
PART ONE—Consumer Decision Process

High Tech—Low Involvement: Changing Consumers’ Search for Information

As the smoke cleared, Grace Morrish pried the remains of her burnt breakfast from the now deceased toaster on her kitchen bench. She had known for some time that she needed a new toaster and it just became a priority. Grace rents a two bedroom apartment in the city and doesn’t buy expensive appliances, although she likes to have functional equipment in the kitchen. She will pick up a new toaster at Target or Kmart this week while she is driving around. Late for work, she unplugs the defunct toaster and throws it in the bin on her way out the door. 

Later that day Grace is at work, surfing on the Internet for a work-related project and she notices for the first time that Google has a list of directories related to shopping. Remembering her smoke-filled morning, Grace looks at the directory listing for Home and Garden items.
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Under the ‘Product Review’ section of the Home and Garden directory, she notices a very interesting site:

Epinions—http://www.epinions.com
Consumer-generated reviews, buying tips and advice, ratings, price information, and searchable in a variety of ways, from price to product type.

Grace had never thought of looking for shopping ‘information’ online before. She wasn’t really very interested in searching too hard for a toaster but this looked so easy and she had a few minutes to spare. At Epinions she saw listings of consumer information about everything from cars to cooktops! She clicked on the small appliances listing and found a searchable list of over 200 different toasters, complete with prices, features and reviews.
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The criteria used to assess the toasters included brand, the number of slices it could toast, price and even whether or not the toaster had a warming rack. Grace had never thought about a two slice versus a four slice toaster and she didn’t even know you could get one with a warming rack! There were others that listed features like wider slots for crumpets and muffins, toasted sandwich slots, crumb trays and cancel buttons. Suddenly buying a toaster didn’t seem so easy. Actually the reviews were very interesting and Grace began thinking about what she used her toaster for and what she really needed in terms of features. Forty minutes later and after having looked at over 100 toasters and 150 reviews, Grace decided that she wanted a Dualit 2 slice toaster. Epinions showed her a price comparison from five different online stockists and she finally decided to buy it from Amazon.com. Kitchen Etc.com had it listed slightly cheaper but she had bought from Amazon before and they also had a free shipping policy on Dualit products.
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Had Grace gone to Kmart or Target that week to buy her toaster she probably would have spent five minutes comparing the three brands that each store stocks and bought whichever was the cheapest. Instead she had spent over an hour looking at information online and had spent over $200 buying a toaster that she really felt would suit her needs. Needs that she wasn’t even really aware she had. Now that Grace knew about Epinions.com and Google’s great list of consumer directory information, she would check these sites regularly to see what she was missing!

Low involvement gets high tech

The traditional classification of low versus high involvement with products helps marketers understand how much time and energy consumers are willing and able to spend when purchasing their products. Not so long ago, Grace would have been a classic low involvement shopper when it came to toasters. She did not have any definite list of criteria by which she compared toasters: in fact she never really thought about them much at all. She typically compared them based on price and would not be willing to visit a lot of stores to compare toasters. She just wasn’t motivated to spend time, effort and money on such a low involvement purchase.

However, the Internet offers both high and low involvement consumers a wealth of shopping information which can be accessed easily and quickly. Whereas once the decision not to compare too many toasters might have been based on saving time and energy, now consumers can compare literally hundreds of models and brands at the touch of a button. Low involvement consumers are not likely to discuss products with other people either. Grace would never sit with her friends discussing the relative merits of toaster brands. However, she enjoyed reading all of the consumer reviews online. Her motivation to search for information offline (via friends, salespeople or personal observation in stores) remained very low, while her online behaviour showed a highly motivated individual who was willing to search for and process information about her toaster purchase.
Cost–benefit rethink of Internet information search

When determining whether or not to do an external search for information, consumers will consider a number of factors. These factors might include the cost of searching for information versus the benefit the information will bring, the importance of the decision, and how involved they are with the decision or product. In an extended decision making process the consumer would normally be highly involved with the decision and therefore motivated to perform external searches for information.
In a limited decision making situation, the consumer might have a very low threshold in terms of the costs they will incur in searching for information. If collecting and/or processing the information is going to cost them a lot of time, effort or money, they may not see the benefit in searching externally for information at all.
The Internet changes this old equation somewhat in consumer behaviour. Search engines and directories like Google offer consumers in the limited and extended decision making situations, a quick, cheap, efficient way to search through vast amounts of information. Coupled with sites like Epinions.com, which offer specific consumer purchasing related information, the Internet can supply highly organised, relevant information to consumers for very little output on their behalf. The old cost versus benefit analysis that was once applied to searching for information is less relevant in the Internet economy.
Discussion Questions

1. Given Grace’s recent online shopping behaviour, is buying a toaster still a low involvement process for her or has her increased information search converted this decision into an extended problem solving situation?

2. Has the Internet made it easier or more difficult for consumers to conduct an information search during the consumer decision making process? Explain your answer.

3. Are online consumer reviews a trustworthy source of information? Why or why not? What might motivate someone to write an online review for others to read?
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