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Measuring consumer purchase intentions for durable goods has typically 
been undertaken to facilitate forecasting changes in the level of ag- 
gregate consumer expendi~ures. Work on intentions measurement began 
shortly after World War II with the Quarterly Survey of Consumer 
Buying Intentions adminitttered by the Survey Research Center of the 
University of Michigan [9, 11]. In the early 1960's, Juster studied 
the problem of the poor j~redictive power of the standard verbal in. 
tentions measure and found that "non-interMers" made the bulk of 
purchases. His work provided evidence that subjective purchase proba- 
bilities were much better predictors of actual purchase rates [10], 
although disappointing re.,,ults have been found in time series studies 
of the performance of mean purchase probabilities as lead indicators 
of changes in aggregate demand [13]. 

Cross-sectional, "diagnostic" research exploring determinants of 
variations in the predictiver~ess of purchase intentions or subjective pur- 
chase probabilities has been less frequently undertaken, despite the 
insights into the nature of/!he coJasumer decision process such studies 
can provide. Differences in vertal intentions fullfillment and in the 
predictive accuracy of subjective purchase probabi]lities across products 
and between husbands' and wives' responses have been reported [5, 6, 
15]. Such findings are prol~,ably more relevant~than purely predictive 
time series studies, both for refining consumer theory, where the role 
of exogenous or classificatic,n variables is of interest, and for applied 
marketing management as a guide for evaluating segmentation 
strategies. 

The present study is an:other example of cross.sectional research 
on the predictive accuracy of subjective purchase probabilities. It dif- 
fers from previous studies :in its orientation toward decision process 
variables, and explores the nature of the relationship between pre- 

I/olume 4, Number 2 May, 1976 



104 Journa~ o~ Business Research 

dictive accuracy and the extent of information search undertaken by 
con:sumers. This relationship has been studied by Pratt [15] and 
Hil~ [8]. 

Pratt's study of 5,000 households showed how longitudinal study 
of consumer purchase intentions, intormation search behavior, and 
purchase behavior could reveal the extent to which the fulfillment of 
purchase intentions for appliances was affected by new learning grow- 
ing out of the information search process. The major thrust of Pratt's 
discussion was on the diagnostic value of fulfillment rates of brand 
purchase intentions and the implications of such research for marketing 
management's evaluation of appliance brands' promotion programs. 
However, he also showed that generic intentions fulfillment varied 
with the specific brand the respondent intended to buy, a phenomenon 
he explained in terms of the different degrees of purchase commitment 
characterized by intenders of different brands [15]. 

The present study deals only with generic products and therefore 
re|ares more closely to Hill's work, which examined the relationships 
among the extent of information search, the pro~,~r:ion of generic 
plans fulfilled and the proportion of major purchases preceded by a 
plan. In a unique study of 300 inter-generationally linked hmilies, 
he found both plan fulfillment and pre-purchase planning for major 
purchases to be positively associated with extent of information search, 
leading him to conclude that these behaviors together comprise a 
"good consumership" pattern [8]. 

However, an alternative explanation for Hill's findings could be 
that both predictive accuracy and information search vary system- 
atically with situational variables and product characteristics. If 
situational and product variables were found to accurately forecast 
both predictive accuracy and information search, then a positive 
association would appear to be the result of their concomitant variation 
with product and situation, and not indica~five of a behavioral syndrome 
characterizing certain consumers. On the other hand, a strong associa- 
tion between predictive accuracy and extent of information search 
in the absence of linkages between these measures and situational and 
product determinants would tend to lend support to the "good con- 
sumership" interpretation. 

Three sets of relationships need to be examined to determine 
which of these alternative explanations is correct: the relationship 
between extent of information search and predictive accuracy of sub- 
jective purchase probabilities; the relationships between situational 
and prod:~a variables thought to determine extent of information 
~=~:~:'ch and measures of information search; and the rehtionships be- 
tween situational and product variables and predictive accuracy. 

These relationships guide~ the design and analysis plan of the 
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longitudinal field study of major appliance purchase behavior re- 
ported here [1]. A secondary purpose of the study was to compare 
purchase rates and the predictive accuracy of subjective purchase 
probabilities in the present stu~,y with comparable measures in three 
other studies: an earlier fie~d study in the same market, in which an 
identical probability instrument was used [4];  Pratt's field study, in 
which a verbal intentions question was used [15]; and a behavioral 
laboratory study using the probability instrument [5, 6]. These com. 
parisons provide a rough assessment of the stability of purchase rates 
over time, between two research settings (field and laboratory), and 
between two instruments (verbal intentions and subjective purchase 
probability). They also permit a comparison of a predictive accuracy 
score suggested by the Bayesian literature computed from the labora. 
tory and field applications of the subjective probability instrument. 
The specific variables and the nature of the hypothetical relationships 
follow. 

Extent o~ Information Search 

The degree of shopping and information seeking preceding major 
durables purcha~s has been of interest since Katona and Mueller's 
well.known study [12] and has more recently been studied by Hill 
[81, Granbois and Willett [4], and Newman and Staelin []/~], 
Hill found a composite score of information seeking and conferrSng 
within the family to be positively associated with percent of plans 
fulfilled on time and percent of actions preceded by a plan in his 
panel study of major purchases [8]. Several individual search meas- 
ures suggested by these earlier studies were therefore hypothesized 
to be positively related to the predictiveness of purchase probabilities. 
These measures are number of: store visits, stores visited, brands 
considered, optional features considered, types of information sources 
used and amount of discussion with persons outside the family. 

These variables were also combined into an Index of Information 
Search Activity, using weights derived from a principal components 
analysis. Specific measures for each variable and details of the con- 
struction of the index are shown in the Appendix. Length of Planning 
Period and Amount of Discussion Within the Family were expected 
to vary directly with predictive accuracy. 

Situational and Product Cb~raeteristbvs 

Previous research has ,Juggested several situational factors and product 
characteristics with which information search may vary. Engel, Kollat 
and Blackwell discus~, these in the framework of the perceived value 
of information to consumers, with the general prediction that the 
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greater the perceived value of information, the more likely search 
is to occur [2: 378.379]. Following their discussion, it was hypothe. 
sized that shopping and information seeking would be greater when: 
the family had not previously owned the product; previous owner~ 
were dissatisfied with their past experience with the product; the 
product was socially visible; expected length of use of the product 
was long; or expected price was high. 

These determinants also appeared to be possible moderators of 
predictive accuracy. Heald found that intentions data were more 
predictive of first acquisition purchases than of replacement pur- 
chases [7:10-11]. Dissatisfied owners might be expected to be less 
likely to find an acceptable model than satisfied owners, and plans for 
higher-priced items might be expected to be more susceptible to post- 
povement due to unanticipated intervening events. Predictive accuracy 
was hypothesized to be higher for first-time buyers than for pur- 
chasers of replacements and to vaJ T inversely with satisfaction and 
expected price. No basis was found for specifying hypotheses for the 
remaining two determinants. 

Predictive Accuracy 

Bo~l the extent to which household~ complete purchase plans and the 
degree to which they refrain from "unplanned purchases" affect the 
predictive accuracy of purchase intentions data. One advantage of 
measuring purchase plans with a subjective probability instrument is 
that the resulting data facilitate calculation of a single objective 
measure of predictive accuracy, such as the scoring rules found in the 
Bayesian literature on evaluating individual probability assessments 
and assessors [16, 17]. Given the subjective probability assignment 
and the outcome, a score can be computed for each individual plan. 
This is more satisfactory than measures such as "percentage of plans 
fulfilled", which require aggregating over several decisions for each 
respondent. An earlier behavioral laboratory study used the "likeli- 
hood" scoring rule to investigate possible differences in predictive 
accuracy across product type and between husbands' and wives' sub- 
jective probabilities [6]. The present study u~ed the same scoring rule. 

Using the likelihood rule, an individual's score is the su[~jective 
]~robability assigned to the event that occurs ['16]. In the present ap- 
]?lication, if a product purchase occurred, given a subjective probability 
of .7, the score assigned was .7. If no purchase occurred, tile score 
was .3 (that is, 1.0..7). Thus, higher scores indicate greater predictive 
accuracy; high scores are assigned both to consumers with high sub- 
jective purchase probabilities who make a purchase and t,~ those with 
low purchase probabilities who refrain from purchase. 
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Data Collection 

A mail questionnaire seeking subjective purchase probabilities for 
seven major household appliances was used to identify 368 Indian- 
apolis area families who indicated ~the chances were 3 out of 10 or 
greater that they would purchase one of the products during the 
following six months and who agreed to participate in a panel study. 
A joint home interview with husband and wife determined details of 
the purchase plan and shopping and information-seeking behavior 
for the product with the highest purchase probabliity. Four follow-up 
telephone and mail questionnaires directed to wives at ten-week inter- 
vals determined the amount and kind of shopping and deliberation 
activity in the following period. When a purchase occurred, a terminal 
telephone interview determined details of the purchase. Since subjective 
probabilities ;',,ere gathered from husbands and wives independently 
during the joint interview, the predictive accuracy scores presented 
here are basee on the average of the husbands' and wives' scores for 
each couple. Neither the means nor the variances of husbands' and 
wives' purchase probabilities were s:ignificantly different at the .05 
level. 

Resv~lts 

By the completion of the study, approximately one-third of the 
panel families (129) had purchased t~e durable, one-third (128) were 
still considering its purchase, and one-third (111)had  either decided 
against such a purchase or had dropped from the panel. Total panel 
mortality was 49. 

Predictive Accuracy av, d Informat ion  Search Table 1 presents 
results of signifieanc~ tests rel.ating predictive accuracy as measured 
b~" the likelihood scoring cule ~,nd each measure of information search 
activity. For categorical t,'ariables, chii-square tests were used; other- 
wise, correlation analysis was used. All of the basic measures of in- 
formation search were related to pred:ictive accuracy except the num- 
ber of store visits and the vumber of types of information sources used 
by family members (Table 1). As expected, predictive accuracy was 
greater when more stores were visited, and when more discussions 
with others and within the family were reported. The Index of In.. 
formation Search showed a weak positive association with predictive 
accuracy. Contrary to the hypothesized positive relationships, the num. 
her of brands and vumber of optional features considered, and the, 
length of the planning period varied inversely with predicti,~e accuracy. 

Effects of  Situational and Product  Variables Relationships 
between situational and product variables and the various measures 
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"TaMe 1 :  Results v{ Significance Tests Relating the Measures of In- 

format ion  Search Activity and Predictive Accuracy 

Measures of Information 
Search Activity 

Predictive 
Accuracy 

Store visits n. s. 

Stores visited 

Brands considered 

Optloual features considered 

Sources used 

Discussion with others  

Index of information search activity 

Length of plannlng peri:~,d 

Family discuss ion  

0.025 
(0.1291) 

0.005 
(-0.1475) 

0. i0  a 

a 
n . s .  

0.01 a 

0 . i0  
(0.0937) 

0.0001 
(-0.2577) 

0~,01 a 

aResults were computed using a chi-square test of as- 
sociation. All other results were computed using a t-test 
of the null hypothesis of zero co:relatlon. Correlat.lon 
coefficients are sho~ in parentLeses. 

N o t e :  n = 368  

of information search are summarized in Table 2. Clearly, product 
characteristics were much better predictors of information scar,'~h 
than were the situational variables, although product characteristics 
were not uniformly related to al;i search measures. Satisfaction 
• ~ th  a previously owned product was not related to any of the search 
measures, and the three significant relationships with previous owner. 
ship (optional features, sources, and discussion with others) were pc.si- 
tire, contrary to expectations. The effects of product characteristics 
can be summarized based upon three factors. Social visibility of the 
product was positively related, as expected, to the number of stores 
visit~l, optional fealures considered, types of information sources used, 
and fhe index. Ntwaber of years of expired use was positively related, 
as e:q~'ted, t~ optional features considered. Expected price was posi- 
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Table 2: Results 
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ripely related, , as expected, to every measure except number o£ brands 
and number of di~,ussions with ,others. 

Expected price was by far &e best predictor o£ i~formation seek.. 
ing, in direct opp~sition to Newman and Staelin's finding that price 
was not significantly related to an index of information seeking [14]. 
Results here suggested that each individua~ measure of information 
seeking may be related to a diHerent subset o£ product characteristics 
so that reliance on an aggregated index may disguise important re- 
lationships. Despite an attempt to avoid arbitrary weighting of index 
components, the resulting index was not as useful as analysis of in- 
dividual measures o£ information seeking. The predictive accuracy 
score was weakly associated with only one situational or product 
variable. The expected length of use o£ the product appeared to be in- 
ver.~e|v related to predictive ~ccuracv (~- : .]0), however, this cor- 
relation was very low (r ~ - 0.0878). 

Since predictive accuracy and information search were not at all 
strongly related to situational and product variables, but were, as 
predicted, related to each other, the general conclusion seems to be 
that Hill's interpretation is supported. Both deliberate information 
search and ability to predict major purchasing behavior (planning 
such purchases in advance and refraining from impulsive purchasing) 
may indeed be part of a "good consumership" pattern. Consumers 
showing this behavior co~form closely to the ideal of the rational, 
problem-solving consumer implied in current consumer behavior 
models and normatively prescribed in home economics texts and con- 
sumer information literature. Similarly, it follows that consumers who 
tend to exhibit little information seeking may also tend to buy without 
plan and to d~,~iate from purchase plans as part of a more general 
pattern of somewhat impulsive, unpredictable behavior. 

Comparison of Predictive Accuracy with Earlier Studies A 
tea! of the families' initial intentions to purchase revealed a sig- 
nificant difference, between the mean initial odds for purchasers 
(x : .721) and nonpurchasers ( X u n d e e l d e  d - - - "  .549 and X n o p u r e h a s e  - ' - "  

.52]).  The mean odds given at the joint interview by purchasers 
significantly exceeded the mean odds for ~ose who terminated with- 
out purchase (~- - -  0.0001). Families who remained undecided also 
exhibited a significantly lower mean for their initial intentions than 
purcha~rs (~,- == 0.0f~0] ). There was no significant difference be- 
tween the mean odds for undecided families and those terminating 
without purchase. 

The overall purchase rate of .351, based on all purchases occurring 
up to 40 weeks i'rom the initial interview, represented a substantial 
discrepancy fa'om the expected rate of .601 based on mean subjective 
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purchase probabilities. Similarly, the mean predictive accuracy score 
o~ .537 must be judged quite low, since the range of expected scores for 
the likelihood scoring rule is from .500 to .820 [6]. 

In cross.sectional research, the absolute level of predictive accuracy 
is of less interest than its variability and association with other vari- 
ables, but the poor performance here can be partly attributed to the 
product category involved, major household appliances. Findings from 
a behavioral laboratory study where couples originated a list of major 
expenditures for the coming year and assigned a subjective purchase 
probability to each planned item suggest that the discrepancy between 
actual and planned purchase rates is greater for appliances than 
most other product categories, and predictive accuracy based on the 
likelihood rule is lower than any other category. The discrepancy 
between actual and expected rates for appliances was -]8.9 percent, 
compared with a comparable difference o f - ] 0 . 6  percent for all prod- 
ucts [5]; mean predictive accuracy scores of .521 and .641 were 
found for appliances and all products, respectively [6]. 

These results are remarkably consistent with those of three other 
studies available for comparison, as shown in Table 3. Despite the 
span of years represented, ranging from Pratt's ]960 study to the 
early ]970's when the latter two studies were conducted~ and, the dif- 
ferences in research settings involved, differences in actual purchase 
rates, expected rates, and predictive accuracy scores are quite small. All 
three field studies dealt with appliances, and the behavioral laboratory 
findings reported here are those based on appliance plans only. How- 
ever, Pratt's study included responses for a predetermined list of 36 
items, while both Indianapolis panels followed a single planned item 
per family. The use of the subjective probability scale resulted in a 
purchase rate no different from that in Pratt's study, where a verba ! 
intentions question was used. The predictiveness of the two approache~ 
cannot be compared, however, since the expected purchase rate in 
Pratt's study was not reported. 

Summary' and Conclusions 

The study further investigated the "good consumership" hypothesis, 
which predicts that consumers exl~ibiting relatively high information 
search in major purchases will also score relatively high on measures 
of inten, tions ~ulfillment and low on "unplanned purchases" of major 
products. Earlier research on information search and intentk,ns ful- 
fillmem: had suggested somewhat similar sets of situational and prod- 
uctl correlates of these measures, therefore an alternative interpretation 
of the information search-predictive accuracy linkage was investigated: 
these ,~ariables might be correlated because of their concomitant 
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Table 8: Comparative F-Jndinss of Four Lonsitudinal Studies 'of 
Appliance Purchase Planning 
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variation with situational and product variables• Besides the addition 
of these variables, the study differed from Hill's in that respondents 
were more nearly representative of all current buyers of the products 
investigated, in contrast to his use of inter-generationaliy linked 
families, and a subjective probability instrument was used, rather than 
verbal intentions questions. This enabled the use of a single predictive 
accuracy score as an indicator of both "fulfillment" and "planful. 
hess." Two innovations in the study were its longitudinal d~ign, 

. • to 
incorporating several relatively closely spaced waves of interviews, 
which permitted the calculation of aggregate measures o|  information 
search less affected by memory bias than measures obtained in a 
single retrospective, interview, and the use of principal components 
analysis to construct' an index measure of information search. 

As expected, information search and predictive accuracy were 
found to vary together. Contrary to expectations, however, three of 
the measures used to indicate search: number of brands, number of 
optional features:, and length of planning period, were inversely 
related to predictive accuracy. Although these measures have been 
assumed to serve as indirect measures of information search,' one 
interpretation of this finding could be that number of alterr0ative 
brands and features and length of planning period do not indicate 
search behavior at all. Consideration of a small number of brarids 
and features may be, instead, an indicator of high commitment to 
pur,~-hase. This interpretation is consistent with the inverse relation- 
ship found here, and is consistent with the earlier findings of the 
smaller panel study in the same market, where tendency to purchase 
was found to vary inversely with number of brands considere~ [4]. 

Similarly, len~:th of planning period may vary with the degree 
of indecision and/or family conflict over the proposed purchase. If 
this interpretation is correct, then longer planning periods might be 
expected to relate to lower predictive accuracy, as was found here. 
Clearly, more detailed investigation of the various possible dimensions 
of the information search process is needed. 

Since no relationships were found between predictive accuracy and 
situational and product variables, and only a few relationships were 
found between these variables and informatio~ search, the firJdings 
are more consistent with Hill's "good consumership" interpretation 
than with the "conccJmitant variation" exp]anatiov. Future r~searchers 
should not be discoura~,.~d from continuing to explore situational and 
product variabl.es as a result of tl~e study, however, for ~veral 
reasons: only appliances were included here; product characteristics 
were~ scaled subjective'iy by respondents; objective (~,esearcher-scaled) 
meamres might give different results; and past o,,,mership and satis- 
faction were measured very simply; more compcehensive measures 
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such as purchase histories and detailed measures of experiences and 
satisfaction should be explored. 

Of special interest for future research was the unexpected indica- 
tion that previous owners scored higher on three measures of informa- 
tion search than those with no ownership experience. Since expected 
price was strongly related to several measures of search, the effects 
of previous ownership and satisfaction can best be learned by select. 
ing for study, products within a ver~ narrow range of price "~ariation, 
so that the potentially confounding effects of price are controlled. 

One troubling conclusion of the study is the overall low level of 
correlations found; statistical significance tests should not be allowed 
to detract from the observation that the relationships interpreted here 
are fairly weak. This is by no means unique to the present research; 
Hill, for example, based his "good consumership" hypothesis on 
corm'elations ranging from .14 to .36 [8]. Still, the conclusion must 
be chat the relationships explored here need considerable further in- 
vestigation. 

A potentially useful direction for farther tests of ~he notion that 
prediefiveness and information search are found together is to search 
for consumer characteristics such as socioeconomic, life cyle and 
personality measures that distinguish "good consumers" from other 
consurners. A modest start in this direction was provided by Hill [81]. 

The somewhat discouragingly low absolute predictiveness of lhe 
subjective purchase probability instrument, as indicated by the low 
purchase rate and mean predictive accuracy score, can be partly 
attributed to the study's concentration on appliances. Remarkable 
consistency was shown between this study's results and comparable 
measures from three other appliance studies varying in timing and 
research setting. Some perspective in interpreting these findings iis 
provided by Foote [3], who investigated the substantial number ¢~,f 
"unpianned actions" and "unfulfilled plans" uncovered in Hill's study. 
Follow-up interviews revealed that many unfulfilled plans were merely 
postponed, and later carried out, or were canceled because "saris. 
facto~ substitute actions occurred"; unplanned actions in nearly all 
cases disclosed "a prior policy or tendency to act appropriately when 
specific precipitating events occur." [3] Foote's conclusion that such 
behavior portrays "reasonableness", not "rationality", suggests the 
inclusion in future studies of somewhat more subjective "reason why" 
and "general policy" questions to aid in the interpretation of objectiw~ 
measures of plans and subsequent behavior. 
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Appendix 
Measures used for each variable were as follows: 

Subjective Purchase Probability 

For a specified list of products, respondents were asked to "please circle the number 
from 0 through 10 that gives the 'odds' or 'chances' out of l0 that your family will 
purchase the item new within the next six months." Even-numbered odds were provided 
descriptive labels as follows: 10-certain we will; g-very likely we will; 6-likely we will; 
4-seme chance we will; 2-little chance we will; 0-certain we won't. 
Circumstances of Purchase 

Questions and ~.~ponse categories were: 
(1) Previous ownership. "Do you now, or have you ever owned a _ _  ?"  

(yes, no) 
(2) Dissatisfaction with Previous Purchase. "How would you rate your satisfaction 

with the old one?" (very satisfied, satisfied, unsatisfied, very unsatisfied) 
(3) Social VisiT0ility. "How often would you expect visitors in your home to notice 

your new .................................................. ?"  (very often, often, occasionally~ less than 
occasionally, usually not) 

(4) Expected Length of Use. (derived from number of years previously-owned product 
was used) 

(5) Expected Price. "The maximum price I expect we would pay for a new ................... 
is $ ................................ " 
Measures of Information Search Activity 

(1) Number of Store Visits; ]~iumber of Stores Visited. "Have you visited any stores 
~o look at new ......................................... ' s?" (if yes) "Which stores?" "How many 
times did you viisit ............................................................ ?"  

(2) Number of Brands, Op:ions, Information Sources. (Counts made from fill-in 
qucst;ons on self-administ;red qvestionnaires.) 

(3) Amount ,of Discussion With Other~. "Have you talked with others about different 
new .................................................... ' s?"  (a lot, a little, not at all) 

(4) Length of Planning Period. "About how many months ago did the idea of buying 
a new .................................................. first come up?" 

(5) Discussion Within Family. "How often does the family discuss the possible 
purchase of a new . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  ?" (very often, often, occasionally, not 
too much, almost never) 

(6) Index of Information Search Activity. 1 Each information search variable was 
standardized to eliminate differences in the units of measurement and to allow the 
maximum variam'e of the set of information search characteristics to be extracted 
across the 3t~:; households. A table showing latent vectors as linear combinations of the 
standardized varivbles was constructed, and the coefficients of the principal components 
and proportion of the total variance explained by each component were examined. 
All the components appeared to represent interpretable dimensions removing nontrivial 
proportions of the total variance and were therefore included in the construction of the 
index. 

To devel,c~p an index value for each case, factor loading, ~ ,  of a given variable, 
i, in each componqmt, j, was multiplied by the standardized value of the input variable, 
x, and summed o~,er all variables, i -" 1 ,  . . . , 6 ,  for that component. The sum was 
weighted by the proportion of variance explained by the latent root, ~., of the jth com- 
ponent. The procedure was repeated for every jth component, j ---- 1, . . . , 6, and the 
weighted component value was summed across components. 
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Footnote 

1The authors gratefully acknowh~dge the assistance of Pro.!e.~or John Castellan, De- 
partment of Psychology, Indiana University, for his assistance ht devising the procedure 
for calculating th,e Index of Information Search Activity. 
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