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Consumers are constantly expected to make inferences (about fair market price, product quality etc.) and develop product knowledge

based on repeatedly observed, but relatively undefined constructs and as a general rule, people develop expertise from their repeated

experiences in markets. This research examines the differences in developing price referent knowledge, based on repeat exposure to

multi-attribute product profiles and investigates the costs and benefits of having developed expertise, both recently, and over a lifetime

of consumer learning and decision making.  We then compare the costs and benefits of expertise in older consumers against the

greater processing speed of more youthful subjects.
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Consumers often need to learn the relationship between an unobservable outcome of interest and observable attributes.  For example, 
antique shoppers appraise items; used car buyers must learn how car attributes affect price; gift-givers must learn the preferences of those to 
whom they give gifts; and in general, consumers constantly make decisions that are based on their predictions of quality, price, value, and lik-
ing.  In this research, we investigate the costs and benefits of having developed expertise, both recently (based on training) and over a lifetime 
of consumer learning and decision making (for products that are highly familiar), and we compare the costs and benefits of expertise against 
the greater processing speed of more youthful subjects.

Prior research has presented a mixed view of expertise, with some researchers demonstrating costs of expertise (Camerer & Johnson, 
1991; Wood & Lynch, 2002) and others showing benefits (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Hutchinson & Eisenstein, 2008; Meyer, 1987).  As a 
general rule, people develop expertise from their repeated experiences in markets.  Based on this, we posit that a lifetime of encountering 
products, developing fair market price and quality judgments about these products, and filing away this information for use at a later date, 
could be categorized as a form of experiential learning (EL) expertise, which increases with age. 

Consumers often use previously paid or encountered prices as a reference for the evaluation of price expectations when dealing with 
frequently purchased goods (Kalyanaram & Winer, 1995).  However, developing price referents is increasingly more complicated in situa-
tions where consumers have little or no previous experience with the product or product category.  Price predictions for novel products that 
are associated with multi-attribute learning tasks have shown to produce generally conservative, implicit, rules associated with each attribute 
in just a few trials (Shirai & Meyer, 1997).  However, as previously alluded to, the overall level of respondent accuracy in these trials is poor.  
While most consumer learning research focuses on conditions under which learning is inhibited (Howard & Howard, 2001; Wood & Lynch, 
2002), and circumstances under which learning can be improved (Huffman & Houston, 1993; West, 1996), it has generally failed to address 
the inhibitory or enhancing conditions in an experiential context.  In response, this study aims to bring these learning strategies, more recently 
identified in the consumer learning literature, into the EL paradigm in order to improve respondent performance on price and preference 
prediction tasks.

Consumer Learning and Age 
This study takes a unique interest into the differences in learning performance between senior citizens and their Generation Y counter-

parts.  The U.S. Administration on Aging estimates that by the year 2030 the number of Americans over the age of 65 will more than double, 
to nearly 72 million people.  Acknowledging the senior market’s power due to high proportions of discretionary income and increased leisure 
time, and compounding this with the impending exponential growth the market is about to endure, it is critical to gain insight into the differ-
ences in how this consumer group learns about products. 

Studies have suggested that experience feeds into knowledge, and that older adults may use non-traditional cognitive skills when 
performing difficult tasks (Baltes et al. 1995; Hedden, Lautenschlager, & Park, 2005).  In contrast, much of the geriatric literature has 
demonstrated a cognitive decline associated with age (Hedden & Gabrieli, 2004) including reductions in processing speed and the ability to 
encode information into short term memory (Craik, 1994).  These deficits lend themselves to the prediction that performance on EL tasks 
will decrease with age due to seniors’ decreased ability to quickly process the information, identify and remember patterns and relationships, 
and ultimately encode the recognized associations into short term memory to serve as a reference point throughout the task. Considering the 
substantial support for either prediction, proposition 1 serves as an exploratory inquisition:

Proposition 1:  Evidence for the increase in EL expertise will be supported by senior respondents outperforming undergraduate 
respondents on price prediction tasks, holding the environment constant.
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The Advantage of Environmental Cueing 
While several cognitive psychology studies have shown the advantage of prior knowledge on subsequent learning (Alba & Hutchinson, 

1987), recent consumer research has shown some evidence in dispute of this claim (Wood & Lynch, 2002).  Given the poor performance of 
experts when an environmental change was not cued, the authors posited a lack of motivation at the point of information encoding as the 
cause of inferior learning.  As this motivation was adjusted using an environmental cue, experts paid more attention and performed better on 
the learning task than their novice counterparts (Wood & Lynch, 2002).  This research focuses on whether cueing environmental change in an 
experiential context, will improve the respondents’ performance on the multi-attribute learning task across generations.

Proposition 2: The existence of a cue about a change in relationships between attributes will increase respondents’ rate of EL, in 
comparison to before the cued environmental change.  

Goal Oriented Learning and the Impact of Emotion 
Consumers direct their information acquisition toward goal-relevant feature information, therefore retaining more information associ-

ated with their purchase goal and ignoring the goal irrelevant information (Huffman & Houston, 1993).  Older consumers focus more atten-
tion on, and retain more information from, emotionally charged information (Levanthal, 1990).  This is empirically attributed to the relatively 
stable condition of the emotional processing centers of the brain throughout later life (Hedden & Gabrieli, 2004). This literature suggests that 
introducing goal directedness to the EL paradigm should increase performance across both groups, and additionally, the use of an emotionally 
charged goal may further increase the performance of senior citizens on the learning task.

Proposition 3: The introduction of goal directedness to the learning task, will increase performance when predictive attributes 
are goal relevant.

Proposition 4: The introduction of an emotionally charged goal will increase senior’s performance on the learning task to a 
greater degree than their generation Y counterparts, when predictive attributes are goal relevant.

Study design is complete and analysis of preliminary results should commence shortly.  
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