Marketing Mavens

By Paul A. Herbig

Shoppers who tend to be proud of their ability to find bargains and are likely to tell others about their finds are called marketing mavens. They are not necessarily the only ones who are joyful at finding bargains, but to many market mavens, their lives rotate around their abilities. Recent studies indicate that Retailers who think they can attract shoppers by simply promising savings might be surprised to hear that money alone is not necessarily enough to make a bargain hunter happy.
A recent study confirms that non-financial factors -- such as the concept of fairness -- play an important role in bargain hunting and consumer satisfaction. The primary investigator reported: "We found that shoppers are likely to be excited about having received a bargain, even if there is no personal financial gain involved." This may help explain why people will drive across town to buy something on sale even if the trip virtually eliminates any real savings. "People derive pleasure or satisfaction from the idea that they are paying a fair price," he said. Those participants in the study who received a discount when they made their purchase were excited about the fact that they got a bargain whether they had a financial incentive or not.. This study confirms earlier studies that suggested the motivation for bargain hunting extends beyond the prospect of financial gain or savings.

In another study of consumer behavior, shoppers tend to attribute good deals to fairness on the part of the retailer and to luck, rather than their own shopping prowess. "The most surprising thing we've found, was that the people in our studies did not take credit for their success in getting a bargain," contrary to other research. "One of the most substantial claims in social psychology is that people bend over backwards to take credit for anything positive that happens to them, even when it is impossible that they are responsible for their achievement." Yet the opposite occurred in the studies held. The results suggested that people derived pleasure or satisfaction from getting a good deal or "fair" price even when there was nothing at stake.

The studies also indicate that the percentage discount offered is another important factor in shopper satisfaction. Even if the amount of money involved in a discount is relatively small, a higher percentage discount, 40 per cent for example, leads people to infer that they are getting a fair price. "This may be why people like bargains, because even if there isn't a lot of money involved, at least they feel they have been treated fairly. And that has positive meaning for people. It's nice to be treated fairly, it's terrible to be jerked around, even if there is little money involved." All the subjects in all of  the studies seemed to like bargains they stumbled across just as much as those they had figured out.

What does this all mean to the marketer?  As described in any earlier article, the jnd (just noticeable difference) must be present to gain the consumer’s attention.  Any discount must be significant to get that attention.  A bargain offered and seen can be just as motivational as a bargain advertised.  In fact, unadvertised specials may get more attention than those advertised.  And finally, fairness is crucial in any marketing transaction.  If a retailer were to double the price and place the product on sale at 50% off, knowledgeable consumers would be irked at the approach due to the fairness issue.  The best motto seems to be:  play fair with your customers and they will return the favor by returning their business to you.
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