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Quality is becoming more about taste and less about

cost: EEG and survey study on consumer behavior

Charnetta Erown, Roosevelt University, United States of America
Adriane B. Randolph, Eennesaw State University, United States of America
Janée M. Borkhalter, Saint Joseph's University, United States of America

Neuromarketing allows researchers an ability to learn
maore about the hidden thought-processes of consu-
mers {Lee et al. 2007). The neuromarketing toolset
maost commaonly used are electroencephalogram
(EEG), and functional magnetic resonance imaging
(FMRI). Brain activity measured in the frontal lobe has
been shown to indicate emotions and feelings which
are kay in the decision-making process (Davidson,
1002). Neurological measurements coupled with Sur-
veys and observational data, may help to understand
the emotions and judgments coNsumers expariance
when making purchase decisions, specifically as it
relates to taste.

According to an EEG study conducted by Burshteyn and
Buff (2008), individuals indicated higher levels of pro-
duct liking based on their familiarity with the produoct.
These individuals also seemed unable to distinguish
between manufacturer brands and well-known private-
label brands. A wine tasting, using functional magnetic
resonance imaging (FMRI), was conducted by Plassman
et al. (2008) investigating whether individuals would
rate the pleasantness of the wine differently when given
the price of each. Manipulating the retail price of each
wine tasted, researchers found that participants rated
wines with a higher price as having a more pleasant
taste than the cheaper wine.

Based on these studies, it appears that consumers are
influenced by familiarity and price when making a
purchase decision. The present study will delve deeper
into this phenomenon by investigating consumers"
willingness to switch from a preferred manufacturer
label brand to an unfamiliar private-label brand if taste
is perceived to be identical. The current study will seck
to understand this with the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Individuals will have a strong preference
of like (left frontal lobe activation) or dislike (right

frontal lobe activation) for a particular brand based on
their implicit positive or negative emotional connection
to the brand being consumed.

Hypothesis 2: Consumers are willing to consider
switching to the private label brand if taste is perceived
as identical.

Hypothesis 3: Experienced pleasantness and price will
drive individuals® willingness to switch if the stimulus
generalization of tasting the beverage is held constant.

“Based on these studies, it appears
that consumers are influenced by
familiarity and price when making
a purchase decision”

Method

The participants in this study were volunteers between
the ages of 21 and 5o, from a population of students,
faculty, and staff at Kennesaw State University. When
asked to estimate “how financially well-off your
houschold is,” 75% participants provided a response.
Approximately, 78% of respondents reported being as
“well-off™ as most families. Of the remaining partici-
pants, 11% reported being somewhat less “well-off™
than most families and another 1% reported bein g
somewhat *better off™ than most families.

Using a well-known manufacturer brand and a less
familiar private-label brand; loyalty, taste preference,
brand recognition, and price perception were mea-
sured. First, participants completed the brand loyalty
survey, which consisted of three nine-point Likert scale
questions (Raju et al., 200g). Next, participants were




seated and fitted with a standard eight-channel electro-
de cap for recording EEGs using a bioamplifier system
connected to a personal computer (www.cortechsoluti-
ons.com). Selected randomly, the manufacturer brand
drink and the private-label brand drink were tasted,
each over a period of two minutes while recording
EEGs. After tasting each beverage, participants rated
the pleasantness of cach. Pleasantness was assessed
using Plassmann et. al.’s (2008) six-point Likert scale
(1= do not like it at alljnot intense at all; 6= like it very
muchfvery intense).

Before presenting participants with the prices of the
two brands, a third survey gauging their level of fruga-
lity was administered (Lastovicka, et al., 1ggg). After
collecting the responses to the survey, the prices of the
two brands were presented and participants were asked
which product they would consider purchasing based
on the price and the pleasantness of the beverage.

Results

Fromtal lobe activation was measured in channels

F3, FZ and F4 of the EEG machine, which are most
commonly used to observe emotion (Davidson, 1ggz).
Channel F3, t{22) =-.379, p =708 was compared to
channel By, t{z2) = 1.385, p=.180 to determine EEG
asymmetry. The differences between the two channels
reveal no significant differences t{z2) =-1.47 3, p=.155.
Though both drinks exhibited overall responses within
the beta frequency range indicating arousal, the lack
of differentiation between the drinks did not sup-

port Hypothesis 1. Participants’ rating for the degree
of brand loyalty was average (M = g.o0, §D= 2.04),
suggesting that participants are neutral to the manu-
facturer brand mentioned in the survey. There was no
significant effect from the order of presentation, Fl1,10)
o.18g, p= .57, nor is there an interaction between order
and brand, Wilk’s = o.gg, Flx, 10) 122, p= 73. o,
participants seemed to the manufacturer brand
(M = 4.42, 8D = r.31) to the private-label (M = 3.58, 8D =
1.68), regardless of which they tried first.

When price is not an issue, the majority (83%) prefer-
red the manufacturer brand because they were only
shown a picture without the price. However, when they
were shown a picture where the private-label brand

was significantly cheaper, only half (50%) preferred

the manufacturer brand. Support for hypothesis 2 and
3 were identified when 100% of the participants who
initially choose the manufacturer brand switched to the
private label brand after price was introduced.

Discussion

The neutral emotional response was consistent with
past research indicating that participants could not dis-
tinguish the brands presented in the study (Burshteyn
& Buff, 2008). The amount of participants who chose
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the manufacturer brand when shown brand only reveal
consistent findings of past research indicating that par-
ticipants will rate the quality of a beverage based on the
price and familiarity with the brand (Plassman et al.,
2008). However, after tasting each beverage and rating
the quality our results reveal more individuals were
willing to switch to the less expensive brand because
the taste was similar. Our results provide actionable
information for marketers. Understanding that partici-
pants may be willing to switch from a manufacturer to
a private-label brand if both brands are similar in favor
may provide private-label brand managers with additi-
onal ammunition in their advertising campaigns. This
is especially important in the current economy when
consumers are eager for cost-saving options without
sacrificing certain pleasures.

“Participants may be willing to switch
from a manufacturer to a private-label
brand if both brands are similar in
flavor”

As with most studies, generalizability is questionable
due to a small sample size and the university setting.
Another limitation of the present study may be that
some individuals have a preference for a particular pro-
duoct not included and the neutral responses could have
been due to individual ces. Future research
should expand the number of participants and include

more than one stimulis for measorement.
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