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Abstract

In a globally competitive business environment the value of a strong brand in the  consumer high-technology marketplace is well documented, as is a progressively satiated marketplace where consumers may have all they “need”.  The difficulty in maintaining a basis for differentiation, and heightened consumer price consciousness, reveals the necessity to understand consumer evaluation and purchase decision processes.  The paper proposes a model and investigates the relationships between Price, Use, Quality, and Culture regarding the adoption of a branding strategy.  The study concluded that two factors determine consumers’ risk intelligence associated with a positive brand: (1) People do not purchase high technology products primarily to satisfy particular needs, but rather for prestige, and (2) Perception change of cultures affected the adoption process of high-technology.
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1.2 Introduction and Problem Definition
While companies today use a brand name to represent them to the outside world, an increasing competition within the high-technology sector has led to a nearly saturated market and a high parity of products offered. It is extremely difficult for companies to maintain and communicate a ‘Unique Selling Point’ (USP) for their products. In addition, economic changes, including rising living costs and a lower purchasing power, “instant communication”, and internet comparison shopping have made consumers more conscious when it comes to price. The results of these trends make it necessary for marketers to adjust their branding strategies in order to meet the heightened expectations of consumers.  It is necessary to understand how consumers evaluate their buying decisions and what attributes of a high-technology product they value most, and what influences buyer behaviour and decision making.  Our objectives: 
1
Discover consumer’s behaviour in terms of adoption of high-technology products in 
order to improve the design of marketing strategies for high-technology brands. 

2 
Analyse people’s buying behaviour and determine the main drivers for adopting high-
technology products. 

3
Examine a change in the generational perception and involvement regarding high-
technology products.

4
Discover and evaluate the perception of branded and non-branded high-technology 
products.

2  Literature review

2.1 Consumer Behaviour

 ‘Buyer behaviour’ is defined as “the behaviour that consumers display in searching for, purchasing, using, evaluating, and disposing of products and services that they expect will satisfy their ‘needs’  and ‘desires’” (Solomon et al, 2002, pg 583). ‘Decision Making’ is defined as a balanced mixture of rational and emotional elements used to make a buying decision, to keep on looking for alternatives, or to get off the idea to buy entirely (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1994; Witt & Meyer, 2004, Hill, 2003). According to the view of Bauer (1960, pg.  ) consumer behaviour in light of risk-taking “…involves risk in the sense that any action of a consumer will produce consequences which he or she cannot anticipate with anything approaching certainty, and some of which at least are likely to be unpleasant’

The brand is a promise, or guarantee, of consistent quality made to the potential customer (de Chernatony 1989, Irons 1996); “ a set of mental associations, held by the customer, which add to the perceived value of a product or service. These associations should be unique (exclusive), strong (salient), and positive (desirable).” Kapferer (2004, pg 10). An important factor relating to customers’ brand loyalty is the degree to which consumers prefer specific brands relative to competing alternatives (Rundle-Thiele and Mackay, 2001).  And as determined by share-of-wallet measurement, brand preference is shown to interact with customer satisfaction to impact customer behaviour loyalty (Keiningham et al 2005) 
2.2  New Brand Development and High Technology Consumerism
Brands have been perceived as providing a greater security and a higher level of performance while eliminating alternatives by providing a better overall customization of perceived preferences (Jiang, 2004, Keller, 2003, Temporal & Lee, 2000; Bahmanziari et al, 2003). As a result, consumers more often choose branded products when given the choice between products with similar features and benefits, fully prepared to pay a premium price (Temporal & Lee, 2000; Economist, 2005). 
Consumers also started building an emotional bond with brands (McFadden & Train, 1996, Klein, 2000). Temporal & Lee (2000) added that not only has mass customization become a reality, but everything physical can be copied with amazing speed, which leaves only a little room for the traditional USP brands were build on originally.
While the industry increased in the speed of its development and started to more finely segment the consumer market, people embraced technological innovations faster (Morrell et al, 2003) and increased the adoption rate of a mass-customisation strategy (Jiang, 2004), leading towards satiety at an alarming rate (Tomkins, 2005; Klein, 2000; Temporal & Lee, 2000). Since Product Development is important due to its’ increasing basis for competition (e.g. Clark & Fujimoto, 1991), to build an effective branding strategy for present-day markets it is therefore necessary to investigate consumers’ reasons behind buying high-end consumer electronics. 

Cunningham (1967, page    ) found a “strong positive relationship between perceived risk and perceived brand commitment”, and that the more serious the type of risk, the higher the probability of brand loyalty”.  Risk intelligence refers to an individual’s “…ability to weigh risks effectively.  It involves classifying, characterizing, and calculating threat; perceiving relationships; learning quickly; storing, retrieving, and acting upon relevant information; communicating effectively; and adjusting to new circumstances.”(Apgar 2006, page 3) 
2.4 The Influence of Price

In the past, ‘Price was a powerful piece of information for the consumer’ (Shapiro 1968, p20).  Price and quality were related (Scitovsky 1967, Gabor 1966, McConnell 1968).  Economically speaking, rising living cost and the general decline in purchasing power of money has led to a change in consumer’s perception of cheaper and non-branded products, especially consumers within lower income groups, (Yelkur, 2000; Art, 2003). Even though the market segment of high-technology shows a high tendency towards reducing prices, Temporal & Lee (2000) gave proof that the average consumer still tries to obtain good value in exchange for their money rather than just settling for the cheapest product. Pendergast’s et al (1997) findings of people starting to realise the positive relationship between price and quality as well as the constantly changing standard of high-technology products towards an increasing functionality to ever-lower prices would support this assumption (Tomkins, 2005; Haughey, 2004; Tse, 2001; Temporal & Lee, 2000). Furthermore, shorter PLCs and the market satiety of the high-technology segment have been directly interrelated with the matter of pricing (Zajas & Crowley, 1995; Winkler, 1999; Temporal & Lee, 2000). Considering the elemental integration of high-technology in everyday life (Temporal & Lee, 2000; CIM 2005), the constantly changing environment (Winkler, 1999; Temporal & Lee, 2000), and the consumers need to adapt to this environment on a constant basis in order to survive (Kallman et al, 1996), it becomes very clear that consumers, facing a large choice of similar products in each product category, switch products more often than they used to.

On the other hand, the tendency to offer high-technology products at ever-lower prices has made people more aware of actual price differences, motivated them to desire increased value,  and resulting in greater functionality and increased mass-customization (Prendergast et al, 1997; Temporal & Lee, 2000; Tomkins, 2005; Haughey, 2004; Tse, 2001). In this connection, Kapur et al (2003) concluded that the needs of mainstream users will increasingly be satisfied with the performance and quality provided by industry-standard products. On the other hand, Hill (2003) argues that concentrating on price-performance, no matter if it involves branded or non-branded products, has a negative effect on how deeply the emotional assessment engages consumers, which again has a direct impact on people’s involvement and loyalty. Bridges, Yim and Briesch (1995) found that in particular, price and technology should meet, but not exceed, customer expectations, and that continuous improvement should be implemented so that product development efforts lead customer expectations.  
2.5 The Use of High-Technology

While consumers were historically driven by market share when making a buying decision, in present-day markets of mass-customization even brands lose their status of providing a higher level of satisfaction (McFadden & Train, 1996; Jiang, 2004; Keller, 2003; Temporal & Lee, 2000).  Consumers are increasingly satisfied with the performance and quality of industry-standard products (Kapur et al, 2003). In this context, it has already been mentioned that people use a combination of attributes to evaluate their decision, whereas, consumers are very poor in their personal evaluation of choosing those attributes (Snoj, 2004; Riqueme, 2001; Solomon et al, 2001).  Zeithmal (1988, page    ) defines perceived value as “the customer’s overall assessment of the utility of a product based on perceptions of what is received and what is given”.  Brucks, Zeithaml, Naylor (2000, page    ) found that ‘consumers use price and brand name much more frequently when evaluating prestige than when evaluating any other quality dimension’.  Additionally, people’s compulsion of adapting to the changing environment on a continuous basis results in consumers following a trend set by other people and companies, i.e. the environment, as references and for information gathering. Supporting the assumption of people following their desires by adapting to environmental changes, consumers currently try to attain social belonging through buying particular products (Jiang, 2004; Haughey, 2004).

2.6 The Quality Issue in High-Technology

Although Doyle (1989) found that consistent quality is a very important factor to successful branding, an increasing amount of experts are questioning a brands advantage due to the rising number of similar alternatives available (Zajas & Crowley, 1995; Yelkur, 2000; Temporal & Lee, 2000). The advantages of a brand based on the provided security construct as well as the interrelated lower perceived risk has therefore to be rethought (Bahmanziari, 2003), considering the findings of previous sections as well as the movement of the high-technology segment towards ‘Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG)’ (Snoj, 2004; Macintosh, 2002). However, taking findings from Temporal & Lee (2000) into account, people still award the branded product of being made of high quality components and brands were also discerned as offering a much higher level of security, which again, had a direct impact on the perceived risk (Huang et al, 2004; Snoj et al, 2004).. Even though companies in present-day markets still use this strategy, consumers increasingly, especially younger ones, stated that they will not necessarily pay more for a particular brand name unless they will get a higher benefit from it (Jiang, 2004).  Consumers have begun to perceive the quality and features offered by non-branded products similar to those of branded ones. Indeed, Southgate (1994) questioned whether the brand adds sufficient value to the offering to differentiate it from the basic product.  However, in times where consumers expect convenience, quality and service in each product, available everywhere and at any time, it is questionable if the traditional way of distinguishing between branded and non-branded high-technology products in this regard is still legitimate (Yelkur, 2000; Winkler, 1999; Silverhart, 2004; Bahmanziari, 2003). 

Furthermore, considering the global village resulting in a race of turning products, companies, countries and even people into brands (Temporal & Lee, 2000; Winkler, 1999), Naomi Klein’s (2001) judgment of brands being something that seduces people to look alike, eat alike and even be alike while being spiritually empty becomes understandable. Nevertheless, it is in people’s minds to identify them by certain brands. Considering the connection between people’s urge to express themselves and society’s perception of brand-images, people seem to get something out of it after all (Economist, 2005: Economist, 2001; Klein, 2000).
So there is one particular dichotomy in the literature. At the same time consumers are not willing to pay more for a product and people increasingly switch to non-branded products, brand-images seem to be an essential part of people’s social status.
2.7 The Change in Culture

Experts argue the existence of ‘Consumer frustration’, which arose from the pace of technological change and the increasing amount of information necessary to make buying decisions (www.nilewide.com).  The current younger generation grew up within a world of rapidly changing innovations while the older generation has an increasing  problem keeping up and has even started to distrust high-technology products in general (Winkler, 1999; Temporal & Lee 2000). On the other hand the saturation of most markets, plus the increasing demand for new products has led to more and more innovations, which generate new desires for things we never knew we needed (Tomkins, 2005).  In addition, consumers in present-day markets face a much richer information environment than ever before (Lurie, 2004). Considering that it is impossible for consumers to evaluate all pieces of information available in the environment, the quality of buying decisions can be questioned (Hill, 2003). This said, when relevant information is missing, or the costs for acquiring relevant information are higher than the expected benefits, consumers started to rely on prior information or use off-trade contrasts of attributes, instead of depending on brand interpretation (Jiang, 2004).

One aspect in this context is that consumers seek and process information in an attempt to reduce uncertainty (Cox 1967). Studies indicate that risk is perceived, and such perceived risk can impact purchasing behaviour (Cox, 1967, Roselius, 1971).  With the increasing number of similar offers, the amount of information sources increases as well (Williams, 2002; Jiang, 2004). Consumers are therefore no longer able to evaluate every single piece of information and ‘consumer frustration’ becomes a daily routine (Hill, 2005; www.nilewide.com). According to Lurie (2004) at the same time the amount of available information increases, the quality of the actual decision decreases. ‘Increasing numbers of similar products make it more difficult for consumers to distinguish between brands, which can lead to a loss of utility through mistaken and misinformed purchases (Gianfranco, 2005).  With this in mind, consumers now face a much higher risk because of their decision, which is usually not based on a proper evaluation of information anymore but an evaluation of alternatives.

3.1 The Justification of the Study

The importance of this study can be seen in the need to understand the consumer’s drive of adopting high-technology. Furthermore, in a world of increasing parity it is necessary to discover what criteria are used by consumers in order to differentiate products and if this differentiation is based on rational or emotional intention. An exploratory research design was chosen due to the need to understand not what consumers want but their reasoning and evaluation of certain attributes within the buying process (Webb, 1992; Brassington & Petitt, 2003; Aaker et al, 2001). The research method of using on-line questionnaires has been found as being most appropriate.   Potential respondents only received an e-mail with an introduction to the project and a link to the webpage that contained the questionnaire.  A non-probability sampling technique was chosen, and with the obtained snowball-sampling effect provided a very high number of people reached of 94 responses

3.2 Framework and Hypotheses

3.2.1 Price  The main points within this discussion were defined as ‘Economical Reasons’ resulting in a higher price consciousness, the still existing search for ‘Value for Money’, and the resulting new habit of more frequent ‘Product Switching’. The first hypothesis of this paper is:  H1: Buying decisions of high-technology products are mainly based on price.
3.2.2 Usage  To make a connection between ‘Consumer’s reasons of using high-technology’ and ‘The theory of social belonging’, primary research has to be done in order to support these suppositions. The second hypothesis of this research therefore is:  H2: People primarily purchase high-technology products for prestige

3.2.3 Quality  If brands are preferentially bought because of prestige, how does this relate to consumer’s perception of quality? Therefore, the next hypothesis of this paper is:  H3: Brand names become less important whilst quality is still perceived as an important factor in buying decisions. 

3.2.4  Culture  This evaluation might therefore not say anything about a product itself but about a perceived positioning of this product amongst others. Regarding the indicators for this issue, ‘Generational change’, ‘The evaluation of information’, and ‘The willingness to take risk’ will be used to evaluate the hypothesis:  H4: Perceptual change of cultures affected the adaptation process of high-technology. 
5.3 The Effect of the Findings on the Model 

Regarding the effect of the findings on the model, each of the relationships was examined with the result shown in figure 1. In terms of the influence of ‘Price’ on ‘Adoption of high-technology and branding strategy’ direct negative significant relationship was proven by the tests run, which showed a significance level of p=.007. The other relationship that was proven to be of direct negative significance was the one between ‘Usage’ and ‘Adoption of high-technology and branding strategy’, with a significance level of p=.006. Surprisingly, by running tests on ‘Quality’ and ‘Adoption of high-technology and branding strategy’, a significance level of p=.451 demonstrated that there is no measurable direct significance between those two factors. As in the case of ‘Quality’ a level of p=.006 confirmed a relationship between ‘Culture’ and the target variable. 
[image: image1]
6 Discussion of the Findings

6.1 Price

The findings of this survey showed no significant relationship between ‘economical changes’ (s4q1a, p=.416) and the adoption process of high-technology, which demonstrates that when it comes to high-technology products, people’s shopping behaviour cannot be predicted easily. Therefore, the outcome of this study did not show any relationship between the question, which was asking people if they would ‘buy the cheapest product available that fulfils their requirements’ (s4q1c, p=.193), and the adoption process of high-technology. It can be argued that this outcome, again, supports the theory of Tomkins (2005) and Temporal & Lee (2000).  By looking at the findings of Tse (2001) that consumers still perceive price and quality as being in tandem with each other, the findings of this survey did not support  any significant relationship between ‘price’ (p=.365), ‘quality’ (p=.792) and the adoption of high-technology products, while evaluating ‘value for money’. However, it came as a surprise that the outcome of the research showed a negative significance between the evaluation of ‘brand names’ (p<.001) in the perceived meaning of ‘value for money’ and high-technology, i.e. the more high-technology is adopted the less important the brand name of a product and visa versa. The finding that the attribute of ‘buying the latest technology’ (p<.001) showed a contrarily result, i.e. with increasing adoption of high-technology, buying the latest technological standard wins on importance; provides a logical explanation. By interpreting this connection, this outcome shows that as soon as the adoption process of high-technology decreases, brand names become more important than adopting the latest technology.  

This survey did not give any significant proof that people tend to swap products in order to adapt to their environment on a constant basis (p=.182) either. On the other hand, the survey did not verify that people need a long time to search for information (p=.193) or to make a buying decision for high-technology products (p=.186). As a result, it is difficult to draw a conclusion about whether people are less involved in buying high-technology products than they were five years ago or not, and if they swap products more often. However, the significant finding of this survey that the more people buy high-technology products, the less they do it because it makes them feel good (p<.001), proves that Hill’s (2003) theory of people buying products mainly because it makes them feel better as being wrong. Considering all those findings, the hypothesis ‘Buying decisions of high-technology products are mainly based on price’, was not found to be supported.

6.2 Usage

The findings of this survey showed no significant relationship between ‘long-term satisfaction’ (p=.869), ‘offered benefits’ (p=.126), ‘reliability’ (p=.296), ‘service’ (p=.617), or ‘meeting personal needs’ (p=.380) and the adoption of high-technology products. As an explanation, Kallman’s et al (1996) theory of consumers being forced to adapt the newest features offered, even though they might not be fully understood, shows that the attributes of Snoj’s ‘Utility theory’ might go further than just ‘meeting personal needs’ or ‘offered benefits’ as attributes when it comes to examining the usage of high-technology. This said, the finding that the more high-technology gets adopted, the more important buying the latest product becomes (p=.009), gives a hint of why people buy. Considering Kim’s et al (2001) and Haughey’s (2004) conclusion, the findings of this research supports this argument by  providing significant evidence that the importance of ‘how other people think about a product’ (p=.027) increases with the adoption of high-technology. In this context, it is very interesting to consider the significance that was found in terms of ‘brand names’ (p=.007), which showed to become less important the more high-technology is adopted. This in mind, plus the findings mentioned earlier, with increasing adoption of high-technology, the advantage of brand names seem to dissolve in the decision making process of an individual as soon as influencers think differently about this brand, i.e. the theory of social belonging can be seen as valid for high-technology products. As a result, the hypothesis ‘People do not purchase high-technology products to satisfy particular needs primarily but for prestige’ was proven to be true.

6.3 Quality

Based on no discovered significant relationship between ‘long-term satisfaction’ (p=.129), ‘value for money’ (p=.736), or ‘fulfilling personal needs’ (P=.071) and adoption of high-technology for non-branded products, Kapur’s et al (2003) conclusion that mainstream users will be increasingly satisfied with the performance and quality provided by industry-standard products can therefore be seen as true. However, taking into account what was said within the last sections, Kapur’s argument does not mean that people would buy because of the fact that those standards would satisfy them since there are too many other reasons involved in the decision making process.  By looking at the influence of security and service on quality, no significant relationship between ‘reliability’ (p=.971), ‘availability’ (p=.934), ‘service’ (p=.563), or ‘information available’ (p=.694) and adoption of high-technology products was found. This in mind, Bahmanziari’s (2003) findings showed an evidential dependency between the trust that is given to a brand and the service construct behind it. Furthermore, the argument that the perceived quality of a brand has a direct impact on its perceived value and, at the same time, an indirect effect on the perceived risk, can be assumed to be correct (Snoj, 2004; Macintosh, 2002). Even though the importance of a brand seems therefore to be essential for competing in this world of parity, the findings of previous sections already demonstrated that the importance of brand names decreased. This again supports Jiang’s (2004) statement that people will not necessarily pay more for a particular brand name unless they will get a higher benefit from it.
Even though this section did not provide any significant evidence that ‘prestige’ (p=.878) has an impact on high-technology adoption, previous sections showed a tendency that the emotional side and belonging in relation to high-technology products seemed to stand out. This connection is not as much related to brands as it is to social and environmental factors. As a result, the hypothesis ‘Brand names became less important whilst quality is still perceived as an important factor in buying decisions’ cannot be confirmed since the outcome of this survey did not show a significant relationship between quality and the adoption of high-technology. 

6.4 Culture

Coming to the cultural influence on adoption of high-technology, it is necessary to look at the generational change first. Within the literature review it was stated that consumers became more open to adopt high-technology. It has already been mentioned that the majority of participants belonged to the age group 25-34, whereby the outcome showed that respondents were found to have a positive attitude towards high-technology.  The survey therefore showed a significant behavioural change displaying that the more positive the attitude towards high-technology products, the more often people buy (p<.001). However, the survey did not provide any significant relation between how much people spend (p=.453) and the adoption process, which leaves the question open of whether the amount of money spent per purchase depends on how often people buy. On the other hand, the findings made earlier, which gave evidence that people do not purchase the cheapest products that fulfils their requirements when purchasing more products, indicates that even if the number of purchases increases, people would still go for a product that costs a fair amount in order to get what they want.

In terms of the evaluation of information, Requime’s (2001) argument that by giving people up-to-date information about a product they are familiar with, evaluation was more accurate seems to be a logical assumption. However, Hill’s (2003) statement that it is impossible for consumers to evaluate all pieces of information available in the environment has to be considered also. Interestingly, the outcome of the survey gave significant evidence that with the increase of adopting high-technology the Internet loses its importance as a source for information (p=.003), whereas the credibility of broadcast media increases (p=.004). This said, consumers, while buying more high-technology products, seem to lose their interest in searching and evaluating serious information but look increasingly at the products displayed in broadcast media. It can therefore be assumed that people, facing more buying decisions, increasingly use the image of people shown on broadcast media as a reference rather than going for what they would need personally, which again, supports the theory of social belonging (Snoj, 2004). At the same time, there was no significant relationship in the use of ‘friends’ (p=.496), ‘family’ (p=.056), ‘peers’ (p=.235), or ‘off-trade’ (p=.494) as a source for information and the adoption of high-technology. Considering those findings in connection to the significant evidence that people, while adopting more high-technology products, increasingly prefer to wait until somebody else tried a product first before they buy it themselves (p<.001), it occurs that people, facing an increased adoption of high-technology, are willing to take more risk by seeking less information and trusting more what they are surrounded by. This supports Winkler’s statement of a created “Dual-income, no-time, Do-it-now”-culture, which acts based on feelings rather than a proper evaluation of information back in the 1950’s. This said, the hypothesis ‘Perceptual change of cultures affected the adoption process of high-technology’ has been proven as being right.

7 Limitations

The focus of this survey was to discover the incentives behind the adoption process based on the differences between branded and non-branded products, which narrow the possibility to use the findings made for more general purposes. The small amount of already existing knowledge had a direct impact on each stage of the project. Since no known previous research on this particular area has been done, the collection and evaluation of data was very difficult, which again, influenced the way the research was designed. 

An apparent way of implementing this rather general recommendation would be introducing product families and reflecting a brand image and its philosophy on new and existing products. This recommendation is also supported by the fact that present-day consumers focus on the purchase expected prestige or a feeling of social belonging. Another point in this context is that especially young consumers became less risk averse, follow trends more easily and evaluate product information differently than the members of an older generation. Hence, managers, by designing new branding and communication strategies, should take those findings into account and respond to this development by creating images.
9 Conclusion

A model was proposed to provide a simplified view of the relations between four areas (Price, Use, Quality, Culture) regarding the adoption of high-technology and branding strategy.  Of the four variables, “Usage” and “Culture” exhibited the prophesied impact and therefore suggest how branding strategies can be improved.  Within ‘Usage’, ‘Adopting the environment’ and ‘Prestige’ were the factors that showed having an effect. In terms of ‘Culture’, all three factors that were assumed effecting ‘Adoption of high-technology and branding strategy’, i.e. ‘Generational change’, ‘Evaluation of information’ and ‘Willingness to take risk’. The study concluded that (1) People do not purchase high technology products primarily to satisfy particular needs, but rather for prestige [Usage], and (2) Perception change of cultures affected the adoption process of high-technology [Culture].  

The proven increased frequency of adoption of high technology suggests a revisit is necessary regarding the design of branding strategies for such offerings.  The paper findings suggest the recommendation to focus on general image/brand building and strengthening (ex: product families or emphasis on new products) rather than investing in single product campaigns or price competition.  Furthermore, the study demonstrated the high-technology market has changed dramatically over the last couple of decades, which has had a direct impact on the general behaviour of our society. The change in consumer perception of high-technology increases the significance and value of consumer behaviour research in this area, especially segmenting between younger and older consumer groups. 
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Figure 1: The further developed model in consideration of the significance levels
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