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Week 6: Internal Influences – Perceptions 

Nature of Perception 

Perception is the process by which we notice, attend to and interpret the stimuli-objects, messages and 
events – that we encounter in the world around us. As such, perception is the process by which consumers 
make sense of the countless product information and marketing communications messages with which they 
are confronted on a daily basis. It is, therefore, the critical activity that links the individual consumer to 
group, situation and marketer influences. 
 

The information processing model comprises of four main steps – exposure, attention, interpretation, and 

memory. The first three of these steps constitute the perception process.  

1.! Exposure occurs when a stimulus such as an advertising jingle or a billboard comes within range of a 

person's sensory receptors – i.e, their ears or eyes in the case of hearing or seeing.  

2.! Attention occurs when the receptor nerves pass the sensations on to the brain for processing. 

3.! Interpretation is the assignment of meaning to the received sensations.  

4.! Memory is how this meaning is recorded either for short-term use, such as immediate decision 

making, or longer term storage. The distinction between short- and long-term memory is referred to 

as the duplex theory of memory. 

 

Perceptual selection, means that individuals do not just passively receive marketing messages. Rather, 

consumers are active in the process of perception and play a significant role in determining the messages 

they will encounter and notice, as well as the meanings they will assign to them.  

 

Exposure   

For an individual to be exposed to a stimulus requires only that the stimulus be placed within the person's 

immediate environment. The individual need not consciously perceive the stimulus in order for exposure to 

have occurred. For instance, you will have been exposed to a television advertisement if it was broadcast 

while you were in the room, even if you were talking to a friend and did not actually notice it. 

 

Whether a consumer is exposed to stimuli such as marketing communications is determined in the first 

instance by what they are capable of perceiving. There is some sensory information that simply falls below 

the absolute threshold of our senses: the lowest level of stimulation necessary for detection. If a sound is too 

soft, a smell too faint or an image too far away, then exposure to our sensory receptors does not occur.  

This is why marketers go to great lengths to ensure that certain advertisements are noticeably large, 

colourful, loud, and so on. They may also use a variety of techniques to increase sensory input, such as 

putting scent strips in magazines alongside standard advertising copy. 

 

Selective exposure is the process by which individuals deliberately seek out exposure to certain stimuli and 

avoid exposure to others. Generally, consumers seek information that they think will help them to achieve 

certain goals. These goals may be immediate or long term. Immediate goals include seeking a stimulus such 

as a television program for amusement, an advertisement to assist in a purchase decision or to confirm a 

decision already made, or even seeking a compliment to enhance one's self-concept. 
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Long-term goals might include studying this textbook in the hope of passing your next exam, getting a 

degree, becoming a better marketing manager or all three. An individual's goals, and the types of 

information needed to achieve those goals, are a function of that individual's existing and desired lifestyle 

and their tastes and needs, as well as such short-term motives as hunger or curiosity. 

 

That is not to discount the vast amount of random exposure to stimuli that consumers experience in their 

daily activities. A trip to work can expose a consumer to commercials on the car radio, outdoor posters and 

display advertisements that were not purposefully sought out. Embedded advertising formats such as 

banners, pop-ups and online ads observed incidentally can lead to more positive ad and brand effects, 

particularly if the ads thematically match the media context. 

 

Attention 

It is important to understand that we don't attend to everything we see, hear or touch; we focus on some 

things while ignoring others. Indeed, consumers are constantly exposed to thousands of times more stimuli 

than can be processed. Attention is also the mechanism through which our brains select the stimuli that we 

are going to focus on and process, and filter out those that we aren't. I.e, even having an audience sitting 

in front of a television screen for a couple of hours being exposed to ads does not necessarily imply that 

their attention is being drawn to the ad content. Furthermore, it is influenced by situational, and individual 

factors. 

 

Individual Factors 

Individual factors refer to those characteristics of an individual consumer that are likely to influence how 

they perceive and process information. A consumer's interests and needs or motivations seem to be the 

primary individual characteristics that will influence their attention. For example, individuals with a high need 

for cognition-individuals who enjoy effortful thinking, solving puzzles, and so on-concentrate more on stimuli 

than those with a low need for cognition. 

 

It is not surprising that individuals will seek out (have exposure to) and examine (attend to) information 

relevant to their current needs – a tendency referred to as perceptual vigilance (heightened awareness if 

relevant to current needs). For example, a person contemplating a holiday is likely to attend to holiday-

related advertisements; one who is thinking of renovating their house is likely to attend to hardware-related 

advertisements. 

 

As a rule, people will also show decreased awareness of information and events that are not relevant to 

their interests and needs, or that they do not wish to attend to – a tendency called perceptual defence 

(decreased awareness or distortion if not wanted). For example, a consumer might block out advertising 

that shows a cheaper price for a computer, or any other product, that they have recently purchased. 

 

Additionally, there is process called perceptual blocking where an individual screen out if threatens or 

contradicts values & beliefs. For example, choices about clothing. 
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Stimulus Factors 

Stimulus factors refer to physical characteristics of the stimulus itself, such as of a television advertisement. A 

number of stimulus factors will tend to attract consumers' attention independently of their individual 

characteristics. Such as, size & intensity of stimulus, colour & movement, physical position, contrast, 

congruency with expectations, novelty or weirdness.  

 

Situational Factors 

Situational factors include stimuli in the environment other than the focal stimulus (the advertisement or 

product), as well as temporary characteristics of the individual that are induced by the environment, such 

as time pressure or shopping in a very crowded shopping centre. 

 

Non-Focused Attention 

Stimuli may be attended to without deliberate or conscious focusing of attention. This is referred to as non-

focused attention (or automatic monitoring). For example, while you may not be listening to a conversation 

going on near you at a party, your attention could still be attracted by someone mentioning your name. 

 

This function can be explained in part by what is called hemispheric lateralisation-the concept that different 

activities take place on each side of the brain. The left side of the brain is primarily responsible for verbal 

information, symbolic representation, sequential analysis and the ability to be conscious and report what is 

happening. It controls those activities typically called rational thought. The right side of the brain deals with 

pictorial, geometric and non-verbal information, as well as information that is not chronological, without the 

individual necessarily being able to report it verbally. This side of the brain works with images and 

impressions. 

 

A great deal of controversy has surrounded the possibility that some stimuli or messages, called subliminal 

messages, might be attended to without the consumer's awareness. A message is said to be subliminal if it is 

presented so fast or so softly, or is so masked by other messages, that the individual is not aware of seeing or 

hearing it. Such messages are said to be below the threshold, or limen, of conscious awareness-hence the 

term subliminal. 

 

Attention to Differences 

Just Noticeable Difference (JND) / Differential Threshold where minimal difference that can be detected 

between two stimuli. 

Weber’s Law where the stronger the initial stimuli, the greater the additional intensity needed for the second 

stimulus to be perceived as different. 
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Interpretation  

Interpretation concerns the assignment of meaning to the stimuli to which we attend. The meaning that is 

created is a function of how information about a stimulus is organised and categorised into patterns by the 

human brain. These patterns are in turn formed by the characteristics of the stimulus, the individual and the 

situation. This process of interpretation is often described using the term gestalt psychology-gestalt being 

the German word for pattern. 

 

The entire message, including the context within which it occurs, influences our interpretation, as does the 

situation in which we find ourselves. We assign meaning to the tone and 'feel' of the message as well as to 

the actual words used. For example, 'Thanks a lot' may be an expression of gratitude or just the opposite, 

depending on how you say it and under what circumstances. Members of the same culture are more likely 

to accurately assign the intended meaning based on voice tone and context. 

 

Cognitive interpretation 

Cognitive interpretation is a process whereby stimuli are placed within existing categories of meaning. This is 

an interactive process: the addition of new information to an existing category also alters that category 

and its relationships with other categories. For example, when the CD player was first introduced, most 

consumers probably grouped it within the general category of record players in order to be able to 

evaluate it. However, with further experience and information, many consumers will gain more detailed 

knowledge about a product and go on to form several subcategories for classifying the various brands and 

types. 

 

It is very important to distinguishing between semantic meaning-the conventional meaning assigned to a 

word, as found in a dictionary and psychological meaning-the specific meaning assigned to a word by a 

particular individual or group of individuals based on their experiences and the context or situation in which 

the term is used. For example, the semantic meaning of the expression 'on sale' is 'a price reduction from 

the normal level'. However, when applied to fashion, the psychological meaning that some consumers 

might derive is, 'These clothes are, or soon will be, out of style'. 

 

Affective interpretation 

Affective interpretation is the emotional or feeling response triggered by a stimulus such as an 

advertisement. Like cognitive interpretation, there are 'normal' (within-culture) emotional responses whereby 

stimuli are placed within existing categories of meaning (for example, featuring pets in ads capitalises on 

the rich emotional relationships people have with their pets), as well as individual variations to this response 

(for example, a person allergic to cats might have a very negative emotional response to a picture of an 

extremely cute kitten). 
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Distortion  

Both marketing managers and policymakers want consumers to interpret messages accurately-that is, in a 

manner consistent with what others or experts would consider to be the 'true' or 'objective' meaning of the 

message. Yet it is clear that widespread agreement on, or accurate interpretation of, mass-media 

messages is often difficult to achieve. The following are potential triggers of distortion in interpretation, prior 

learning & experience, irrelevant or distracting cues / signals, persistence of first impressions, expectations or 

desires, misinterpretation, and stereotypes. 

 

Children Process Information 

There is evidence that children have a limited ability to process certain types of information, and that they 

pay more attention to visual than auditory stimuli. But as children mature, they process information in a more 

and more thorough manner as shown below.  

 

Stage Description 

Sensorimotor (0-2 Years) This phase features motor and cognitive development. The child learns that objects 
still exist when they are hidden ('object permanence'). 

Pre-operational (2-7 years) During these years’ language, memory and conceptual thinking develop. 
Egocentric thinking predominates. 

Concrete operations (7-11 
years) 

In this phase the child begins to apply logical thought to concrete problems and 
can adapt other points of view. 

Formal operational (11 years 
onwards) 

During this time the child develops abstract thinking, hypothetical reasoning and 
the ability to apply logic to all classes of problem. The cognitive structures become 
fully developed. 

 

Marketing Applications  

Information is the primary raw material with which the marketer works in an attempt to influence consumers. 

Therefore, knowledge of the process by which perception occurs is an essential guide to marketing 

strategy. This can be in the areas of: retail strategy, brand name and logo development, media strategy, 

advertisement and packaging design, warning labels and posters, advertising evaluation, regulation of 

advertising and packaging. 

 

Advertising Evaluation  

A successful advertisement (or any other marketing message) must accomplish four tasks:  

(1)! exposure, it must physically reach the consumer,  

(2)! attention, it must be attended to by the consumer,  

(3)! interpretation, it must be properly interpreted, and; 

(4)!memory, it must be stored in memory in a manner that will allow retrieval under the proper 

circumstances. 
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Summary of Week 6 

What is the nature of perception? 

Perception consists of those activities by which an individual acquires and assigns meaning to stimuli. It is a 

critical part of the human brain's information-processing system. 

 

What are the steps involved in information processing? 

Perception begins with exposure. This occurs when a stimulus comes within range of one of the individual's 

primary sensory receptors. Consumers are exposed to only a small fraction of the available stimuli, which is 

usually the result of 'selective exposure'. Attention occurs when the stimulus activates one or more of the 

sensory receptors, and the resulting sensations travel to the brain for processing. Interpretation is the 

assignment of meaning to stimuli that have been attended to. Memory is how this meaning is recorded 

either for short-term use or longer-term storage. 

 

Which stimulus factors influence this process? 

Stimulus factors are physical characteristics of the stimulus itself, such as contrast, size, intensity, colour and 

movement, position, isolation, format and information quantity. 

 

Which individual factors influence this process? 

Individual factors are characteristics of the individual, such as interests and needs, as well as prior learning 

and expectations. 

 

Which situational factors influence this process? 

Individual and stimulus factors are both influenced by, and in turn influence, the situation in which they 

occur. For example, temporary characteristics of consumers, such as moods, can influence the process. The 

amount of time available and the physical characteristics of the situation can also play a role in 

determining whether a given stimulus is processed. 

 

How do children process information? 

In general, children under the age of 12 or so years have less developed information-processing abilities 

than older individuals. Children develop their ability to process information in a series of stages, and are only 

capable of formal integration around the age of 12 to 15 years. 

 

What are the implications of perception for retail brand and communication strategies? 

Marketing managers use their knowledge of information processing several ways. The fact that media 

exposure is selective is the basis of media strategy. Retailers can enhance their operations by viewing their 

outlets as information environments. Both stimulus and personal-interest factors are used to attract attention 

to advertisements and packages. Characteristics of the target market and the message are studied to 

ensure that accurate interpretation occurs. The meaning that consumers assign to words and parts of words 

is the basis for the selection of a brand name. The theory of perception guides a wide range of advertising 

evaluation techniques. 

 


