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As the field of marketing has expanded and matured, it is

natural to observe more methodological specialization

among researchers. Methodological proficiency—whether

in econometrics, analytical modeling, experimental design,

or ethnography—is critical for publishing in top journals

but takes years to develop. One of the consequences

highlighted by panel discussions at several recent confer-

ences (e.g., BMarketing as a Field: Are We Progressing or

Losing our Cohesiveness?^ at Summer AMA 2014) is the

increasing division of the field based on methodology.

Doctoral students are specializing earlier, and researchers

who use different methods are attending fewer joint confer-

ences. Yet the complex problems we are trying to solve as a

field often demand multi-method investigation, whether via

researchers building on earlier work using different methods

or collaborating on a multi-method paper. For example, our

understanding of when and why consumers engage in positive

and negative word of mouth will certainly be richer if we inte-

grate insights from empirical analyses of online data, experi-

mental manipulations of product experiences, and qualitative

research examining online communities.

Here is where we have an opportunity: defining specializa-

tions within the field of marketing not by methodology but by

unit of analysis (consumers, firms, or markets) can help mar-

keting researchers harness the power of multiple methods. In

this editorial, I will define one such specialization: consumer-

based strategy.

What is consumer-based strategy?

Consumer-based strategy is organizational strategy that is de-

veloped based on insights about consumers. Such strategy can

be developed based on understanding consumers’ wants and

needs (e.g., Lam et al. 2013; Olson 2013), the costs consumers

incur to purchase and own goods and services (e.g., Choi et al.

2014; Zielke and Komor 2015), the convenience of obtaining

goods and services (e.g., Baker andWakefield 2012; Lim et al.

2015), or what makes communication between the organiza-

tion and the consumer more effective (e.g., Brasel and Gips

2014; Mikolon et al. 2015). All of these insights share a focus

on consumers as the unit of analysis: data about needs, costs of

purchase and ownership, convenience, and communication

effectiveness can be collected for each consumer.

Consumer-based strategy can be contrasted with strat-

egy developed based on an understanding of firm-level

variables such as organizational capabilities (e.g.,

Angulo-Ruiz et al. 2014; Krush et al. 2015) or supply

chain relationships (e.g., Kauferle and Reinartz 2015;

Scheer and Miao 2010). It can also be contrasted with

organizational strategy that responds to market-level var-

iables such as market size and market growth.

Users of consumer-based strategy may include for-profit

firms (e.g., Brasel and Gips 2014; Brocato et al. 2015), non-

profits (e.g., Pappu and Cornwell 2014), and governmental

bodies (e.g., Burton et al. 2015; Lwin et al. 2007). Firms

may wish to persuade consumers to purchase their products

and services; generating consumer insights can help them de-

velop the right products and services for the right prices and

effectively persuade consumers to buy them. Non-profits may

have goals to convince consumers to donate to their charitable

causes or to understand how their partnerships with for-profit

firms will affect consumers’ perceptions of their organiza-

tions. Finally, governmental bodies may want to nudge
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consumers to improve their own welfare or the welfare of

other consumers.

How does consumer-based strategy differ from consumer

research? The goal of consumer research is to generate con-

sumer insights; consumer-based strategy takes the next step of

leveraging these consumer insights to develop organizational

strategy. For example, in their research examining consumers’

reactions to green and non-green corporate actions, Xie et al.

(2015) measure the effects of corporate actions on affective

measures such as gratitude and anger as well as managerially

relevant dependent variables such as consumers’ intentions to

engage in positive or negative word of mouth. These affective

process measures help the researchers understand when and

why consumers engage in word of mouth (consumer insights).

The use of process measures and managerially relevant depen-

dent measures to inform a detailed discussion of managerial

implications makes this paper a good fit for the Journal of the

Academy of Marketing Science (JAMS).

The term consumer-based strategy deliberately highlights

consumer—rather than customer—insights. Consumers is a

more general term; customers have a relationship with a spe-

cific organization. This difference is important for two rea-

sons. First, when developing marketing strategy, it is impor-

tant to predict how non-customers as well as customers will

respond. Second, the goal of JAMS is to build theory that can

be applied across organizations. Consumer insights generate

consumer-based strategy, which can be applied by managers

to improve their customer relationships. For example, a recent

paper published by Lim et al. (2015) reports a series of exper-

imental studies examining how consumers react to accelerat-

ing or decelerating progress while waiting for services. These

studies were conducted in a variety of contexts, illustrating the

generality of the effects. In one study, participants were told to

act as if they were waiting in line for an ATM machine, and

their progress (manipulated using confederates standing in

front of them) was either accelerated or decelerated; perceived

wait time was measured. In another study, progress was ma-

nipulated in calls to a travel agent’s customer service line, and

participants evaluated the wait time they experienced. In a

third study, participants evaluated wait times after watching

videos of customers being served in a restaurant. Finally, in a

field study conducted in a fashion boutique, the time to ac-

complish various tasks (getting a requested size, waiting for

the fitting room,making a payment) wasmanipulated so that it

was either accelerated relative to expectations or decelerated;

again, perceived wait time was measured. Across these con-

texts, whether participants were waiting for an ATM machine

or for a call to be answered, the authors show that accelerating

and decelerating wait times have systematic and measurable

effects on consumers’ perceived wait times. Notably, due to

both primacy and recency effects, a fast-slow-fast progress

sequence yielded the shortest perceived wait times. Such gen-

eral consumer insights about wait times can be leveraged by

managers who want to manage the perceived speed of their

own customer service encounters—regardless of industry—to

maximize the satisfaction of their customers.

What research methods does consumer-based

strategy leverage?

A variety of research methods can be used to generate con-

sumer insights. What they all have in common is that they can

be used to generate data at the consumer level. Observational

data (such as publicly available online data; Hennig-Thurau et

al. 2015; Thompson et al. 2015), experiments (Heidenreich et

al. 2015; Xie et al. 2015), surveys (Brocato et al. 2015; Gallan

et al. 2013), customer purchase data (Carter and Curry 2013;

Papies et al. 2011), and qualitative data (Leigh et al. 2006;

Lemke et al. 2011) can be used to generate consumer insights.

An easy Blitmus test^ is whether each row in one’s dataset

represents a consumer (as opposed to a firm or a market).

Because consumer-based strategy researchers share an in-

terest in the consumer as the unit of analysis, this classification

can connect researchers who use different methods, whether

this is at conferences organized to examine substantive areas

of interest, in special issues of journals, or in centers or de-

partments within business schools. For example, the

Marketing Area at Georgetown’s McDonough School of

Business has positioned itself to focus on consumers as the

unit of analysis, screening potential hires as well as new ini-

tiatives based on this focus. The goal of this positioning is to

facilitate research conversations and collaborations among re-

searchers with different methodological expertise via their

common interest in consumers. Researchers can unite to solve

problems while applying different methods to generate con-

sumer insights; because they share an interest in consumers as

the unit of analysis, consumer-based strategy researchers can

better appreciate the strategic implications of research con-

ducted using different methods.

Where is consumer-based strategy research

published?

Although researchers may not immediately think of JAMS as

an outlet for consumer research, an analysis of articles pub-

lished in JAMS over the past 10 years (volume 34, issue 1,

through volume 43, issue 6) shows that 35% of the these

articles have leveraged consumer insights to generate strategic

recommendations (see Table 1). Of these articles, 45% gener-

ate consumer insights using experiments, 35% via surveys,

and 10% via empirical data (e.g., publicly available online

data, consumer purchase data). With over a third of its pages

in recent years devoted to consumer-based strategy, JAMS

seems to be a welcoming outlet for research that generates
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consumer insights to inform strategy, regardless of the meth-

odological paradigm used.

An important benefit of publishing consumer-based strate-

gy research in JAMS is that researchers who use multiple

methods will be exposed to the research. The same analysis

of articles published in JAMS over the last 10 years shows that

the articles—whether they focus on consumer-based strategy

or firm-based strategy—leverage many different methods:

20% of articles reported the results of experiments and 37%

the results of surveys, 18% used empirical data, and 10%

reported qualitative data (Table 1; another 16% of the articles

were conceptual papers, 2 were editorials, and 3 were intro-

ductions to special issues, book reviews, and other announce-

ments). Readers of JAMS are united not by methodology but

by an interest in the link between scholarly research and

practice.

What are the advantages of consumer-based strategy

as a classification?

Marketing strategy questions are challenging, and generating

relevant insight may require multiple methods. Unfortunately,

dividing journals and conferences based upon methods used

by researchers may not foster knowledge sharing among re-

searchers who use quantitative versus qualitative versus ex-

perimental research methods. The alternative classification

proposed here distinguishes between questions that can be

answered by generating insights that focus on consumers as

the unit of analysis and those that focus on the firms or on

markets as the unit of analysis.

Questions that focus on the consumer as the unit of analysis

are at the interface between firms and consumers, including

those geared toward understanding consumer wants and

needs, the costs and benefits consumers perceive when acquir-

ing, obtaining, and maintaining goods and services, and what

makes communications between organizations and consumers

effective. There are three essential components of consumer-

based strategy research:

& Strategic recommendations are based upon consumer

insights.

& Consumer insights are not specific to a firm or to a con-

sumption context; they can be generalized across firms

and contexts.

& Regardless of the method used, the consumer (rather than

the firm) is the unit of analysis.

Using multiple methods within a paper is challenging, and

only a small percentage of the articles published over the past

10 years in JAMS have used multiple methods. However, a

much larger percentage of these articles cite research that is

based on insights generated using a different method. This

suggests that fostering conversations about consumer-based

strategy has the potential to leverage insights across method-

ologies. Conference sessions can be planned to focus on sub-

stantive questions that unite consumer-based strategy re-

searchers across the methods in which they are expert. For

example, discussions about what makes online advertising

successful might combine insights from experimental research

with empirical analysis of online clicks. Discussions about

consumer loyalty might leverage insights from interviews

with consumers as well as a consumer-level data from a loy-

alty program member database. To this end, JAMS will be

hosting a conference on consumer-based strategy in 2017

and publishing a special issue on consumer-based strategy.

How should writing consumer-based strategy papers

be approached?

Can any research that focuses on consumers as the unit of

analysis provide the basis for a consumer-based strategy pa-

per? Not all research focusing on consumers will be a good fit.

First, the phenomenon being studied must be of interest to

organizations, whether these are for-profit firms, non-profits,

or governmental agencies. For example, Brasel and Gips

(2014) compared consumers’ reactions to advertisements with

and without same-language subtitles; this is relevant to man-

agers because organizations have choices to make about the

format of the advertisements they place. Second, the depen-

dent variables that are measured must be relevant to decision

makers within these organizations. Brasel and Gips (2014)

measured consumers’ intentions to learn more about and to

Table 1 Articles published in JAMS from 2006 to 2015

Experiments Surveys Qualitative Empirical Methods Conceptual Total

Consumer as unit of analysis (n = 163) 45% 35% 9% 10% 0% 4%a 35%

Firm as unit of analysis (n= 228) 7% 44% 10% 27% 1% 18%a 50%

Total (N= 468)b 20% 37% 10% 18% 2% 13% 100%

aTotal across methods sums to more than 100 because some articles use multiple methods
bTotal is greater than the sum of the first two rows because some articles examined multiple perspectives or could not be classified as one or the other

(e.g., methods papers)
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use the brands featured in the advertisements they viewed as

well as verbal and visual recall of the ad content. Finally, it is

essential that the insights derived apply to a range of contexts;

the insights should be general to consumers instead of specific

to one organization’s customers. Brasel and Gips (2014) con-

ducted a series of four experimental studies using a variety of

advertisements for different brands and compared their depen-

dent measures across advertisements. They also used multiple

methods, including both eye tracking and more traditional

self-report measures. This allows the authors to draw relative-

ly general conclusions about consumer reactions to advertise-

ments with and without subtitles.

One common problem we observe among papers submitted

to JAMS is that although they convey new insights about con-

sumers, it is not clear how these consumer insights are relevant to

decision makers within organizations. For example, a set of lab

experiments might shed new light on consumer information pro-

cessing by having participants react to abstract stimuli. Taking

the next step of identifying decision makers for whom these

insights are relevant can help the authors transform these insights

into a consumer-based strategy paper. Do the insights have im-

plications for consumers who are learning about new products,

for consumers making decisions while shopping online, or for

the way consumers interpret prices presented in different for-

mats? Themost successful consumer-based strategy papers high-

light organizational implications in their introductory sections,

citing relevant research on consumer perceptions of new prod-

ucts, online shopping, or pricing, instead of discussing strategic

implications only as an afterthought. Following initial studies

with follow-up studies in which stimuli more closely mirror de-

cision making contexts and measuring organizationally relevant

dependent variables will also help readers make the connection

between basic consumer insights and organizational strategy.

Successful consumer-based strategy papers connect novel in-

sights about consumers to actions and dependent variables that

are relevant to decision makers within organizations.

Another common problem we observe among submissions

is that the consumer insights may be specific to one organiza-

tion or set of consumers. If only one study or survey is con-

ducted, data from only one company is collected, or only one

group of consumers is observed, then authors should think

carefully about the degree to which their insights are likely

to generalize to other consumers in different settings. One

solution is to collect more data. However, if it is difficult or

prohibitively expensive to obtain additional primary data, sec-

ondary data may provide useful benchmarks. Referencing

published research conducted with other consumers in differ-

ent settings may help the authors identify variables that are

unique to their setting or common across organizations.

Comparisons with publicly available data, such as industry-

level purchase data or statistics about online shopping, may

help readers see that findings specific to one set of consumers

or one context are likely to generalize. Successful consumer-

based strategy papers help decision makers within organiza-

tions know when the insights should apply to their own cus-

tomers and settings and when they will not.

To improve the chances of a consumer-based strategy pa-

per’s success in the review process at JAMS, authors might

consider the following checklist:

& Is the phenomenon being studied of interest to organiza-

tions, whether these are for-profit firms, non-profits, or

governmental agencies? Does the positioning of the paper

highlight its relevance to these organizations?

& Are the dependent variables in at least one study relevant

to decision makers within organizations?

& Can decision makers influence the independent variables

or moderating variables being examined, making the in-

sights actionable?

In summary, focusing on consumers as the unit of analysis

and combining insights generated via multiple methods to

inform strategy offers high potential for knowledge building

within the field of marketing. As a classification, consumer-

based strategy can help to unite researchers motivated by a

common interest in consumers, and historical data suggests

that JAMS is a receptive outlet for this research. Following a

few simple steps for designing and positioning research that

focuses on consumers as the unit of analysis will help authors

write successful consumer-based strategy papers.
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