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This session examines ways to bridge consumer behavior research and policy.  Researchers will discuss 1) successful ways that

consumer behavior research has influenced policy, 2) ways to encourage researchers to study marketing in a policy context, and 3)

directions for future research.
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Purpose
The purpose of this session is to bring together individuals who have contributed to research at the intersection between consumer be-

havior, marketing, and public policy initiatives.  This roundtable discussion will focus on how marketing and consumer behavior researchers 
have been successful in the past at working with public policy makers to develop methods to influence consumer well-being.  Discussion 
will also focus on ways to encourage researchers to ask research questions that can influence the policy arena and will serve as a forum for 
individuals to discuss directions for future research.

Rationale
Marketing and consumer research has transformed from an area that received little attention from public policy makers (Greyser, 1973; 

Wilkie & Gardner, 1974) to becoming a major player in decision-making in government and policy agencies, such as the Federal Trade 
Commission, the Food and Drug Administration, and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  Policy makers are attracted to consumer 
research due to the ability to use multiple methodological approaches to determine what may influence consumer behavior and psychology 
and subsequently influence problems of interest to the public sector.  Furthermore, the popularization of books such as Predictably Irrational 
and Nudge have elucidated the multitude of ways that consumer behavior research can successfully aid in the effort to improve consumer 
well being.  As the confluence of consumer research and public policy initiatives becomes increasingly apparent, a roundtable session is cru-
cial to showcase how researchers have successfully implemented and executed consumer research in a manner that is both theoretically and 
experimentally rigorous and yet influential in a spectrum of policy initiatives.

The relationship between public policy makers and consumer research is not a new one.   The 1980s marked a major shift in the integra-
tion of consumer behavior research into public policy.  

One specific example was the use of consumer research methods to investigate the prevalence of deception in advertisements (Maronick, 
1990).  In the 1990s, consumer research played an important role in providing research in food advertising (FTC 1994), telemarketing sales 
rules (FTC 1995), and also for the FDA’s (1996) regulation for the distribution and sale of cigarettes to minors.  More recently, consumer 
research has influenced food and calorie labeling.  After several consumer research groups found that labeling diminished consumption 
behavior both pre- and post-purchase of an unhealthy high-calorie food item, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration is working to propose 
guidelines that will require more than 20 chain restaurants to include calorie counts for all menu items, including drinks. Despite the develop-
ment of academic special interest groups and the important contributions from the Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, there is still much 
improvement to be made.

While, many of these initiatives have resulted in large-scale consumer welfare improvement efforts, there are still critics on both the 
policy side and the academic side.  Academically, only about 3% of articles published in top tier journals concern issues of consumer research 
and policy (Hill, 2011).  A survey conducted at the 1996 AMA/Sheth Doctoral Consortium showed that while two-thirds of doctoral students 
have an interest in learning about marketing and society, fewer than one in ten had ever taken a single course in this area (Wilkie & Moore, 
1997).  However, a shift is occurring in academia, with policy issues becoming increasingly popular.  Leading researchers are focused on 
using behavioral techniques to aid in the effort to improve consumer health and welfare issues, retirement planning, fiscal policy, and envi-
ronmental policy among others.

The timeliness of this roundtable session provides a unique opportunity.  As a new generation of consumer researchers emerges, the 
need to push towards improving policy through research is ever increasing.  Scholars who have already played a large role in shaping policy 
initiatives can productively discuss successful past methodologies.  Directing research towards this domain is imperative, and a conference 
setting is the perfect venue for an integrative and multifaceted discussion amongst some of the preeminent scholars in the field.  The research-
ers in this roundtable session have contributed substantially to public policy initiatives.  Thus, they can shed light on how to be successful 
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in this interdisciplinary area and also can provide valuable insight on some of the potential pitfalls, concerns, and questions raised by both 
reviewers and policy makers.  

Our hope is that this roundtable will provide a launchpad for individuals at all stages in their career to brainstorm how consumer behav-
ior research can further influence public policy initiatives.  The experience that all of the session participants have should prove invaluable 
to students, young faculty members, and even those in the later stages of their career for developing ideas that can potentially have a large 
impact outside of academia. 
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