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CONSUMPTION PRTTERNS AND MACROMARKETING
A Radical Perspactive

gy
fikhilesh Dholskiz*
R. fFuat Firat:*

Insroduction

Patterrs of consumption in a socisty are shapsd by chaices madse
at tha isvels of production (what tc prcducel). distribution (how to
allogete the products within sociesty), information disseminmation (how
is the existence of procducts going to be communicated), and pricing
{at what sccot will the exchange take place). 1n studying these choices,
that is, cnoices for consumption, marketing scholars have been almost
totally occupisd with a very marrow spectrum of choice, viz., brand
choice. For example, in the 1564~74 period, research involving consumsr
chuice published in the Sournsl of Marketing Research has been almost
totally on branc choice, with a small number of articles dealing with
‘product choics, anc none with choice among consumption patterns. The
same is true -egemring the applications of new concepts and formulations
to marketing pianomena. Almost all new concepts (such as, attitude
theary, multii-cimensional scaling, 2tc.) have been appiied to brand
choice, Why this is 30 can prohadly be best axplained by the historical
develapment of <he merkating.ciscipline.

For tne most part, the tecm "zonsumption pattern” has been ussd
colloguially and infaormally. However, in the economic literature, a
forma' iiterpretatlon has been given to the term. In this literaturs,
consumption patterns refer to the slliocation of an sconomic consumption
unit’s (& persoiis,houschold's, gesogreshical region's) budgst among
differsnt 1wed cetegoriee such as food, housing, ete. (3rown and
Deaton, 1972; Zilunstine and Cunningham, 1972: Greytak, 1975). Althouch
the Interpretaticm of the term in the zconomic literature captures some
aspect- -, .l oG, copt W0 - sonsumcilt~ -attarn, it leaves much undefined
for the purpsse of amelysing the dvnamics of consumption in a society.
Alsp, the -erm "“pattern" requires z definition which indicates a
meaningful configuration of certain phenomerna (such as, ideas, objects,
acts, 2te.)3. I$ it the sams pattaern of copsumption that we confront
for examole. when two pecssine 2lloncta their budgets similarly among
nead catzgories (in tevms of percantages), out one uses a car for

*

Indian Institute of Manegerent, Ahmedabad.
ki .
Instanbali University and Nocthwestsrn university, USA.



2

tr-ne, b tlon wi il thr othor usze pebliz tpaneportatiod?  This soulo ba
extenged to other need categoriss, such as, one using a tslevisiomn set for
racreational purposes while the other attencing social gatberings, or one
consuming cooked food while the othar conauming fresh food, stc. 1In this
paper, it is contended that such differsnces in the ways and mesans of satis-
fying nesads in different consumption categories do indizcate different consump
tion patterns. There are mesaningful rslationships among these ways and means
of satisfying needs; such differencss affects tha allocation of budgets amdng
need categoriss.

Nature of Consumption Patterns

In the context of the above discussion, consumption choices can be viswed
in a series of widsning perspectives., At the very micro level are choices
among brands. At a somewhat broader level are choices among functionally
substitutable products., Choices gmong products which ars net functionally
substitutable, but which compete ¢or the same discretionary dollar are still
broader phenomena. Consumption pattern is a broader concept than the product,
and so at tha macro level, thers are choices among patterns of comsumption. As
one moves from sicro to macro leusl, thes nature of choice changss from indi-
vidual choice fto social choice.

In examining consumption patterns,.three canceptual dimensions seam to be
pertinent for both defining and discriminating among different patterns of
consumption:

a) the "domain of availability" dimension: This dimension defines the damain
in which the representztive consumption itemd is available for consumpe
tion. The domzin can rangs from completely privats to completely public
use, for examples, a parsonal car is a private item of consumption, be-
cause it is available for the use of ons consumption unit {persan, house~
hold, etc.), whereas a telephone boath is a public item of consumption.
It should be recognissed that the dimension does not emphasise the produc-
tion of the commodity by private or public enterprises, nor doss it ampha-
sise private or public ownership. It may very well be that & privately
owned commodity is available to the public (for example, a private mussum)
and vice versa.

'b) the "social relationship" dimension: This dimension desfines the range of
soclal relationships in which conmsumption units become involved during
the act of consumption, and ranges between individual and collective
consumption. For example, some household durables (washing machine, etc.)
are consumed individually, whereas care pooling would tend towards a type
of collective cengumption, because a "social® relationship is involved
although a simple ons.

c) the "human involvement™ dimansion: This dimension defines the lesvel of
human activity or the level of human element present in consumption, and
ranges batwaen passive and active involvement. For example, watching tele-
vision is a passive consumption activity, whersas participating in sparts
in one’s leisure time is an active consumption activity (Touraine, 1974).

These dimensions ars pertinent in cdefining and discriminating consumption
patterns, becausa they form the most dominant factors in the patterns which
have ceveloped historically. According to this framewark within which consump-
tion patterns are defingd, a Quadrophonic rscrod player does not represent a
different consumption pattern from a stereophonic record playsr although they
are considered to ba different products. Nor ars Ford L7D and Oldsmobile re-
presentatives of different patterns of consumption. Differsnt brands of a



A guestion may arise as to whether products of different techno-
logical processes repressent different patterns of consumption. They may,
in the case a technology causes a change along one of the abpve dimensions
in comparison with other technolegies. However, this is not necessarily
the case with all mew technologies. Ffor ¢ xample, a technology which has
attracted considerzble interest as a result of the energy crisis, viz.,
the advancement of the electric car as an alternative to the internal .
combustion engine, does not bring a change in the pattern of consumption
as it creatss no movcacnt along the dimensions outlined earlier,

An understanding of caonsumption patterns, their formation, trans-
formation, and diffusion will contribute in several ways to the under-
standing of consumption behaviour and certain social processes in general.
First of all, consumption pattern, as defined above, is a broad concept
which indicates not only buying behaviour or choices among brands and
products, but slso the lifa processes as they are affected by these choices
through defining the kinds of relationships man becomes involved in
during the act of consumption. Adherence (or conformity) to a certain
consumption pattern then indicatcs the future choices, because commodities
representing a pattern in different need categories have structural
relationships among them. An interosting phenomenon which can be studieu
in case consumption patterns are made the focus of research is that
individual consumers who have different cultural backgrounds, are from
dif ferent sociosconomic strata, have different demographic characteristics,
and who exhibit different. buying behaviours and attitudes toward
marketing practices and institutions can and do conform to the same
patterns of consumption. There appcar to be certain processaes and
mechanisms in society which promote uniformity in consumption patterns
of consumsrs.

Still another contribution of studying consumption patterns is
what it will bring the understanding r=garding consumption choices to a
completely different level than what is studied in brand choice. As was
mentioned earlier in the paper, when ona moves from brand choice (micro)
to choices among consumption patterns (m2crec), the type of choice
involved moves from individual choice to social chaoices. Let us e laborats
this point in a simple way. For an individual consumer, the choice
between buying onc versus cnother brand of car is quite free and indepen-
dent, subjact to some degree of reference group and pramotionzl
influencs. Especially when the brands have similar prices, much is
left to the individual's own liking, This may bes one reason why the
stochastic models of brand choice work just as well as any other brand
choice model (Bass, 19743 Herniter, 1573). Now let us consider the samo
individual making a2 choice between buying and not buying a car ( a prcduct
which is a major representative of the dominant consumption pattern in
tho U.5.), Hore we see a much mors rostricted choice. Any individual
who wants to participate in the U.5. society will have to have a car.
This is because of tho way transportation, shopping, recrsation, housing,
ete. systems are structured, That is, a choice has been made at the
societal level in the construction of these systems which require private
cars as an imperative in order to have thc mobility necessary for total
participation and integratian. UWhy, for example, heve highways developecd
at a great pace, while railroads and public transportation have lagged
behind? How are such decisions made within a society? Once the economy



percentage of car ouwnership for those who live much below the poverty
level.b This illustration indicates that the freedom of brand choice
does not imply ths fresdom to choose betwsen consumption patterns. ' In
fact the problem of the choice (or formaticn) of consumption patterns
nacessitatas analysis at the sociopolitigzl level rather than the
microeconomic level.

The Emexgirg Locsiuidtis., "ockarn %

-A cloce look at consumption in the U.S. and other advanced
Western econcmics shows that the dominmant consumption pattern is charac-
terized by the private, individuzl, and passive extremsties of the dimen-
sions outlined serlier and that there still is a growing tendency in this
direction. A diffusion of the same pattern to the affluent sectors of
the underdeveloped countries is also observable. Such growth and
uniformity in its acceptance is another evidence, along with the growth
of structures and institutions which accommodate and promote the dominant
consumption pattern, for the gocial character of the choices made among
consumption patterns. )

Traditionally, the problem of social choice has been in the domain
of a branch of mathematical economics called social choice theory. The
best knwon and a classic work of social choice theory is Kenneth Arrow's
monograph Social Choice and Individuel Valuss(1963). The problem that
social choice theorists focus on is the problem of aggregating n given
individual preference patterns into a social preference patterns Whigs
this type of rasearch has a mathematical slegance and some limited
applicability in developing conceptually efficient voting rules, it is
unable to sxplain the rezl structures and Frocssses which underlie a
social prefarence patterne.

There are indicatifns from differsnt social and behavioural sciences
that in the choice madc within an organised whole (whether a group, an
organigation, a distribution channel, or a snciety) certain structures
and processss plav an important role, and that decisions are not mere
agg_sgations of individual want.. Fconomice has provided us with the
concept. of ouylg foo.s. oad thereby., JAlTurenc Parste cptima, sceiclogy
with the corcept of social rlassaes or strata, and political science
with the concept of power structure. Ws nave zlsoc become cognizant of
the determination power of certain social institutions and economic
relationships, cbove and beyond the individuals wha constitute them.
Along these lines, Gelbraith has guite successfully argused against the
classical anc neo-classical economists' contocntion that what is produced
in a socidty is the result of an aggregation of individual consumepg'
demand. Bath in his "Manzgement of Specific Jsmand® (1971), and "Theory
of Social Balance® (1569). he pointed out the fact that the relationship
may well te the reverse. That is. - the decision as to what is produced
in the society may substantially determine the demand for these products.
In another article (1973) Galbraith hes argued that economists who
adhere to the classical assumptior of homc-ggonomigus by eliding the
problem of pcwer, and thereby making scohcmics a nonpolitical subject,
loss their contsct with the »eal woride In case the marketing scholaw
adheres to the same assumptions of classicsl economics, he is also in
danoar of detachina himself from realitv.




) In the casc of formaticn of consumption patterns the issue of power
appears in at leas® two contexts. One is the buying power differentials
among memters cf society. Those who are in high income classes can more
effectively express tneir preferences and needs in the market place than
those wno are in low incom2 classuse Also, ipnovations are controlled

by the rotential demands of high incomc consumers as they are the ones

who can epare a segment of their disposable incomes for new commodities
ropresentative of nesw consumption patterns. Those in other income classes
are usurlly jus* rmatchin~ up with and maintaining the contemporary dominant
pattern of consumption. 1%t is an observed fact thzt commodities repressn-
Lina emonging pathernd zre First adoptiI Ly the -high income classes
(Tucker, 1964). Tucker explains this fact by stating thet until recently
only high income clesses had the money to spend on these commodities, but
this explanation is easily repudiatec by the fact that today a substantial
percentege of householus with incomes below poverty standards conform to
the consumption pattern first adopted by high income classes,

The second and may be the more important power structure issue in
the emergznse of consumption putteone is the differential control members
of society have over the allosaticn of resources. Those who control this
allocation tc a large degres through their ownership and management relations
with the big! corporations that cuntrol the resocurces (Baran and Sweezy, 1966)
are highly coacentrated in the high income classes (Sweezy, 19733
Bartlett, 19733 Miliband, 19733 Zeiitlin, 1974). Therefore, these consumers
not only indirectly determine resource allocation through their buying
power in the market, but also directly through their control of the
resources. And their relations to the. productive forces influence their
preferences for alternatives thet ocan satisfy needs developed through
their contact with the social system - including institutions, structures,
etc., in the socdety - and their position in it. In capitalist economies,
as capital accurulation becomes ths purpose, and profit the means
(Jorgenson, 197; Leweller, 1571), preferences of the powerful consumers
are biased tcocwards pzatterne of consumption that have a potential of maxi-
mizing profits. By their position iIn the social structure, they are alss
biased towards patterns that create and amplify individual differences
(Veblen, 1899). Such seems o be the emergence of today's individual,
capital intensive dominant consumntion pattern which rsmoves, as much as
technolaonay nermite. 211 nroductave cansumption activities from ths home
and family environments into the capitalist production system, because
this incrsases capital accumnlation (Braverman, 1574),

. The diffus.on of the consumption pstterns of the powerful ta the
powerless consumars can be exclalned by the processes of socialisation

and eaclaticn. ir 3ach process the presencs of a definite power relation-
ship, wh=r2 the pcuwsrful influence the cognitive processes of the powerless,
and thercbiry *heir perceptions of cbjective reality, is indispensable
(Garnie=y 19735 Rafky, 19733 Freice, 1970). In socialization, the
socializing agant can be an institution of the society as well as a person.
An example of how tihe structure of the sconomy can influence ths need
percepticns of e consumption unit wes given earlier for the automobile.

In en cconcmically and socially well integrated society, characterized

by socioecoromis structures that make certain petterns advantageious



Conclusion

Indeed, the issue of patterns of consumption is an important one,
considering its impact on an individual's life. But, although consumption
patterns are a major component of a consumer's life procass as a whole,
their formotion and trans€ormation have not come to be an area of study
in marketihg. Brand choice, although an important proeess from the
point of view of the producers znd distributors of brands, does not consti-
tute as signaificant «n impact on the lives of tha consumers as choice
among patterns of consumption.

Propositions developsd in this paper along the lines of power
structure, sccialization, and emulation concepts ars contrary to propo-
sitions drauwn on the basis of classidal sconomics assumptions. Indivi-
duslity, and independent, Tree, rational choice assumptions based upon
classifal sconomice frameswork are mostly translated and transferred
into the marketing discipline. But vhen patterns of comsumption are
considered, the ideals of the cap?talist system, that is, individualism
and free choice, seem to bs myths% at least for the majority of the
people., Attempts are made to substituts and compensate for what is lost
of these ldeals in the area of choice among consumption patterns by what
seems tc be an abundance of choice among brands and products that repre-
sent the same consumption pattern. But it is questionable whether what
is lost at a grand level can be compensated by abundance at a petty
level.

The propositions developed are within a macromarketing framework.
Rather  than an investigation of what happens at the lsvel of an indi-
vidual unit within the system, they are directed at understanding a
societal phenomencn, namely, the formation and diffusion of consumption
patterns in society, and the influence of thase processes on the
consumption units. Macromarketing can be defined as the study of
economic, political and social structures and processes uwhich tend to
squats demand and supply in e society, In this endeavour, -concepts
can be borrowsd from other social sciences and used in the explanations
of these macro phenomsma. The marketing discipline, as it stands today,
has a technological-managerial orientation which promotes interest in
the creation of differunt brands ano images to promote the demand for the
" dominant consumption pattern (Kotler, 1973), rather than understanding
neads. This is not without an historical causs. The dependencies
betwsen the mode of capitalist production and the patterns of consumption
ara such that, limitations of choice among consumption patterns, and at
the same tim=, an enrichment cf choice among brands and among cther diffe-
rentiations in products within the same pattern of consumption incrsases
the profitability cf the capitalist mass production technology. And as
long as marketing continues in its technological-managerial orientation,
not studying the processes of Widar.. participation in the social choices
made for consumption, it will be the promoter of ap ideology which tends
to perpetuate the prssent power structure, and which despesns the predi-
cament of the pcwerless, disadvantaged and poor consumers.




Footnotes

Te

3.

4o

5.

5.

Here, product is understcod as any commodity (material and

nonmaterial) for which there is exchange. aw

This historizel development leading to the almést exclusive
interest in brand choice bghaviour is important in understanding
the discipline of marketing, and will be given an apalytical

treatmsnt in another paper.

Sec the definition of a pattern in the Dictiopary of Social

Science by Zadrozny (1959).

The consumption item, like the product, defines any commodity

for which there is exchange.

As an evidence of conforming consumption patterns, consider the
following statistics relating to the U.S5.: Percent cof households
owning cars: 80%; television sets: 95.3%; washing machine: 71.3%;
refrigerators: B83,3%. Scurce: Bureau of the Census, Current

‘Fopulation Reports. Copsumer Buying Indicators Series P-6S,
Noe 44 (February 1973).
The percentage of car cuwpership for houscholds which earned

$§300C cr less a year was 40.6% in July 1971. Source: same as

in footnote 5.
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