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Variety-seeking
in product choice behavior
Theory with
applications in the food domain

Hans van Trijp

S T E L L I N G E N

1.

Variatiezoekgedrag in produktkeuze wordt geïnstigeerd door de onderliggende
psychologische processen van verveling, attribuut-verzadiging en nieuwsgierigheid.
(dit proefschrift)

2.

Variatiezoekgedrag van consumenten kan alleen betekenisvol bestudeerd worden indien
dit type gedrag expliciet verbijzonderd wordt van andere vormen van variatie in het
keuzegedrag.
(dit proefschrift)

3.

De manifestatie van variatiezoekgedrag in produktkeuze is een situatie-specifiek fenomeen wat afhangt van de interactie tussen persoonlijkheidskarakteristieken en kenmerken van de keuze-situatie. Cognitieve evaluatie theorie biedt een geschikt kader ter
verklaring niervan.
(dit proefschrift)

4.

Variatiegeneigdheid in produktkeuze is een secundaire dispositie ten opzichte van het
algemenere psychologische concept Optimum Stimulatie Niveau.
(dit proefschrift)

5.

Het schrijven van een proefschrift over variatiezoekgedrag toont nadrukkelijk aan dat
zelfs bij de meest intrigerende activiteiten na verloop van tijd verzadiging optreedt.
(naar aanleiding van dit proefschrift)

6.

De afnemende bereidheid van respondenten om deel te nemen aan marketingonderzoek,
maakt de ontwikkeling van respondent-vriendelijke methoden en technieken van marktonderzoek niet alleen moreel, maar ook praktisch gewenst.
(J.E.B.M. Steenkamp en J.C.M. van Trijp, 1995, Task experience and validity in
perceptual mapping: a comparison of two consumer-adaptive techniques (onder
revisie))

7.

Het sensorisch onderzoek zou zijn "brugfunctie" tussen marketing en technische
produktontwikkeling beter kunnen vervullen indien het de cognitieve invloeden op
sensorische waarneming nadrukkelijker in de analyse zou betrekken.
(J.C.M. van Trijp en H.N.J. Schifferstein, 1995, Sensory analysis in marketing
practice, Journal of Sensory Studies 10(2): 127-147)

8.

De toegenomen fragmentatie in keuze-overwegingen van consumenten heeft ertoe geleid
dat het consumentengedrag in verzadigde Westerse markten minder eenvoudig te begrijpen is. De fatalistische verzuchting dat het consumentengedrag hiermee 'onvoorspelbaar' zou zijn geworden getuigt van onvoldoende kennis van en inzicht in het
vakgebied van het consumentengedrag.

9.

De huidige financiële situatie waarbij universiteiten dienen te bezuinigen en
tegelijkertijd zelf voor de wachtgeldregeling zorg moeten dragen, maakt het vooral
aantrekkelijk medewerkers af te laten vloeien die "goed in de markt liggen". Het is
sterk de vraag of de kwaliteit van het wetenschappelijk onderzoek en onderwijs hierbij
gebaat is.

10.

Decentralisatie van bestuur kan alleen dan frustratieloos verlopen indien het centrale
bestuur niet alleen in woord maar ook in daad terugtreedt.

11.

De disproportionele aandacht in de media voor het klein-menselijk leed naar aanleiding
van de bijna watersnood-ramp in Nederland moet vooral gezien worden als een indicatie
voor het feit dat Nederland in de gelukzalige positie verkeert dat het zelden met echte
- rampen geconfronteerd wordt.
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CHAPTER ONE
GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.1.

Introduction

Consumers' decision making strategies and actual choice behavior to a large extent mirror the
market conditions under which choice occurs. On the demand side, most affluent markets are
characterized by high purchasing power and high spending. As a result, in many product
categories consumption has reached a certain level of satiation, a situation which has
important implications for consumers' decision making strategies and choice behavior.
Assuming that consumers strive to maximize utility derived from consumption, the current
"satiated" demand implies that increases in the quantity of consumption will hardly contribute
to utility maximization. For many products, utility can more effectively be increased through
"qualitative" rather than "quantitative" improvements in consumption behavior. As a result,
product quality has come to the forefront as an important determinant of consumer choice
behavior (e.g. Steenkamp 1989). In response to this consumer demand for high overall
quality , most organizations have realized the importance of delivering high overall quality
products to the market. In most affluent markets it is hard to find products that do not meet
the standard of at least adequate overall product quality.
1

The fact that product alternatives in the market place have become increasingly
comparable in terms of overall perceived quality may affect consumers' decision making and
choice behavior. The decreasing horizontal quality differentiation (Abbott 1955) has
considerably reduced the overall quality risk associated with choices from a particular product
category. Despite that overall perceived product quality is still one of the most important
choice criteria, we believe that the fact that many products are available with comparable
overall quality levels has diminished the role of overall product quality as a decisive criterion
for consumer choice behavior. More and more, adequate overall perceived product quality
has become a necessary rather than sufficient condition for market success.
We believe that the market conditions discussed above have allowed "secondary"
choice motivations to come to the forefront as determinant choice criteria. These secondary
2

Short of a better term, "overall" quality is used here as an overall evaluative judgment. Perceived product
quality is a multi-dimensional concept which finds its basis in product attributes deemed important by a particular
consumer (e.g. Steenkamp 1989). As a result perceived product quality is considered a dynamic concept, as over
time relative importance of attributes may change. What we mean here by overall product quality is an evaluative
judgment on the basis of the most important attributes in an absolute sense ("primary" choice criteria). The primary
choice criteria may differ among product categories. For foods they would include good taste and absence of
dangerous substances.
We refer to these choice criteria as 'secondary' to indicate that in an absolute sense they are probably not as
important to the consumer as the attributes constituting overall product quality. They are hypothesized to be
determinant in choice behavior as long as adequate or better overall quality is ensured.
1

2
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choice criteria may be highly idiosyncratic in nature, and may concern convenience,
environmental issues, health, and conspicuous consumption among other factors , resulting in
a considerable fragmentation of consumer demand. Product offerings, in turn, have been
adjusted to this fragmentation, resulting in a proliferation of the number of new items. In
1991, over 16,000 new products were introduced into US supermarket channels compared to
only about 1000 per year during the whole decade of the 1970's (McLaughlin and Fredericks
1994). Despite the fact that many of these new products fail in the market place, the new
product introduction activity has largely increased consumers' choice opportunities.
Consumers can now choose from a wider variety of product categories than ever before to
satisfy their diversity in secondary consumption needs. Within product categories a wide
assortment of different product types is available to provide segments of consumers with the
means of satisfying their basic needs in line with their individualized product demand. Even
within a particular product type the consumer usually may choose from a large number of
different varieties in terms of flavors, sizes and packages.
3

As a result, most modern Western markets have evolved into buyer markets where for
every single choice occasion, there is available a wide variety of product alternatives that are
quite similar in the sense that they will all be capable of satisfying the existing need
adequately. To the consumer this implies a high degree of freedom in choice behavior,
relatively free from any risk of inadequate need satisfaction. Under such market conditions it
has been suggested that "quality" of consumption may be increased by bringing about more
variation in consumption, simply because value is inherent in the process of switching among
alternatives per se. This type of behavior is known as variety-seeking behavior, the central
issue of this book.
V a r i e t y - s e e k i n g b e h a v i o r a s a n e l e m e n t of c o n s u m e r c h o i c e b e h a v i o r

The basic idea that variety-seeking behavior may positively add to the utility derived from
consumption isn't new. It was already recognized by the 19th century British economist
Senior, whose "Law of Variety" stated that "It is obvious that our desires do not aim so much
at quantity as diversity" (Jackson 1984: 8). A very similar idea was put forward by Scitovsky
(1976) who argued that in economically advanced and affluent societies, little pleasure is
derived from want satisfaction. Rather, pleasure in consumption is associated with stimulation
in choice behavior. Diversity in choice may be a means to achieve this stimulation and
challenge necessary to establish pleasure in consumption. Variety-seeking behavior has also
received considerable attention in the psychological and marketing literature. However, most
of these efforts have studied this behavior in isolation. Despite the fact that variety-seeking
behavior is an intriguing phenomenon worth studying in its own right, it is important to

Note that due to the purported dynamic nature of perceived product quality, these 'secondary' criteria will
become part of the more general and analytical concept of perceived product quality (e.g. Steenkamp 1989).
5
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recognize that in real-life situations this behavior does not occur in isolation. Therefore in the
present approach, variety-seeking behavior is explicitly conceptualized as an integral part of
consumer decision making and choice behavior. It is just one of the many consumer choice
mechanisms that compete and interact in guiding consumers' choice behavior (Sheth and Raju
1974; McGuire 1976; Belk 1985; Sheth, Newman and Gross 1991). This broader context
allows for more specific hypotheses about when, why and in which situations variety-seeking
behavior is more likely to occur vis-a-vis other choice mechanisms.
The notion that variety-seeking in product choice is only one of many consumer choice
mechanisms is reflected in the observation that consumers do not exploit their freedom in
choice to its full extent. While some additional value may be derived from variety-seeking
behavior, in many situations introducing variation in product choice is associated with at least
some degree of additional effort on the part of the consumer. To many consumers, negative
affect is associated with the time and effort involved in choice behavior (Alba and Hutchinson
1987) and there is consensus in the consumer behavior literature that consumers have a
tendency to simplify their choice processes (e.g. Howard and Sheth 1969). The most straightforward means of achieving this simplification in choice behavior is to introduce an element
of constancy. Repeat purchasing and brand loyalty in choice behavior are two strategies that
are very efficient in terms of time and effort. Under such choice strategies consumers can go
directly from problem recognition to product choice, without having to go through the more
cumbersome process of deliberation. Also, these choice strategies can be highly efficient in
terms of risk-reduction (Roselius 1971) as, based on positive product experience from the
past, the consumer has a guarantee that the product under consideration will satisfy the
identified need adequately. As a result, less risk will generally be associated with sticking to
the same brand when compared to brand switching which involves at least some uncertainty
about the brand's performance.
On the other hand, brand loyalty and repeat purchasing as simplification strategies in
choice behavior come to the consumer at certain costs. In particular, it has been suggested
that the choice process at some point in time may actually become too simple a situation to the
consumer (Howard and Sheth 1969). As a result, the consumer may become bored with the
monotony inherent in repetitive choice of the same brand or with the attributes repeatedly
delivered by that brand; both are situations that stimulate brand switching (Howard 1989). In
addition, repeatedly purchasing the same brand may also induce uncertainty about the other
non-chosen alternatives, particularly when changes in the market occur (Keon 1980). In this
sense a brand loyal consumer, although satisfied with the brand choice, may become
uncertain about whether or not the best possible alternative (e.g. in terms of value for money)
has actually been chosen. This uncertainty may stimulate curiosity for non-chosen alternatives
that can be reduced through variety-seeking behavior.

4
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M a n a g e r i a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of v a r i e t y - s e e k i n g b e h a v i o r

Consumers' desire for variety in choice behavior imposes both threats and opportunities to
marketing management. Much marketing effort seeks to establish customer loyalty or at least
repeat purchasing of the brand as it reduces marketing costs (Rosenberg and Czepiel 1983),
provides trade leverage, contributes to brand awareness and brand image, and protects the
firm against competitive moves (Aaker 1991). It is important for major brands to defend
themselves against consumers switching away to satisfy their intrinsic desire for variety. One
approach to accomplish this is to offer a product line that provides sufficient variation to the
consumer (Wind 1977; Lattin and McAlister 1985). In such instances consumers can satisfy
their intrinsic desire for variety but still be brand loyal. As consumers with a high need for
variety become relatively quickly bored with current product offerings, a relatively short
cycle of new product introductions would be required (Pessemier and Handelsman 1984). To
minor brands, the consumer desire for variety in product choice behavior primarily offers a
marketing opportunity. The desire for variety may be an important motivator that can be
appealed to in an attempt to attract new customers, despite the fact that they will be hard for
the brand to retain. For minor brands and new entrants in the market appealing to the desire
for something new and different may be an effective means strategy in the market entry stage.
Short term promotional activity such as coupons, deals and free samples may be an effective
means to stimulate consumers with a high desire for variety to try the new product (Givon
1984) as such consumers have been shown to be quite responsive to this strategy (Kahn and
Louie 1990).
Although the primary focus of this book is on variety-seeking in product choice
behavior, it may be expected that the desire for variety generalizes to other marketing
domains too. For example, consumers with a high desire for variety will not only get more
quickly bored with the products they consume but also with advertisements to which they are
exposed. To satisfy this desire for variety, firms will have to adopt a more rapid schedule of
novel campaigns to prevent "wear out" (Hirschman and Wallendorf 1980), probably with
several sales messages rotating in a campaign (Faison 1977).
Confusion in terminology

Consumers may switch between products for a wide variety of reasons. Two reasons were
discussed previously: curiosity for non-chosen alternatives and boredom with the previously
chosen product or specific attributes repeatedly delivered by it. A large number of other
reasons for switching behavior may also be identified. Examples are abundant and include
out-of-stock conditions of the previously chosen product, price induced switching behavior,
switching in response to social or situational constraints on the choice task, etc. This notion
that fundamentally different motivations may underlie observed switching behavior plays a
crucial role in the analysis of variety-seeking behavior. Not all of the observed switching
behavior is variety-seeking behavior in the true sense of the word (McAlister and Pessemier
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1982; Kahn, Kalwani and Morrison 1986). For a full and in-depth analysis of true varietyseeking behavior, the distinction between variety-seeking behavior and other forms of
observed variation in behavior is of paramount importance. Unfortunately, this distinction has
not always been fully recognized in previous contributions to the area. Throughout the
marketing and consumer behavior literature many of the key concepts with regard to varietyseeking behavior have been used rather "informally". This is particularly true for the concept
of variety-seeking behavior itself. As a point of illustration, in their seminal article on the
phenomenon McAlister and Pessemier (1982) decided to avoid the term altogether because it
has been so poorly defined and so frequently misused.
To avoid this type of confusion in this book the terminology used in later chapters will
be briefly introduced in this opening chapter. Each of the key concepts will be discussed and
defined in more detail in later chapters. This chapter's definitions of the key concepts will
also serve to structure the book as a whole. Section 1.2. gives a brief introduction on the
important distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in human behavior, a more
detailed discussion of which will follow in Chapter 2. Section 1.3. introduces the terminology
of the key concepts in the analysis of variety-seeking behavior. Section 1.4. identifies the key
issues with respect to variety-seeking behavior that have received inadequate attention in
previous research on the phenomenon of variety-seeking behavior. These key issues will be
addressed conceptually and empirically in later chapters of this book. As such, section 1.4.
also provides the structure of the following chapters and their coherence.
1.2.

I n t r o d u c t i o n of v a r i e t y - s e e k i n g r e l a t e d c o n c e p t s

The dynamic nature of consumer choice behavior over time can be dealt with at different
levels of abstraction. At a general level it can be described in terms of the distinction between
repeat purchasing of the alternative previously chosen versus the choice of any other
alternative not chosen on the previous choice occasion within that particular product
category. The distinction between repeat purchasing and variation in behavior can be
observed easily and objectively from consumption or purchase histories.
The important point to note, however, is that deviations from repeat purchasing: do not
necessarily form a homogeneous category. A wide variety of different consumer motivations
may underlie observable variation in choice behavior. The identification of these underlying
motivations is of key importance in the analysis of variety-seeking behavior. Whether or not
any specific manifestation of observed variation is variety-seeking behavior in the true sense
of the word critically depends on the underlying consumer motivation for switching behavior
4

In line with the vast majority of the variety-seeking literature we will treat variety-seeking behavior as a firstorder feedback mechanism from previous consumption or purchase behavior. The argument might however be
extended to feedback from consumption occasions previous to the most recent one.

4
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over time. Building on the psychological literature on human motivation, an important
distinction is made between intrinsic and extrinsic (cf. Koch 1956) motivations for switching
behavior, depending on whether the value derived from switching behavior is intrinsic or
extrinsic to the process of switching itself (Staw 1976).
In intrinsic motivation, the valued goal is internal to the process of doing, implying that
these behaviors are valued for their own sake and may be self-sustained without any external
inducement (Staw 1976). A basic characteristic of intrinsically motivated behaviors is "that
they appear to be carried out for an appeal inherent in, or intrinsic to, the activity itself, or
conversely appear to be avoided or terminated because of an aversiveness inherent in the
activity" (McReynolds 1971a: 157). In terms of switching behavior, variation in behavior is
intrinsically motivated if the consumer engages in this behavior for the value inherent in the
process of brand switching per se. In those instances switching behavior can be said to be a
goal in and of itself (cf. McAlister and Pessemier 1982).
Behavior is referred to as extrinsically motivated when the valued goal of behavior is
extrinsic to the process of doing. For such behaviors, satisfaction is not inherent in
engagement in the behavior per se, but rather is derived from the achievement of a goal that
is external to the behavior itself, but which can be achieved by engaging in that behavior. For
that reason, extrinsic motivation is also referred to as "instrumental" behavior (McReynolds
1971a: 158) or "a means to an end" (Deci 1975: 23). In terms of switching behavior,
variation in behavior is extrinsically motivated if the consumer engages in it, not for the
satisfaction inherent in variation per se, but rather for the consequences that result from brand
switching. In these instances, variation in behavior is not a goal in and of itself, but it merely
serves as an instrumental means in the attainment of some further goal(s). Consider, for
example, the consumer who switches away from a previously chosen brand because another
brand is on sale. It is likely that value to this consumer is not inherent in the process of brand
switching per se, but rather-is derived from the fact that brand switching is instrumental in the
achievement of some further goal (e.g. satisfaction of a financial motive).
At the conceptual level, the distinction between intrinsically and extrinsically motivated
variation in behavior is well established under such headings as direct versus derived varied
behavior (McAlister and Pessemier 1982), exploratory versus instrumental brand switching
(Raju 1984), variety drive versus other causes for purchase exploration (Hoyer and Ridgway
1984), and intrinsically versus extrinsically induced brand switching (Mazursky, LaBarbera
and Aiello 1987). However, surprisingly few of the many empirical studies on variety-seeking
behavior have considered this important distinction. An exception is found in a study by Van
Trijp and Hoyer (1991) who identified consumers' self-stated motives for brand switching and
classified them in terms of four choice mechanisms very similar to those suggested by Sheth
and Raju (1974): habit-controlled, situational/normative-controlled, problem-solvingcontrolled and controlled by variety-seeking tendency (see also Chapter 7). Thus, in addition
to true variety-seeking behavior as a result of the intrinsic need for variety instigated by

