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Learning Outcomes

· To understand how perception shapes sensory input and subsequent consumer behavior 

· To understand the distinction between the sensory absolute and differential thresholds

· To understand how consumers use integral and external factors to evaluate products

· To understand the elements of consumer imagery

· To understand consumers’ perceived risks and how to lower them.
Perception is the process through which a person forms an opinion about the various stimuli he receives from his sensory organs. In marketing, perception is concerned with understanding how the consumer views a product or service. The five senses of a person help him in this process. The marketer uses various props to stimulate the consumer, that is, through the use of colors, sound, touch, taste, or smell, to observe the product. 

The marketer must distinguish his message from the competitor's message. This is when Just Noticeable difference (JND) comes to their aid. JND is the minimum difference that the consumer can detect between two stimuli he receives. It helps the consumer to distinguish changes in prices among purchase alternatives. Marketers use stimuli to grab customers' attention and most often these efforts are clearly visible and known to the customer. 

However, marketers sometimes use stimuli that are just below a consumer's threshold so as to influence them. This is called subliminal message. Of all the stimuli a consumer comes into contact with, he pays attention to only a few and interprets the messages that he remembers. This is called the process of perception and has the three steps: 1) exposure, 2) attention, and 3) interpretation.

Marketers make use of perception to formulate marketing strategies. They use a perceptual map, whereby they find out the attributes or the characteristics that the consumer associates with the product and they create the product accordingly. Thus, development of a brand or the logo of the product, packaging of the product, etc., have to be made keeping the consumer's perception in mind

Elements of perception

· Sensation

· The absolute threshold

· The differential threshold

· Subliminal perception

a) Sensation- The immediate and direct response of the sensory organs to stimuli. A stimulus is any unit of input to any of the senses. Eg: products, brand names, advertisements .Sensory receptors are the human organs-the eyes, ears, nose, mouth and skin that receive sensory inputs. Their sensory functions are to see, hear, smell, touch and taste. All these are used singly or in combination in the purchase, use and evaluation of consumer products. 

Marketing communications today appeal to sight and sound. However, touch and smell also represent considerable opportunities for targeting customers. Certain fragrance has been used in supermarkets and malls and this enhances the shopping experience for many customers. The time spent examining merchandise, waiting in line and waiting for help seems shorter than it actually is will such scents in the air.

b) The absolute threshold- it is the lowest level at which an individual can experience a sensation. The point at which an individual can detect a difference between something and nothing is the person’s absolute threshold for that stimulus. The distance at which a driver can note a specific billboard on a highway is that individual’s absolute threshold. Two people riding together may notice a billboard at different times (different distances) hence they have different absolute thresholds. Under conditions of constant stimulation such as driving through billboards, it is doubtful that any one billboard will make an impression. This is the reason we see marketers changing their ads regularly. They are concerned that consumers will get used to their current ads and commercials that they will no longer notice them [no sufficient sensory input].

c) The differential threshold – it is the minimal difference that can be detected between two similar stimuli.

Weber’s law-The j.n.d. (just noticeable difference) between two stimuli is not an absolute amount but an amount relative to the intensity of the first stimulus. Weber’s law states that the stronger the initial stimulus, the greater the additional intensity needed for the second stimulus to be perceived as different. 

Weber's Law-It states that as the intensity of the stimulus increases, the ability of a person to detect a difference between the two levels of the stimulus decreases.

Marketers endeavor to determine the relevant j.n.d for their products for two reasons: 

· So that negative changes are not readily discernible to the public e.g reduction in size or quality or increase in price.

· So that product improvements are very apparent to consumers without being wastefully extravagant.(just above  the j.n.d)
d) Subliminal Perception –People can be motivated below their conscious awareness that is, they can perceive stimuli without being aware they are doing so. This is subliminal perception. Stimuli that are too weak or too brief to be consciously seen or heard may be strong enough to be perceived by one or more receptor cells. 

The Process of perception
People tend to perceive the things they need or want: The stronger the need, the greater the tendency to ignore unrelated stimuli in the environment. There is a heightened awareness of stimuli that are relevant to one’s needs and interests and a decreased awareness of stimuli that are irrelevant. An individual’s perceptual process simply attunes itself more closely to those elements in the environment that are important to him or her. A consumer’s selection of stimuli from the environment is based on the interaction of expectations and motives with the stimulus itself. There are three key stages in the perception process:
a) Perceptual Selection

b) Perceptual Organization

c) Perceptual Interpretation
a) Perceptual Selection 

Consumers subconsciously are selective as to what they perceive. An individual may look at some things, ignore others and turn away from others. Actually, People receive only a small part of the stimuli they are exposed to. 
Stimuli selected depend on three major factors. 
Nature of the stimulus-marketing stimuli include an enormous number of variables that affect the consumers perception such as nature of the product, physical attributes, package design, brand name, the ad, the position of the ad etc.

The marketer must contrast their message for attention. Attention getting devices can be used to get maximum contrast.

Expectations-people usually see what they expect to see and what they expect to see is based on familiarity, previous experience and a set of expectations. 

Motives-people tend to perceive the things they need or want: the stronger the need, the greater the tendency to ignore unrelated stimuli in the environment. Marketers recognize the efficiency of targeting their products to the perceived needs of consumers.

Consumers’ selection of stimuli from the environment is based on the interaction of expectations and motives with the stimulus itself. These factors give rise to four important concepts concerning perception. 

Selective exposure-Consumers seek out messages which: Are pleasant, they can sympathize, reassure them of good product. They expose themselves to ads that reassure them of wisdom in their purchase decisions.

Selective attention- Consumers have heightened awareness when stimuli meet their needs and minimal awareness of stimuli that is irrelevant to their needs.

Perceptual defense-consumers subconsciously screening out of stimuli which are threatening even though exposure has taken place Eg warning labels on cigarette packs 

Perceptual blocking-Consumers protect themselves from being bombarded by stimuli by “Tuning out”. They do so for self protection because of the visually overwhelming nature of the world. There are devices which allow consumers to skip TV commercials.
b) Perceptual Organization 

People experience numerous stimuli from the environment as separate sensations but they tend to organize them in groups and perceive them as unified wholes. This method simplifies life considerably for the individual. This is called Gestalt psychology (Gestalt in German means pattern).

Three principles apply here:

Figure and ground-People tend to organize perceptions into figure- and-ground [background] relationships. The figure is perceived more clearly because in contrast to its ground it appears to be well defined, solid and in the forefront. Marketers usually design ads so the figure is the noticed stimuli.

Grouping-  People group stimuli to form a unified impression or concept. Marketers use grouping to imply certain desired meaning in connection with their products E.g an advert for tea may show a young man and woman sipping tea in a room then a storm hits, the overall mood implied the grouping of stimuli leads the consumer to associate the drinking of tea with romance, fine living and winter warmth.

Grouping helps memory and recall e.g most us can remember and repeat our ID numbers because maybe we have grouped them into chunks of two’s or threes rather than try to remember all the eight separate numbers.

Closure- People have a need for closure and organize perceptions to form a complete picture. If the pattern of stimuli to which they are exposed is incomplete, they tend to perceive it as complete by filling in the missing pieces.

c) Perceptual  Interpretation

People exercise selectivity as to which stimuli they perceive and they organize these stimuli on the basis of certain psychological principles. The interpretation of stimuli is also uniquely individual because it is based on what individuals expect to see in light of their previous experiences. Stimuli are often highly ambiguous. Some stimuli are weak because of such factors as poor visibility, brief exposure, high noise level or constant fluctuations. 

Stereotypes-People tend to carry biased pictures in their minds of the meanings of various stimuli which are called stereotypes. Sometimes when presented with sensory stimuli people add these biases to what they see or hear and form distorted impressions. Marketers must be aware of possible stereotypes because these images reflect peoples expectations and influence how stimuli are perceived. The main factors that can trigger stereotypes include: physical appearances, first impression and halo effect.

Physical appearances- People tend to attribute the qualities they associate with certain types of people to others who resemble them whether or not they recognize the similarity. This is mostly important for model selection and attractive models are more persuasive.

First impression- First impressions are lasting. The perceiver is trying to determine which stimuli are relevant, important, or predictive Eg products must be perfect before they are launched

Jumping to conclusions-People tend not to listen to all the information before making conclusion. It is important to put persuasive arguments first in advertising. 

Eg consumer may just hear beginning of a commercial message and draw conclusions. 

Eg A study found out that consumers do not read food labels, just purchase packages they believe contain greater volume which maybe true or not. Ie. elongated packaging gives more volume than round packaging

Halo effect- Consumers perceive and evaluate a person or an object on many dimensions based on just one dimension. The linguistic definition of “halo” signifies light, honor, and glory. Thus, in marketing, the term refers to a prestigious image of a product “rubbing off on” other products marketed under the same brand name. E.g consumers who admire Porsche cars will be willing to spend a lot of money on sunglasses and other accessories sold under the same brand name. The term refers to situations in which the evaluation of a single object or person on a multitude of dimensions is based on the evaluation of just one or a few dimensions.
Consumer Imagery

Consumer imagery refers to consumers’ perceptions of all the components of products, services, and brands, as well as how consumers evaluate the quality of marketers’ offerings. Products and brands have images and symbolic values for consumers based on the unique benefits that these products claim they provide.
· Perceived Value

Customers’ views of the value that they receive for their money is relative. For example, consumers generally perceive a low price for a meal at a fast-food outlet, as well as a high price for a meal at a gourmet restaurant, as consistent with the value that they receive in both instances and therefore as fair. Consumers tend to believe that the selling prices of market offerings are considerably higher than their perceived fair prices. When an advertised reference price is within a given consumer’s acceptable price range, it is considered plausible and credible. 
If the advertised reference point is outside the range of acceptable prices (i.e., implausible), it contrasts with existing attitudes and will not be perceived as a valid reference point, thus adversely affecting both consumer evaluations and the advertiser’s credibility
· Perceived Quality
Products and services can deliver high quality precisely, as determined, by experts’ or even scientific tests. However, if consumers do not perceive offerings as superior products that satisfy their needs and provide value, they will not purchase them, regardless of objective evidence. 

The perceived quality of products and services is based on a variety of informational cues that consumers associate with the offerings. 

Some of these cues are intrinsic to the product or service; others are extrinsic. Either singly or together, such cues provide the basis for perceptions of product and service quality.
Perceptual Mapping

This is the process of constructing a map like diagram representing consumers’ perceptions of competing brands along relevant product attributes. 

Perceptual maps show marketers: 

· How consumers perceive their brand in relation to competition; 

· Determine the direction for altering undesirable consumers’ perception of their brands; and 

· Find gaps, in the form of “un-owned” perceptual positions, that represent opportunities for developing new brands or products
This is necessary for proper marketing decision making in organisations.
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The visual effect generally presents the viewer with two shape interpretations, each of which is consistent with the retinal image, but only one of which can be maintained at a given moment. This is because the bounding contour will be seen as belonging to the figure shape, which appears interposed against a formless background. 
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