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Summary  

Some common states, like confusion, possess great informational and affective value and 

have been described as ‘almost unstudied’ by psychologists and consumer behaviour 

researchers. Confusion in consumer behaviour research has been dealt mainly in cognitive 

terms and particularly as a personality trait and has found its conceptualisation based on its 

environmental antecedents or triggers (mainly in relation with concepts like overload, 

similarity, ambiguity, complexity etc). This paper adds novel knowledge to the discussion on 

the nature of confusion which shifts the interest from the individual characteristics to a 

situational understanding and it is based on the principles of behavioural psychology and 

particularly, rule-governed behaviour. Specifically, the case of tracks (rules developed to 

determine the relationship with the environment) can help redefine our understanding of 

confusion in retail environments. Confusion can be described as a case of rule describing the 

lack of market rules and norms that can guide behaviour (market anomy). Based on this 

suggestion the paper indicates ways to incorporate confusion in behavioural models of 

consumer behaviour and proposes a practical shift from a cognitive to a situational approach 

to the study of the construct.     
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1.1. Introduction 

This paper investigates consumer confusion from a behavioural perspective and offers a 

novel suggestion on the nature of the construct which can provide researchers with new 

directions for its study. It specifically describes confusion based on the principles of rule-

governed behaviour and uses the propositions of a behavioural model of consumer 

behaviour (the Behavioural Perspective Model) to indicate the ways this new knowledge 

can be applied. The practical implications of this analysis are related to the specification of 

new ways that retailers should perceive, manage and measure the levels of consumer 

confusion. 

1.2. Consumer Confusion 

Confusion has been claimed to belong to a group of entities which possess both 

informational and affective value (Rozin and Cohen 2003b). A consensus on the nature of 

confusion has not been reached, however, most psychology and consumer behaviour 

researchers agree that as a state confusion can be meaningfully characterised by the 

following qualities (Ellsworth 2003; Hess 2003; Keltner and Shiota 2003; Rozin and 

Cohen 2003a; 2003b; Schweizer 2004; Walsh et al. 2007; Walsh and Mitchell 2010): 

 A state of not knowing/ understanding. 

 An individual sense of goal obstruction which in consumer behaviour might equal to 

either an inability to choose the preferred/ best product or to the impediment of an 

enjoyable shopping. 

 Perceived higher levels of effort, higher attention needed and possibly a sense of lack 

of control. 

 Intense uncertainty and/or impressions of overload, ambiguity, similarity, novelty, 

complexity etc., especially operationalised as such in consumer research. 

In the consumer behaviour literature, confusion has safely found its conceptualisation 

based on its antecedents (or triggers), which are very much connected to environmental 

aspects and especially the formation of retail markets (too many products for instance). 

However such aspects have been always translated in terms of consumer cognitive ability- 

meaning as an inability to cognitively process environmental load, a case of reaching and 

exceeding the individual Optimum Stimulation Level threshold (Raju 1980; Schweizer 

2004) or a personality trait (Walsh and Mitchell 2010). The challenge with this approach is 

that it deprives retailers the opportunity to have a significant effect on the outcomes of 

confusion. If confusion is a state in consumers’ minds, retailers can offer some support to 

consumers but can never actually minimise the effects of this unfavourable state. An 

alternative exploration of consumer confusion based on the principles of behavioural 

psychology and more importantly rule-governed behaviour can provide a solution to this 

issue. 

1.3. Rule-Governed Behaviour 

The interest in the distinction between contingency and rule-governed behaviour can be 

traced in Skinner (1966) who argued that in humans, who are verbal creatures, 

reinforcement and consequently behaviour could arise: 1) from the direct contact with 

environmental contingencies (contingency-shaped) or 2) from verbal rules of these 

contingencies provided by the individual or others, which he termed rules. The importance 
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of rule-governed behaviour lies on the rules’ power to specify the setting-response-

outcome contingencies and ultimately consumer behaviour. 

Another central point in the debate of rule-governed behaviour is the development of 

different functional units of rules and also the possibility of self-based rules formation 

(cases that the listener is the same with the speaker) (Zettle and Hayes 1982). In this 

second instance, the rules are actually determined by the self and have been described as 

being of importance (Foxall 2010) because such self-rules are formulated in order to guide 

habitual, everyday behaviour. 

On these grounds, three categories of listener rule-based behaviour have been proposed 

and analysed in the literature (Zettle and Hayes 1982). This account of listener-based units 

of rule-governed behaviour is composed of pliance, tracking and augmenting. Pliance and 

tracking can find particular application to consumer behaviour. Specifically: 

Rule-following that is socially mediated is known as pliance. In this case, the listener’s 

behaviour is mediated by the rules of another individual, the speaker, who has the power 

to reward or punish subsequent behaviour based on conformity or disobedience to the rule 

(Zettle and Hayes 1982; Foxall 2010). Foxall (2010) argues that a great deal of consumer 

behaviour is actually pliance. Pliance can be found in cases when someone is complying 

with another person’s rules which usually clearly state the reinforcing consequences of 

doing so (Foxall 2010) as in a retailer saying, ‘Buy Two and Get One Free’. Such rules are 

known as plys.   

Another common category is the rule-governed behaviour which arises from rules 

specified by another person, who is however not in a position to reinforce or punish 

others’ behaviour (Foxall 2010). This time the behaviour is known as tracking, the rules 

are known as tracks and it is usually the physical environment that mediates the rule 

following of such rules. For example, when store personnel instructs a person the way to a 

product, the speaker is in no position to supply reinforcement or punishment for getting or 

not there. Success or failure to find the product depends upon progress in getting there and 

reinforcement is provided by achieving the goal, while punishment by failing (Foxall 

2010). According to Glenn (1987) tracks can function as antecedents to behaviour and are 

expected to have a behavioural effect. 

In addition to the rules which might govern listeners’ behaviour and are introduced by 

others, self-instructions or self-rules appear as a special kind of rule-governed behaviour 

(Zettle 1990). In this instance the speaker and the listener are the same individual. The 

main reason for the development of such self-rules has been described as ‘being personal’ 

in the sense that an individual can react more effectively now or in a future occasion than 

when based on the contingencies alone (Zettle and Hayes 1982). Such learned behaviour 

may evoke appropriate actions in the future faster than the actual contingencies it 

describes (Vaughan 1985). The rules the person formulates act then as a learning history 

(history of reinforcement or punishment) which the individual can rely on.   

In correspondence to listener’s units of rule based behaviour, self-pliance occurs when the 

rule is to be followed simply because it was formulated and self-tracking occurs when the 

rule is to be followed because this is a description of the state of (environmental) affairs 

(Zettle and Hayes 1982, p. 90).  
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1.4. Consumer Confusion as a Case of Track (Self-Based Rule) 

The concept and especially the importance of rule-governed behaviour (other or self 

instructed) for the study of behaviour have been described before. Rules are usually 

defined by others or the social norms, however self-rules are dictated when the speaker 

and the listener are the same thus are dictated by the self. Self-rules act as instructions and 

are effective as long as they adhere to norms to which an organism has followed 

throughout its history (Foxall 1997a). Based on the categories of rules developed by Zettle 

and Hayes (1982), especially the case of tracking is concerned with corresponding to a 

description of the state of affairs (Zettle and Hayes 1982, p. 79–92) or according to Foxall 

(2013, p. 118) it is a case of ‘responding to brute facts’ like the arrangement of the 

physical environment. The arrangement of the physical environment indicates the state of 

affairs as the consumer is usually powerless to change it and needs to adhere to that. 

Tracking can be viewed as predominantly a contingency-shaped behaviour and although 

most theorists (Zettle and Hayes 1982; Törneke et al. 2008; Foxall 2013) argue that it is a 

challenging task to clearly define and understand the different cases of rule-based 

behaviour and discern among plys and tracks, confusion can be understood as a case of a 

self-based track due to the state’s special relationship with environmental conditions.  

1.5. Consumer Confusion as Anomy 

In an attempt to advance the above understanding, the concept of anomy (or ‘anomie’) will 

be brought to the fore. In its true meaning anomy comes from the Greek language and it 

means the absence of law. The concept of anomy was initially introduced in sociology by 

Durkheim who used the term to describe a state of normlessness, deregulation and loss of 

social control usually produced by too sudden social change. Merton (Merton 1938) 

extended the concept to indicate the strain caused to certain social groups that do not have 

the means to attain social goals (especially wealth accumulation), leading to their 

isolation. In sociology, anomy is then a social characteristic and especially Merton’s 

approach is reputed as the pre-eminent sociological theory of deviant behaviour. 

In psychological research anomy has been portrayed as a state of mind rather than a state 

of the society or social groups (McClosky and Schaar 1965). It has mainly been described 

in terms of the alienation and dis-institutionalisation of the individual from others, the 

society or the goals that the social system approves. According to a more general 

definition and approach which is focused on an even less sociological and increasingly 

psychological perspective (as in McClosky and Schaar 1965, p. 19): 

‘anomy is a state of mind...it is the feeling that the world and oneself are adrift, 

wandering, lacking in clear rules and stable moorings...for him (for the individual) the 

norms governing behaviour are weak, ambiguous and remote.’  

Anomy, simply defined, is a rule for the lack of rules; it is a state where norms or rules are 

confused, unclear (complexity/ ambiguity confusion) or absent (similarity confusion) and 

learning of the norms is severely impeded due to all of these reasons (McClosky and 

Schaar 1965). The case of confusion seems to correspond to this kind of reasoning. Instead 

of depicting confusion as ‘a lack of understanding’, the standard approach until recently, 

different kinds of confusion can be equally characterised by the lack of market rules and 

norms which interfere with learning and impede behaviour. Confusion (in any of its 

different forms i.e. similarity, complexity or overload) can be characterised intensely by 
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the sense of market anomy, this sense of disorientation, which can be defined as a rule 

characterising the lack of other relevant rules. 

1.6. Confusion as a Self-Based Rule (or ‘A Rule for the Lack of Rules’) 

Confusion can then be perceived as self-track (self-based rule) and more specifically a 

‘rule’ suitable to describe the lack of other relevant market rules and can assume the role 

of self-rules in general that is for a person to be able to react more effectively now or in a 

future occasion than when based on the contingencies alone.  

In practical terms when consumers enter retail environments they are faced at first instance 

with the surroundings. The formation of the environment (product assortment for instance) 

is one of the factors that determines whether reinforcement or punishment will be received 

from the situation. In this context confusion can be described as a rule indicating the lack 

of environmental or market rules. Confusion further acts both as a punishment but also as 

a learning history for future reference. In this context, confusion along with situational 

contingencies can ultimately act to determine consumer behaviour. When market rules are 

unclear or too many, complexity confusion arises. When market rules are absent this will 

result in what has been described as similarity confusion.    

1.7. Theoretical and Practical Implications  

1) The aforementioned theoretical background moves confusion from a state existing 

purely in consumer minds (usually attributed to consumers’ cognitive inability or 

personality trait to understand the environment) to an environmentally determined state. 

Rules possess the special capacity to be expressed and understood in terms of verbal 

behaviour and the emphasis in this case and locus of behavioural control is on the situation 

that determines or not rules and acts as the cause of behaviour. 

2) Empirically confusion can now be meaningfully used in models of behavioural 

psychology. It can be incorporated in models like the Behavioural Perspective Model- 

BPM (Foxall 1990; Foxall 2013). The model dictates the effect of a bifurcation of 

situational reinforcement- utilitarian (conceptualised as pleasure) and informational 

(conceptualised as arousal), the aversive consequences of settings along with the 

behaviour setting scope (conceptualised as dominance). All four aspects are expected to 

determine the consumer situation and ultimately consumer approach and avoidance 

behaviour. Future research can then incorporate confusion at the model as an aversive 

consequence of retail exposure. 

3) In practical terms, the nature of confusion can now be perceived as environmentally 

attributed a fact that increases retailers’ opportunities to actually act upon the implications 

of the phenomenon. If confusion is to be perceived as ‘market anomy’ rather than an 

individual characteristic, there is more meaning for the overall levels of confusion in 

different markets to be measured and ultimately to be reduced with appropriate tactics.   

Future research is designed to incorporate confusion in the BPM. Based on the 

aforementioned understanding of confusion, it can be conceptualised as being of two 

kinds, complexity and similarity confusion. It can then be measured in different retail 

situations and examined in terms of its capacity to determine consumer approach or 

avoidance behaviour along with the other elements of the model (Pleasure, Arousal and 

Dominance).  
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1.8. Conclusion 

This paper has laid the foundations for an alternative exploration of confusion. The 

examination of the theoretical underpinnings and the findings of previous research 

regarding confusion, rule-governed behaviour and the BPM resulted in the extraction of 

important information, based on which a proposed, novel framework for future research is 

structured.  

An understanding of confusion based on the principles of rule-governed behaviour has 

been offered and the implications for the conception and study of confusion have been 

discussed. Essentially confusion has been described as having the capacity to contribute to 

a behavioural understanding and models like the BPM. For retailers this shift marks an 

increasing responsibility to form better and clearer retail environments. 
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