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External Determinants of Consumer Behavior

Social class:

Social class refers to the hierarchical arrangement of the society into various divisions, each of

which signifies social status or standing. Social class is an important determinant of consumer

behaviour as it affects consumption patterns, lifestyle, media patterns, activities and interests of

consumers.

Though there are various methods of ascertaining social class, most often it has been equated

with income differences. However, this may not be true. Income differences do contribute to

differences in social status, though they may not be the sole cause of differences in consumption

patterns or lifestyles.

For instance, two consumers earning the same income may differ considerably in lifestyle when

one  has  professional  qualification  at  the  post  graduate  level  and  is  employed  at  the  senior

management cadre of a multinational, while the other is self employed, with education confined

to  a  few  years  of  schooling.  Preferences  regarding  product  and  brand  purchases,  media

consumption patterns, interests in pursuit of various leisure time activities vary a lot among these

two consumers.

Such  revelations  through  the  years  have  prompted  marketers  to  measure  social  class  as  a

composite  variable  that  reflects  not  just  income  differences,  but  other  indicators  such  as

educational qualifications, type of profession and designation, material possessions, etc.

Social class may fail to distinguish between contrasting consumption patterns though it remains

an important  discrimination of consumption patterns.  Social  class  should be used with other

measures such as life stage and life cycle.
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