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INTRODUCTION 
Marketing researchers are great at being early-adopters of catch-phrases and buzzwords.  We excel at being fervent 
heralds of the virtues of such buzzwords. In the 70s, we all jumped on the “niche marketing” bandwagon, leading us into 
the age of product segmentation. This morphed into “brand personality” in the 80s, where we became fascinated with 
consumer segmentation. As scanner data became widespread, we became more practical in the 90s, with many working 
on variations of “efficient consumer response”.  We took a turn for the worse with our infatuation with the concept of 
“insights” at the turn of the century (Needel, 2007). The early years of this decade turned its focus on “big data” – a 
concept I’m proud to say I’ve had a hand in killing off, or at least making purveyors temper their rhetoric. Today, I’d like us 
to consider another fad that’s turned up in the last few years – our fascination with the process by which the shopper 
comes to select a product to purchase.  
 
This process goes by many names – the “Path-To-Purchase” and the “Shopper Journey” is its most common labels.  The 
process assumes that consumers become aware of a product, psychologically evaluate a product, form the requisite intent 
to purchase the product, and ultimately purchase the product. In this paper, I want to discuss the nature of these path to 
purchase models, their relationship to 1970s social psychology (because there’s nothing new here), and the impact they 
can and should have on marketing research processes. I’m going to suggest that rather than the yellow brick road leading 
to the Land of Oz, they may instead be the highway to hell.  
 
MODELS 
A picture is worth a thousand words and in this game, everyone who plays feels compelled to create their own graphical 
depiction of what this path looks like. We started out with the simple, straight line approach – Angus & Associates give us a 
good example of this is, shown in figure 1. 
 
FIGURE 1.   

 
 
 
 
McKinsey (Court et al, 2009) refined this into more of a circle, recognizing that there is feedback in the consumer 
shopping journey. For them, loyalty is the endpoint of this journey (see figure 2). 
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FIGURE 2.   

 
 
McKinsey later decided that behavior within this path is funnel-like, with fewer and fewer shoppers getting to the end 
purchase. This has led many to propose the “purchase funnel” – a cloyingly cute example from Meltwater is shown in 
figure 3. 
 
FIGURE 3.   

 
In researching the path to purchase models, I found straight lines, crooked lines, triangles, cones, and circles. I’m waiting 
for more creative researchers to embrace other, more exotic geometric forms, begging the question of why has no one 
come up with the marketing rhombus or octagon.  
 
How did I know that it was time to kill off this concept? I knew when I saw this example (see figure 4) of Taylor Swift 
explaining the Path-To-Purchase via dating advice. 
 
FIGURE 4.   
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Having a conceptual and visual model, like any of these examples, is wonderful for thinking about marketing products. A 
model imposes a big-picture perspective on the daily minutiae of marketing that can’t help but be useful. After a tough day 
at the office pouring over spreadsheets and thinking about media allocations, there’s nothing better for a marketer than to 
be reminded of the big picture. But here is where the problem lies; those marketers that embrace these models in their 
daily work may well think they are on that yellow brick road leading to Oz. “If I can just up my awareness or improve my 
purchase intention slightly, all will be well”, they muse. My view as a researcher is different; assuming a “path to purchase” 
actually exists is more likely to lead the researcher down the highway to hell than to the merry olde Land of Oz.  
 
There are any number of problems with a path to purchase concept from both a marketing and a research perspective. 
Some of these problems may be solvable, some of them will probably remain unsolvable, and some we can just ignore. I’m 
going to talk about three of these problems today. Do paths to purchase really exist? Are they testable or even 
researchable? And what do you do with them? 
 
FAIRY TALE OR REAL-LIFE STORY? 
Proponents of Shopper Journeys assume that these actually exist – they are not a metaphor, they describe what we do. 
I’m not sure this is true. Rather, I believe reality is that sometimes we follow a path and other times we don’t. Here’s a 
simple example from my life. When we need toilet paper, my wife tells me, I go to Walmart, and I buy the product we’ve 
been using for as long as I can remember (hint – I don’t squeeze it anymore). The only journey part is getting in my car. 
On the other hand, when we bought a new TV this past year, I talked with friends, I looked at the ads, I went to the store to 
see it (yes, I was show-rooming), I read reviews, and then made a purchase. After a week with the TV, I found I couldn’t 
help myself – I completed the circle, writing an online review upon the manufacturer’s request.  
 
I’ve previously suggested (Needel, 2013a) that there are parts of marketing research that should be bifurcated (in no small 
part because I was looking for an opportunity to use a “bifurcate” in a sentence). We’ve always had the qualitative-
quantitative segmenting of our business. We’ve always had the durables v. FMCG/CPG split in marketing research, 
recognizing that the way we research the former might well be different from studying the latter. Shopper journeys fall 
under this need for dual thinking.  We need to recognize, as researchers, that there are different types of shopping, some 
that are habit-driven, some that are impulsive, and some requiring extensive thought. While I’m sure there are people who 
research everything on the Internet or wouldn’t dream of buying something without their friends’ approval, I imagine those 
individuals are pretty rare and could benefit from some time with a therapist. 
 
This doesn’t mean we are impotent when dealing with habit-driven product categories. What it may mean is that we have 
to shift shoppers out of their habit and force them into a journey instead. Toilet paper is a notoriously habit-driven 
category. Years ago, Herb Sorenson discussed his findings that the shopper spends almost no time shopping this category 
– they simply go through it and barely stop to pick up their preferred product. Cottonelle, manufactured by Kimberly-Clark, 
is attempting to break this habit, to get shoppers to consider their Cottonelle as a superior product with clear feature 
benefits. 
 
A MODEL BY ANY OTHER NAME 
Even when we are considering a model that appropriately depicts how shopping is done for a product domain, the 
question of whether we can test that model becomes relevant. This is where the issues of specification of the parts of the 
path, specification of their relationship, and estimation come into play. Path-to-Purchase advocates have not actually given 
much thought to the nature of the individual steps and the sequential relationships between the steps. Testability is critical 
– if we are going to use the model to guide our marketing actions, we need to be able to test between competing 
conceptions of the Path-To-Purchase. 

The first step in any model is the specification of the terms; here’s an example of that operationalization problem. We all 
know what “awareness” is, but how we measure it is up for debate. Is it unaided awareness or aided awareness? Is it 
conscious awareness, where the consumer can tell you they are or are not aware, or is it assumed awareness, based on 
media delivery data (e.g., GRPs)? Then, take “consideration” as the next step in the path. Is consideration a yes/no 
dichotomy or is it relative, as in, “I always buy this product”, “I sometimes buy this product”, “I rarely buy this product”, or 
“I never buy this product”? Is consideration promotion-dependent or advertising-recency dependent?  

Even if, and I emphasize “even if” because I don’t want you to think this is easy, we can adequately define the different 
parts of the path-to-purchase, treating them as a statistical model is likely impossible. That is because the extent of the 
data required is rarely, if ever, available. Statistical techniques such as Structural Equation Modeling could let you estimate 
such a model. However, you would have to have a measure of an individual’s awareness, consideration, preferences, 
purchasing, experience, and loyalty over a period of time. You would have to have this information prior to each of their 
shopping experiences, recognizing, as McKinsey does, that the process engenders a feedback loop. This is data we: a) 
don’t have; and b) are unlikely to collect among a group of shoppers. I’ve talked about this issue before (Needel, 2013b) – 
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while models like the Shopper Journey are nice from a heuristic point of view, without the availability of data, they are 
mostly useless to researchers. 

Keep in mind that a model of shopping behavior is not necessary to influencing shopper behavior. The rise of ethnography, 
in no small part attributable to Paco Underhill’s work (1999), combined with the homo insensatus (irrational man) of 
Behavioral Economics, has led us to believe that a deeper understanding of how the shopper comes to make a decision is 
important. I can’t argue with that…much.  I can however, disagree that this is critical to successful marketing. Knowing that 
a change in price leads to a change in purchasing is actionable. Knowing that inclusion of one product claim is critical but 
that another is irrelevant is actionable. Knowing that one promotion brings in new buyers but another rewards your 
current franchise is actionable. We can affect the outcome of a purchase decision without knowing the whole shopper 
journey. I like a good model as much as the next guy, but it is not a necessity. 

 

WHAT TO DO, WHAT TO DO 
A third weakness of most Path-To-Purchase models is their lack of prescription. Yes, they remind us that if shoppers 
aren’t aware of your product, they aren’t likely to buy it. And yes, they remind us that awareness is neither preference nor 
intent. And finally, some remind us that if the user experience isn’t positive, then a repeat purchase is unlikely. This is 
hardly rocket science. We have always approached these models like piece-work, studying the individual links in the 
models rather than the model as whole. That’s because, in part, the shopper models fail to tell us how to change a 
shopper’s behavior. If we believe, as the folk at Brainjuicer often advocate, that our job is to effect a change in behavior 
(Batchelor, 2014), then our individual areas of research endeavor may all be rational, but are less than functional towards 
a greater aim of instituting relatively permanent behavior change. 

Our industry is built on understanding pieces of the puzzle, even within so-called “full-service” companies. We are siloed in 
our research approaches. We have experts who are good at understanding how to build awareness from years of 
advertising research that we all ignore. We know a lot about the impact of advertising content, quantity, and flighting, for 
example. We are still learning about digital media’s impact and are just scratching the surface of social media. We have 
companies or units within companies that specialize in packaging – these researchers should be able to tell us how to 
improve awareness, consideration, and preference. We’ve got category management teams and shopper marketing teams 
who assume that the intention is there – they worry about how to raise the intention’s salience to make their product the 
shopper’s choice. These functional approaches to a product may all be fine, but they tend to see the world through their 
own limited perspective. To advertising researchers, all problems are a weakness in the campaign, either copy or weight. 
To an eye-tracking provider, all problems are tied to the package.  To sensory people, product problems are that the 
product qualities aren’t right. Shopper marketers just need a little more distribution or another promotion. 

What researchers lack is a theory of the brand that ties all of these disparate functions together, and the Shopper Journey 
is not that theory. We don’t know how awareness translates into consideration, how consideration translates into 
preference, or how preference translates into purchase intent. We do know that preference or intention is only weakly 
related to actual purchase (Shepard et al, 1988). We have little research on how experience turns into loyalty and, these 
days, advocacy. Indeed, there is a lot of disagreement on where, when, and whether advocacy actually matters. 

 
WHAT WAS IT PAVED WITH? 
We said at the beginning that the Path-To-Purchase may not lead you down the Yellow Brick Road but may well take you 
down the Highway to Hell. Here’s how this happens: 

 When we assume a Shopper Journey where there is none, we are going to focus on all the wrong things in our 
marketing efforts. Creating awareness, getting your product into the consideration set, and even getting some level of 
purchase intent beyond “probably not” is not what you need to do. Rather, you need to break the habits that shoppers 
have developed so that your brand becomes viable to them.  

 When we operate under a model that is flawed, we can’t help but make mistakes. The difficulty in specifying the 
individual terms in a model, combined with their inherent lack of testability, means we likely do not know if the model 
is any good. We might go so far as to say that operating with no model in mind could be better than a model that is 
flawed. 

 A model that tells you to build awareness so shoppers will consider you and make sure people like your product so 
they’ll re-purchase is a pretty useless model. We call this a blinding flash of the obvious.  
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There is little to suggest that these models reflect the reality of our world in most of the businesses we are involved in. 
Even for those categories where we would expect these to apply, shoppers exhibit a level of brand loyalty that brings into 
question the model’s utility. We may do more research when looking at durables, we may listen to our friends more when 
consuming media or buying clothes, but we have big brands in those businesses. Those brands are big because they 
deliver a consistently positive experience that keeps us from having to reconsider our every purchase decision. 

OLD WINE IN NEW BOTTLES 
So here’s what we need to do to stay out of trouble – we need to think about shopping less as a process in and of itself 
and more as the behavioral outcome of both distal and proximal stimuli. The distal stimuli are composed of all the 
advertising and social inputs that we have about a product, as well as our experience (or lack of experience) with the 
product. The proximal stimuli are contained in the store – the packaging, the pricing, the shelf assortment, the shelf layout, 
and any other category management/shopper marketing activities that can impinge on the shopper.  
 
Social Psychology has had this model of behavior since the 1970s, when Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) presented their 
integration of attitude theory and research into one organized view.  Their model is a relatively simple one.  
 
 People hold beliefs about a product or about behavior attached to the product. For example, I might have the belief 

that Tide is a great laundry detergent. I might also hold the belief that buying Tide will let me wear clean clothes.  
 Beliefs get turned into attitudes, which are predispositions to behave. For you Behavioral Economists out there, this is 

akin to turning System 2 thinking into System 1 thinking. Attitudes that have been long held get turned into habits. 
 Attitudes toward a behavior (purchasing a product) form an intention to perform the behavior. This is a positive 

probabilistic relationship – the more strongly an attitude is held, the more likely the intention. The authors recognize 
that intentions are composed of a number of elements: the behavior required, the target object of the behavior, the 
situation the behavior will occur in, and the timing of the behavior. In shopping terms, I plan to buy a soft drink, I like 
both Coke and Pepsi, the store I’m in carries both products, and the day I go shopping Coke is on sale – I intend to buy 
Coke. 

 Intentions, and hence behavior, are influenced both by the attitudes we hold and the social norms regarding said 
behavior. In some ways, Fishbein and Ajzen were prescient regarding the impact of social media, well before their 
time. They recognize that what others think about a behavior can influence our behavior, and that is much of the 
theme of social media these days. 

 The model is non-recursive; our experience will feed back on our beliefs, which will alter our intentions, which will 
alter our future behavior. 

 
FIGURE 5.   

 
Fishbein & Ajzen (1975) 

 
 
I find a number of appealing aspects to applying this model to shopping behavior: 
 
 The model works for any type of shopping trip and for any type of product. This eliminates the need for separate 

theories of shopping behavior for FMCG/CPG products, durables, fashion, media, etc. 
 The model allows for social influences when appropriate and ignores it when inappropriate. If the social component 

for toilet paper is not a factor in my purchase decision, it’s not a factor. If I use social media to help form my attitudes, 
the model accounts for it. 

 The model focuses us on the beliefs and attitudes our shoppers hold for our products. I believe this is where we find 
brand strength and brand weakness. It’s the brands who have not created equity (as represented by our beliefs and 
attitudes) that struggle when competitors make in-roads. We see this in the United States with the growth and 
continued strength of Private Label products; it is the weaker national brands that are being more adversely affected. 

 The model allows for in-store influences to impact intentions and behavior – intentions are time and situation specific. 
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Using a model like this as the basis for understanding our brands forces us to understand what drives our brand. 
Understanding what drives our brand will help guide the types of marketing actions likely to have a positive impact on our 
brand’s sales. In contrast, the utility of the path to purchase as a conceptualization, while certainly of some vague use for 
marketing, has a number of problems and perils when we apply it to marketing research. It is imperative that we change 
the conversation between researchers and marketers when Shopper Journeys are not relevant to our business. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
Batchelor, A. (2014). “The Goal is Behavior Change, Not Insights.” Paper presented at IIeX North America, June 2014. 

Court, D., Elzinga, D., Mulder, S., and Velvik, O.J. (2009). The Consumer Decision Journey. McKinsey Quarterly, June 2009 

Fishbein, M. and Ajzen, I. (1975) Belief, Attitude, Intention, and Behavior: An Introduction to Theory and Research. Addison-Wesley, 
Reading, MA.  

http://www.dmnews.com/off-the-beaten-path-to-purchase/article/303091/  no more path to purchase 

Needel, S. (2007). “When Good Researchers Go Bad: Cautionary Tales From the Front Line”. In Market Research Best Practice: 30 
Visions For The Future. ESOMAR, Amsterdam. 

Needel, S. (2013a). Meet the New Consumer. Originally published at www.greenbookblog.org. September, 2013. 

Needel, S. (2013b). “Why Big Data is a Small Idea…And Why You Shouldn’t Worry So Much”. Paper presented at ESOMAR Congress, 
Istanbul 2013. 

Shepard, B., Hartwick, J. and Warshaw, P. (1988). “The Theory of Reasoned Action: A Meta-Analysis of Past Research With 
Recommendations for Modifications and Future Research.”  Journal of Consumer Research, (15) 3, 325-43. 

Underhill, P. (1999). Why We Buy: The Science of Shopping.  Simon & Schuster, New York. 

 
 
THE AUTHOR 
Stephen Needel is Managing Partner, Advanced Simulations, LLC, United States.. 


