 

 
There are three “levels” of segmentation.  Levels here refer to the tradeoff between the 
difficulty of implementing a segmentation scheme and the benefits that result.   
 



The first level of segmentation involves personal characteristics—e.g., demographics.  This is 
a fairly easy method of segmentation to employ because (1) we have a good idea of who is in 
each segment and (2) we can easily target these segments.  For example, if we want to reach 
males ages fifteen through thirty-five, we can find out which TV shows they watch from firms 
such as Nielsen (similar services exist for newspapers and magazines).  The trouble with this 
method of segmentation, however, is that there is often not a good correlation between 
personal characteristics of consumers and what they want to buy.  Perhaps males may want 
more flavor, and be willing to settle for more calories, in a soft drink than women do, but 
there is a great deal of within group variation.  Interestingly, it has been found that people 
who live in the same area, as operationalized by  their zip-codes, tend to share a many 
consumption relevant characteristics.  Firms such as Claritas will sell profiles of zip-code 
based communities that can be used in aiming messages at particularly receptive residents.  
For example, the U.S. Army aggressively targets communities dubbed “Guns and Pickups.” 
 
Psychographics includes a bit more information about the consumer than his or her mere 
descriptive characteristics.  For example, two men could both be plumbers, aged 45, married 
with two children, and have annual incomes of $45,000.  However, one could be couch potato 
who comes home and eats fast food while watching television.  The other could be a health 
enthusiast who spends his time exercising.  Several firms have tried to come up with 
psychographic profiles of consumers.  One is the VALS project from the Stanford Research 
Institute (SRI).  Since most of these programs are proprietary, there is not a lot of published 
research on their usefulness.  However, some firms are paying a great deal of money for these 
firms’ consulting.  For example, Merrill Lynch used VALS to change its advertising strategy.  
The firm had seen a disappointing response to its advertising campaign featuring a herd bulls 
used to symbolize the bull market.  A lot of consumers responded, but not the wealthier ones 
the firm had hoped for.  By making a very simple change—substituting a lone bull for the 
herd—based on advice from SRI, the wealthier group, which wanted to “stand apart” from the 
crowd, was attracted. 
 
The self-concept.  The consumer faces several possible selves.  The actual self reflects how 
the individual actually is, although the consumer may not be aware of that reality (e.g., many 
anorexic consumers who are dangerously thin believe that they are in fact fat).  In contrast, 
the ideal self reflects a self that a person would like to have, but does not in fact have.  For 
example, a couch potato may want to be a World famous athlete, but may have no actual 
athletic ability.  The private self is one that is not intentionally exposed to others.  For 
example, a police officer may like and listen to rap music in private, but project a public self-
image of a country music enthusiast, playing country songs at work where police officers are 
portrayed as heroes.  The key here is to keep in mind which kind of self we are trying to 
reach in promotional messages.  If we appeal to the hidden self, for example, we must be 
careful to make our appeals subtle and hint, if appropriate, on how the individual’s 
confidentiality and privacy can be enhanced.  
 
Individuals will often seek to augment and enhance their self concepts, and it may be possible 
to market products that help achieve this goal.  For example, a successful attorney may want 
to wear (in politically correct terms) cowchild boots and a cowchild hat to bring home an 
image as a ranch enthusiast. 
 
Lifestyles.  Self-concept often translates into a person’s lifestyle, or the way that he or she 
lives his or her life.  For example, a person may be very materialistic, preferring to wear 
flashy clothes and drive expensive cars, or prefer instead a simpler life with fewer visible 
status symbols.  Attempts have been made to classify consumers into various segments based 
on their lifestyles.  The Values and Lifestyle (VALS) Project, developed by the Stanford 
Research Institute (SRI), attempts to classify people based on a combination of values and 
resources.  Thus, for example, both “Achievers” and “Strivers”  want public recognition, but 
only the Achievers have the resources to bring this about.  A global analogue is the Global 
Scan. 
 



Personality and consumer behavior.  Traditional research in marketing has not been 
particularly successful in finding a link between personality and consumer behavior.  Part of 
the problem here is that much of the theory has been developed by clinical psychologists who 
have tended to work with maladjusted people.  Not surprisingly, research that sought to 
predict, based on standard personality inventories, which kinds of consumers would buy 
Chevrolets as opposed to Fords was not successful.  
 
The second level is benefit desired—that is, segmenting on what someone wants rather than 
who he or she is.  Implementing segmentation on benefit desired is more difficult since we 
have to research for each product category.  The benefit, however, is that we can now make 
product that matches more closely a particular segment’s specific desires, and we can 
promote, price, and distribute it according to the desires of the segment.  This method, then, 
lends itself extremely well to strong product positioning—we make a product that offers 
specific benefits, and we aggressively promote this fact to interested consumers.  A 
drawback, however, is some efficiency is lost in marketing communication.  While we can 
look up which television programs males ages twenty to thirty watch, we do not have this 
information for the segment of consumers that prefers scented over unscented handsoap. 
 
The third level is segmentation based on behavior.  Behavior here refers to a person’s 
response (or lack of response) to a given treatment.  For example, some consumers will 
switch from their preferred brand to another one that happens to be on sale (the 
“switchers,”) while others will stay with the preferred brand (the “loyals.”)  The trick, then, 
is to get as many switchers as possible to switch to your brand (which will take some 
incentive, such as a cents off coupon) while not giving this incentive to the brand loyals (who 
would have bought your brand even without the discount).  In practice, segmenting on 
behavior can be very difficult.  For example, supermarkets spend a great deal of money to 
establish the “clubs” that give price sensitive customers who are willing to go through with 
the required paperwork discounts not available to the “lazier” ones that end up paying full 
price.  Despite this difficulty, the rewards are often great, because we can tailor the kind of 
deal we give a consumer to the minimum concession needed to get that consumer to buy our 
(as opposed to a competing) product. 
 
Specific circumstances often influence consumer behavior.   For example, consumers in a rush 
are likely to take the most convenient product available.  Consumers whose attention is 
demanded elsewhere are likely to disregard commercial messages.  Consumers shopping for a 
special occasion (e.g., a wedding) may buy different products. 
 
Direct marketing offers exceptional opportunities for segmentation because marketers can 
buy lists of consumer names, addresses, and phone-numbers that indicate their specific 
interests.  For example, if we want to target auto enthusiasts, we can buy lists of subscribers 
to auto magazines and people who have bought auto supplies through the mail.  We can also 
buy lists of people who have particular auto makes registered. 
 
No one list will contain all the consumers we want, and in recent years technology has made 
it possible, through the “merge-purge” process, to combine lists.  For example, to reach the 
above-mentioned auto-enthusiasts, we buy lists of subscribers to several different car 
magazines, lists of buyers from the Hot Wheels and Wiring catalog, and registrations of 
Porsche automobiles in several states.  We then combine these lists (the merge part).  
However, there will obviously be some overlap between the different lists—some people 
subscribe to more than one magazine, for example.  The purge process, in turn, identifies and 
takes out as many duplicates as possible.  This is not as simple task as it may sound up front.  
For example, the address “123 Main Street, Apartment 45” can be written several ways—e.g., 
123 Main St., #123, or 123-45 Main Str.   Similarly, John J. Jones could also be written as J. J. 
Jones, or it could be misspelled Jon J. Jonnes.  Software thus “standardizes” addresses (e.g., 
all street addresses would be converted into the format “123 Main St #45” and even uses 
phonetic analysis to identify a likely alternative spelling of the same name. 
 



Response rates for “good” lists—lists that represent a logical reason why consumer would be 
interested in a product—are typically quite low, hovering around 2-3%.  Simply picking a 
consumer out of the phone-book would yield even lower responses—much less than one 
percent.  Keep in mind that a relevant comparison here is to conventional advertising.  The 
response rate to an ad placed in the newspaper or on television is usually well below one 
percent (frequently more like one-tenth of one percent).  (More than one percent of people 
who see an ad for Coca Cola on TV will buy the product, but most of these people would have 
bought Coke anyway, so the marginal response is low). 
 
 

Perception 
 

Background.  Our perception is an approximation of reality.  Our brain attempts to make 
sense out of the stimuli to which we are exposed.  This works well, for example, when we 
“see” a friend three hundred feet away at his or her correct height; however, our perception 
is sometimes “off”—for example, certain shapes of ice cream containers look like they 
contain more than rectangular ones with the same volume. 
 
Factors in percpetion.  Several sequential factors influence our perception. Exposure involves 
the extent to which we encounter a stimulus.  For example, we are exposed to numerous 
commercial messages while driving on the freeway:  bill boards, radio advertisements, 
bumper-stickers on cars, and signs and banners placed at shopping malls that we pass.  Most 
of this exposure is random—we don’t plan to seek it out.  However, if we are shopping for a 
car, we may deliberately seek out advertisements and “tune in” when dealer advertisements 
come on the radio.  
 
Exposure is not enough to significantly impact the individual—at least not based on a single 
trial (certain advertisements, or commercial exposures such as the “Swoosh” logo, are based 
on extensive repetition rather than much conscious attention).  In order for stimuli to be 
consciously processed, attention is needed.  Attention is actually a matter of degree—our 
attention may be quite high when we read directions for getting an income tax refund, but 
low when commercials come on during a television program.  Note, however, that even when 
attention is low, it may be instantly escalated—for example, if an advertisement for a product 
in which we are interested comes on. 
 
Interpretation involves making sense out of the stimulus.  For example, when we see a red 
can, we may categorize it as a Coke. 

 

Weber’s Law suggests that consumers’ ability to detect changes in stimulus intensity appear 
to be strongly related to the intensity of that stimulus to begin with.  That is, if you hold an 
object weighing one pound in your hand, you are likely to notice it when that weight is 
doubled to two pounds.  However, if you are holding twenty pounds, you are unlikely to 
detect the addition of one pound—a change that you easily detected when the initial weight 
was one pound.  You may be able to eliminate one ounce from a ten ounce container, but you 
cannot as easily get away with reducing a three ounce container to two (instead, you must 
accomplish that gradually—e.g., 3.0  --> 2.7 --> 2.5 --> 2.3 --> 2.15 –> 2.00). 
 
Several factors influence the extent to which stimuli will be noticed.  One obvious issue is 
relevance.  Consumers, when they have a choice, are also more likely to attend to pleasant 
stimuli (but when the consumer can’t escape, very unpleasant stimuli are also likely to get 
attention—thus, many very irritating advertisements are remarkably effective).  One of the 
most important factors, however, is repetition.  Consumers often do not give much attention 
to a stimuli—particularly a low priority one such as an advertisement—at any one time, but if 
it is seen over and over again, the cumulative impact will be greater. 
 
Surprising stimuli are likely to get more attention—survival instinct requires us to give more 
attention to something unknown that may require action.  A greater contrast (difference 



between the stimulus and its surroundings) as well as greater prominence (e.g., greater size, 
center placement) also tend to increase likelihood of processing. 
 
Subliminal stimuli.  Back in the 1960s, it was reported that on selected evenings, movie goers 
in a theater had been exposed to isolated frames with the words “Drink Coca Cola” and “Eat 
Popcorn” imbedded into the movie.  These frames went by so fast that people did not 
consciously notice them, but it was reported that on nights with frames present, Coke and 
popcorn sales were significantly higher than on days they were left off.  This led Congress to 
ban the use of subliminal advertising.  First of all, there is a question as to whether this 
experiment ever took place or whether this information was simply made up.  Secondly, no 
one has been able to replicate these findings.  There is research to show that people will 
start to giggle with embarrassment when they are briefly exposed to “dirty” words in an 
experimental machine.  Here, again, the exposure is so brief that the subjects are not aware 
of the actual words they saw, but it is evident that something has been recognized by the 
embarrassment displayed. 
 
 

Learning, Memory, and Positioning  

Background.  Learning involves "a change in the content or organization of long term memory 
and/or behavior." The first part of the definition focuses on what we know (and can thus put 
to use) while the second focuses on concrete behavior. For example, many people will avoid 
foods that they consumed shortly before becoming ill. Learning is not all knowledge based. 
For example, we may experience the sales people in one store being nicer to us than those in 
the other. We thus may develop a preference for the one store over the other; however, if 
pressed, we may not be able to give a conscious explanation as to the reason for our 
preference. 

Much early work on learning was actually done on rats and other animals (and much of this 
research was unjustifiably cruel, but that is another matter). 

Classical conditioning. Pavlov’s early work on dogs was known as classical conditioning. Pavlov 
discovered that when dogs were fed meat powder they salivated. Pavlov then discovered that 
if a bell were rung before the dogs were fed, the dogs would begin salivating in anticipation 
of being fed (this was efficient, since they could then begin digesting the meat powder 
immediately). Pavlov then found that after the meat had been "paired" with the meat powder 
enough times, Pavlov could ring the bell without feeding the dogs and they would still 
salivate. 

In the jargon of classical conditioning, the meat powder was an unconditioned stimulus (US) 
and the salivation was, when preceded by the meat powder, an unconditioned response (UR). 
That is, it is a biologically "hard-wired" response to salivate when you are fed. By pairing the 
bell with the unconditioned stimulus, the bell became a conditioned stimulus (CS) and 
salivation in response to the bell (with no meat powder) became a conditioned response (CR). 

Many modern day advertisers use classical conditioning in some way. Consider this sequence: 

Beautiful woman (US) ---> emotional arousal (UR) in males 

Beautiful woman (US) + automobile (not yet CS) ---> arousal (US) [repeated many times] 

Automobile (CS) ---> arousal (CR) 

Operant conditioning. Instrumental, or operant, conditioning, involves a different series of 
events, and this what we usually think of as learning. The general pattern is:  

Behavior ---> consequences ---> behavior is more or less likely to be repeated 

There are three major forms of operant learning. In positive reinforcement, an individual 
does something and is rewarded. He or she is then more likely to repeat the behavior. For 



example, you eat a candy bar (behavior), it tastes good (consequence), and you are thus more 
likely to eat a similar candy bar in the future (behavioral change). 

Punishment is the opposite. You eat what looks like a piece of candy (behavior), only to 
discover that it is a piece of soap with a foul taste (consequences), and subsequently you are 
less likely to eat anything that looks remotely like that thing ever again (changed behavior). 

It should be noted that negative reinforcement is very different from punishment. An 
example of negative reinforcement is an obnoxious sales person who calls you up on the 
phone, pressuring you into buying something you don’t want to do (aversive stimulus). You 
eventually agree to buy it (changed behavior), and the sales person leaves you alone (the 
aversive stimulus is terminated as a result of consequences of your behavior). 

Please note the examples of reinforcement, punishment, and negative reinforcement on the 
notes handout. 

In general, marketers usually have relatively little power to use punishment or negative 
reinforcement. However, parking meters are often used to discourage consumers from taking 
up valuable parking space, and manufacturers may void warranties if the consumers take 
their product to non-authorized repair facilities. 

Several factors influence the effectiveness of operant learning. In general, the closer in time 
the consequences are to the behavior, the more effective the learning. That is, electric 
utilities would be more likely to influence consumers to use less electricity at peak hours if 
the consumers actually had to pay when they used electricity (e.g., through a coin-slot) 
rather than at the end of the month. Learning is also more likely to occur when the individual 
can understand a relationship between behavior and consequences (but learning may occur 
even if this relationship is not understood consciously). 

Another issue is schedules of reinforcement and extinction. Extinction occurs when behavior 
stops having consequences and the behavior then eventually stops occurring. For example, if 
a passenger learns that yelling at check-in personnel no longer gets her upgraded to first 
class, she will probably stop that behavior. Sometimes, an individual is rewarded every time a 
behavior is performed (e.g., a consumer gets a soft drink every time coins are put into a 
vending machine). However, it is not necessary to reward a behavior every time for learning 
to occur. Even if a behavior is only rewarded some of the time, the behavior may be learned. 
Several different schedules of reinforcement are possible: 

o Fixed interval: The consumer is given a free dessert on every Tuesday when he 
or she eats in a particular restaurant.  

o Fixed ratio: Behavior is rewarded (or punished) on every nth occasion that it is 
performed. (E.g., every tenth time a frequent shopper card is presented, a free 
product is provided).  

o Variable ratio: Every time an action is performed, there is a certain percentage 
chance that a reward will be given. For example, every time the consumer 
enters the store, he or she is given a lottery ticket. With each ticket, there is a 
20% chance of getting a free hamburger. The consumer may get a free 
hamburger twice in a row, or he or she may go ten times without getting a 
hamburger even once.  

Variable ratio reinforcement is least vulnerable to extinction. 

Sometimes, shaping may be necessary to teach the consumer the desired behavior. That is, it 
may be impossible to teach the consumer to directly perform the desired behavior. For 
example, a consumer may first get a good product for free (the product itself, if good, is a 
reward), then buy it with a large cents off coupon, and finally buy it at full price. Thus, we 
reinforce approximations of the desired behavior. Rather than introducing Coca Cola directly 



in Indonesia, fruit flavored soft drinks were first introduced, since these were more similar to 
beverages already consumed. 

Vicarious learning. The consumer does not always need to go through the learning process 
himself or herself—sometimes it is possible to learn from observing the consequences of 
others. For example, stores may make a big deal out of prosecuting shop lifters not so much 
because they want to stop that behavior in the those caught, but rather to deter the behavior 
in others. Similarly, viewers may empathize with characters in advertisements who 
experience (usually positive) results from using a product. The Head ‘n’ Shoulders 
advertisement, where a poor man is rejected by women until he treats his dandruff with an 
effective cure, is a good example of vicarious learning. 

 
 
Memory ranges in duration on a continuum from extremely short to very long term.  Sensory 
memory includes storage of stimuli that one might not actually notice (e.g., the color of an 
advertisement some distance away).  For slightly longer duration, when you see an ad on TV 
for a mail order product you might like to buy, you only keep the phone number in memory 
until you have dialed it.  This is known as short term memory.  In order for something to 
enter into long term memory, which is more permanent, you must usually “rehearse” it 
several times.  For example, when you move and get a new phone number, you will probably 
repeat it to yourself many times.   Alternatively, you get to learn your driver’s license or 
social security numbers with time, not because you deliberately memorize them, but instead 
because you encounter them numerous times as you look them up. 
 
Several techniques can be used to enhance the memorability of information.  “Chunking” 
involves rearranging information so that fewer parts need to be remembered.  For example,  
consider the phone number (800) 444-1000.  The eight digits can be more economically 
remembered as an 800 number (1 piece), four repeated 3 times (2 pieces), and 1000 (1-2 
pieces).  “Rehearsal” involves the consumer repeating the information over and over so that 
it can be remembered; this is often done so that a phone number can be remembered while 
the “memoree”1 moves to the phone to dial it.  “Recirculation” involves repeated exposure to 
the same information; the information is not learned deliberately, but is gradually absorbed 
through repetition.  Thus, it is to the advantage to a marketer to have an advertisement 
repeated extensively—especially the brand name.  “Elaboration” involves the consumer 
thinking about the object—e.g., the product in an advertisement—and thinking about as many 
related issues as possible.  For example, when seeing an ad for Dole bananas, the person may 
think of the color yellow, going to the zoo seeing a monkey eating a banana, and her 
grandmother’s banana-but bread.  The Dole brand name may then be activated when any of 
those stimuli are encountered.  
 
Memories are not always easily retrievable.  This could be because the information was given 
lower priority than something else—e.g., we have done a lot of things since last buying a 
replacement furnace filter and cannot remember where this was bought last.  Other times, 
the information can be retrieved but is not readily “available”—e.g., we will be able to 
remember the location of a restaurant we tried last time we were in Paris, but it may take 
some thinking before the information emerges. 
 
“Spreading activation” involves the idea of one memory “triggering” another one.  For 
example, one might think of Coke every time one remembers a favorite (and very wise) 
professor who frequently brought one to class.  Coke might also be tied a particular 
supermarket that always stacked a lot of these beverages by the entrance, and to baseball 
where this beverage was consumed after the game.  It is useful for firms to have their 
product be activated by as many other stimuli as possible. 
 
There are numerous reasons why retrieval can fail or, in less fancy terms,  how we come to 

                                                                 
1 The individual who has the memory. 



forget.  One is decay.  Here, information that is not accessed frequently essentially “rusts” 
away.  For example, we may not remember the phone number of a friend to whom we have 
not spoken for several months and may forget what brand of bullets an aunt prefers if we 
have not gone ammunition shopping with her lately.  Other times, the problem may rest in 
interference.  Proactive interference involves something we have learned interfering with 
what we will late later.  Thus, if we remember that everyone in our family always used Tide, 
we may have more difficulty later remembering what other brands are available.  You may be 
unable to remember what a new, and less important, friend’s last name is if that person 
shares a first name with an old friend.  For example, if your best friend for many years has 
been Jennifer Smith, you may have difficulty remembering that your new friend Jennifer’s 
last name is Silverman.  In retroactive interference, the problem is the reverse—learning 
something new blocks out something old.  For example, if you once used WordPerfect than 
then switched to Microsoft Word, you may have trouble remembering how to use WordPerfect 
at a friend’s house—more so than if you had merely not used any word processing program for 
some time. 
 
Memorability can be enhanced under certain conditions.  One is more likely to remember 
favorable—or likable stimuli (all other things being equal).  Salience—or the extent to which 
something is highly emphasized or very clearly evident—facilitates memory.  Thus, a product 
which is very visible in an ad, and handled and given attention by the actors, will more likely 
be remembered.  Prototypicality involves the extent to which a stimulus is a “perfect” 
example of a category.  Therefore, people will more likely remember Coke or Kleenex than 
competing brands.  Congruence involves the “fit” with a situation.  Since memory is often 
reconstructed based on what seems plausible, something featured in an appropriate setting—
e.g., charcoal on a porch next to a grill rather than in a garage or kitchen—is more likely to 
be remembered (unless the incongruence triggers an elaboration—life is complicated!)  
Redundancies involve showing the stimulus several times.  Thus, if a given product is shown 
several places in a house—and if the brand name is repeated—it is more likely to be 
remembered. 
 
Priming involves tying a stimulus with something so that if “that something” is encountered, 
the stimulus is more likely to be retrieved.  Thus, for example, when one thinks of 
anniversaries, the Hallmark brand name is more likely to be activated.  (This is a special case 
of spreading activation discussed earlier). 
 
A special issue in memory are so called “scripts,” or procedures we remember for doing 
things. Scripts involve a series of steps for doing various things (e.g., how to send a package).  
In general, it is useful for firms to have their brand names incorporated into scripts (e.g., to 
have the consumer reflexively ask the pharmacist for Bayer rather than an unspecified brand 
of aspirin). 
 
Positioning involves implementing our targeting.  For example, Apple Computer has chosen to 
position itself as a maker of user-friendly computers.  Thus, Apple has done a lot through its 
advertising to promote itself, through its unintimidating icons, as a computer for “non-
geeks.”  The Visual C software programming language, in contrast, is aimed a “techies.” 
Repositioning involves an attempt to change consumer perceptions of a brand, usually 
because the existing position that the brand holds has become less attractive.  Sears, for 
example, attempted to reposition itself from a place that offered great sales but unattractive 
prices the rest of the time to a store that consistently offered “everyday low prices.”  
Repositioning in practice is very difficult to accomplish.  A great deal of money is often 
needed for advertising and other promotional efforts, and in many cases, the repositioning 
fails. 
 
 


