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This article locates consumer behavior analysis within the modern
neo-Darwinian synthesis, seeking to establish an interface between
the ultimate-level theorizing of human evolutionary psychology and
the proximate level of inquiry typically favored by operant learning
theorists. Following an initial overview of the central tenets of neo-
Darwinism, the article draws upon the evolutionary psychology lit-
erature on consumption in order to reinterpret utilitarian and
informational reinforcement, exploring the ways in which current
consumer learning may be shaped by past natural and sexual selec-
tion pressures within contexts as diverse as food choice, preference
for popular music genres, and conspicuous consumption activities.
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An evolutionary perspective has been integral to the development of the
consumer behavior analysis program since its inception. Initially, accommo-
dation of a Darwinian perspective was largely confined to the phenotypic
logic of the behavioral perspective model itself and to the status of operant
learning as the principal mechanism of adaptation within the social sciences
(Foxall, 1993, 1994). More recently, conceptual engagement with the evolu-
tionary paradigm has reached a new level of sophistication with the emer-
gence of behavioral-ecological accounts of consumer choice situations and
increasing integration with the related discipline of behavioral economics.
Hantula and colleagues, for instance, developed a foraging model of choice
to explore the manner in which modern consumers in virtual shopping
environments are susceptible to factors such as delay-reduction effects,
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128 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

price sensitivity, and a maximization of utility (DiClemente & Hantula, 2003;
Hantula, Brockman, & Smith, 2008; Rajala & Hantula, 2000; Smith & Hantula,
2003), while in a similar vein, Foxall developed an innovative perspective of
brand choice by analyzing consumer panel data within a behavioral-ecological
framework (Foxall, 2003; Foxall & James, 2003; Foxall & Schrezenmaier,
2003). Nevertheless, despite such advances, current attempts to align the
consumer behavior analysis project within the modern neo-Darwinian syn-
thesis remain characterized largely by a preoccupation with the proximate-
level of analysis only, at the expense of any meaningful engagement with
the more ultimate-level theorizing associated with evolutionary psychology
itself.

Yet, the things people seek, purchase, and consume are products of our
evolutionary heritage (Buss, 2004). Hamburgers and milk shakes, for instance,
continue to hold great appeal to consumers, despite knowledge of their
potentially adverse effects on health. They do so because the high fat and
sugar contents would have been crucial to survival in our ancestral past,
rendering an ultimate-level perspective crucial to the development of a truly
parsimonious account of consumer choice (Nicholson & Xiao, 2007). Foxall
(2007) reviews evidence for the biological bases of human operant learning
and, in the process, proceeds to briefly introduce evolutionary psychology
as a potentially fruitful body of work suitable for integration within con-
sumer behavior analysis.

This article argues for greater integration of evolutionary-psychological
frameworks within the consumer behavior analysis research program, explor-
ing the evolutionary bases of reinforcement as an illustration of the potential
insights that may be forthcoming from increased awareness of both proxi-
mate and ultimate perspectives. The article begins by briefly considering the
problems associated with accommodation of ultimate-level theorizing within
behavior analysis, noting the origins of evolutionary psychology itself in the
cognitive paradigm and the connotations of “mentalism” this typically brings.
Arguing that the differences are largely semantic, however, rather than sub-
stantive, a detailed examination of the key operant learning concept of rein-
forcement is presented, with particular emphasis placed upon its likely
ultimate-level bases and their impact upon proximate consumer learning.
Finally, the article considers the implications of evolutionary psychology for
the continued ontological development of consumer behavior analysis, con-
cluding by identifying potential directions for future research in this area.

Beyond Behavioral Ecology

Within behavioral ecology, adaptive processes are conceptualized in terms
of their fitness-enhancing role in ensuring the individual responds flexibly
to prevailing environmental conditions. Behavioral variation is assumed to
maximize responses to the current context and, as fitness itself is a somewhat
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Consumer Reinforcement 129

distal construct, natural selection is hypothesized as having equipped the
organism with a mechanism whereby behavior may be shaped by proxy
measures in the immediate environment, such as food income, social status,
and reproductive success. Moreover, behavioral ecologists assume extreme
phenotypic plasticity, with a pivotal role played by the current utility of
available responses, the individual actor being an agent that seeks to evaluate
the pay-offs forthcoming from choice options and/or to learn the optimal
response under prevailing environmental circumstances (Winterhalder &
Smith, 2000).

Unsurprisingly, this emphasis on utility and optimization has led to a
productive fusion of concepts from economics, particularly behavioral eco-
nomics, within the neo-Darwinian paradigm in general, and within consumer
behavior analysis in particular. This perspective’s appeal to the consumer
behaviorist is self-evident, given the economic emphases inherent within
behavioral-ecological accounts of variation and its tendency to direct the
foci of explanation toward those environmentally contingent stimuli guiding
the emission of optimal behavioral variations. Yet, nonetheless, it is impor-
tant to recognize that behavioral ecology itself is just one dimension of the
modern neo-Darwinian synthesis (Betzig, 1997).

Evolutionary psychology represents an approach to neo-Darwinian think-
ing that may bring further insights to consumer choice that expand on those
suggested by behavioral ecologists, although research in this potential synthesis
remains at a less developed stage. Like behavioral ecology, advocates of an
evolutionary-psychological perspective regard psychology primarily as a branch
of biology, albeit one which construes behavior as an output of environmen-
tally-contingent information-processing. The brain is presented as an evolved
organ, just like any other, housing a broad spectrum of domain-specific neural
circuits, each shaped by natural and sexual selection pressures to solve adap-
tive problems faced by our hunter-gatherer ancestors. Its origins thus lie not in
the behaviorist and social-psychological traditions that have typified much of
behavioral ecology but, rather, in cognitive neuroscience and the information-
processing tradition. Moreover, its defining characteristic lies in its emphasis
upon ultimate-level accounts of behavioral variation, rather than on proximate-
level ones, and its attempted specification of the evolved neural architecture
exerting influence upon behavioral variation within the current ecology
(Cosmides & Tooby, 1987, 2000; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992, 2001).

Despite an impressive body of literature, however, evolutionary psy-
chology has been largely ignored within the field of consumer behavior
analysis, aside from occasional references by Foxall (e.g., Foxall & James,
2003) and Hantula (e.g., Rajala & Hantula, 2000) to empirical evidence from
that discipline that is broadly supportive of behavioral-ecological hypotheses.
In part, this may merely be an artifact of the prevailing preoccupation
among behaviorists with proximate levels of explanation and the tendency
to avoid ultimate-level theorizing in favor of the development of functional
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130 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

explanations of consumer choice. Yet, on a broader level, it must also be
recognized that evolutionary psychology does not sit easily within the behav-
iorist tradition, the emphasis upon information-processing being somewhat
at odds with the problem of “mentalism” that early behaviorists sought hard
to avoid (Baum, 1994, 2004; Skinner, 1974, 1985; Watson, 1913). Indeed, by
definition, recourse to processing-based explanations appears to suggest a
return to precisely those introspective methods Watson (1924) dismissed as
a construct that was no more definable or usable as the “soul.”

This avoidance of the “mentalistic” qualities of evolutionary psychology
is somewhat unfortunate as it by default excludes a body of knowledge from
the consumer behaviorist program. Evolutionary psychologists have made
inroads into enhancing our understanding of a range of consumption activi-
ties, from preferences for particular entertainment products and sex differ-
ences in advertising responsiveness to the universal appeal of particular
landscape features or the differential manner with which pregnant women
acquire taste aversions (Colaraelli & Dettman, 2003; Saad, 2006, 2007; Saad &
Gill, 2000). Many of these phenomena are of direct relevance to the study of
consumer adaptation at the proximate level of analysis and all hold a capacity
to shed light upon the nature of potential biases within consumer choice pro-
cesses. To continue to preclude such facets of the consumption process
would thus be to risk a conceptual stagnation fuelled by selective exclusion.

Yet, the apparent “recourse to mentalism” at the heart of evolutionary
psychology need not be insurmountable for the consumer behavior analyst.
Skinner recognized that natural selection provides the organism with the
apparatus of learning; the problematic aspect was merely how best to
explore this apparatus without imbuing it with some “supernatural” quality,
given that its functioning could not be externally observed. He also recog-
nized that brain functioning, which determined that a species experienced
potent reinforcing effects, did not de facto imply that this was acknowledging
in any way that the said reinforcement was derived from subjective feelings
of pleasure or satisfaction (Skinner, 1974, 1985, 1990). This latter point is
particularly important; if a brain region has evolved to mediate a response
to a stimulus or reinforcer, it is a crucial link back to what is occurring at the
proximate level of analysis.

Acceptance of species-level effects, then, is not incompatible with the
central tenets of radical behaviorism, nor is it accepting of any subjective
state of consciousness or mentalism. It is simply acknowledgement that the
proximate-level phenomena of interest are realized by evolved neural
mechanisms, the functioning of which may be considered behavior “under
the skin” (Skinner, 1974). Moreover, modern imaging technologies permit
the “behavior” of such mechanisms to be directly observed. The emergent
disciplines of neuroeconomics and neuromarketing, for instance, are testa-
ment to this. Platt and Glimcher’s (1999) demonstration of differential firing
of LIP neurons in the parietal cortex of monkeys during matching experiments
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Consumer Reinforcement 131

depending upon the nature of the schedules of reinforcement prevailing, is
of direct relevance to behavior analysts, while work on the role of the
dopamine system in moderating reward has a much longer heritage (Carlson,
1994). Both examples illustrate the extent to which organism-environment
interactions at the proximate level are realized via the internal behaviors of
evolved neural mechanisms, and both further consolidate the scientific
validity of the biobehavioral model at the heart of behavioral ecology.

In sum, selection by consequences at a proximate level can only occur
as a result of the internal behavior of neural mechanisms, each shaped by nat-
ural selection within the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA).
Objective acceptance of such circuits and their observable behavioral outputs
holds a capacity to enhance our understanding of the nature of learning and,
more importantly, to better understand and predict biases in the system.

Reinforcement and Consumer Choice: A Darwinian Perspective

Within the consumer behavior analysis literature, the Behavioral Perspective
Model (BPM) has become firmly established as the principal radical behavior-
ist explanatory framework used to construct an interpretation of consumer
choice. Central to the BPM interpretation of consumer choice is the notion
that behavior is directed toward maximization of reinforcing outcomes and
minimization of punishing consequences. In order to predict the likely out-
comes of available choice options, consumers draws upon environmental
stimuli within the current behavior setting and, through the application of
their own idiosyncratic learning history of identical/similar situations and their
reinforcing outcomes, identify those factors that may serve as reliable discrim-
inatory stimuli. In effect, the BPM is thus an elaboration of Skinner’s (1981)
original three-term contingency, all elements of which may be potentially
amenable to neo-Darwinian analysis. For the purposes of the present article,
however, space precludes detailed examination of the BPM in its entirety.

After Schwartz & Lacey (1988), the BPM research program regards rein-
forcing consequences as being subject to bifurification; utilitarian reinforcement
denotes the direct consequences of a choice outcome, as experienced by
the consumer (e.g., enjoying the taste of a particular brand of coffee), while
informational reinforcement is more indirect in character and represents the
third-party feedback received on the individual’s performance of the role of
consumer (e.g., a statement received from a retailer detailing the number of
points accrued on a loyalty card). Most consumption situations will, to varying
degrees, be characterized by both utilitarian and informational reinforce-
ment, as when a fashion consumer is both satisfied with her new GuessTM

handbag and receives admiring comments from her friends. Moreover, all pur-
chase episodes will have reinforcing and punishing dimensions, the pleasure of
acquiring the GuessTM handbag being accompanied by the pain of having to
pay for it.
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132 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

Utilitarian reinforcement reflects an observable increase in the rate of
performance of a behavior as a result of the consequences of that behavioral
response. It may take the form of attainment of functional utility in its most
literal economic sense, such as where a soap powder succeeds in making
clothes cleaner or an investment yields the anticipated rate of return, or else it
may be more hedonic in form, such as when consumers enjoy a new DVD
they have purchased or experience the pleasurable intoxication resulting
from consumption of their favorite wine. As Foxall (2007) correctly observes,
this form of reinforcement is perhaps the least problematic to accommodate
within a neo-Darwinian framework, for it clearly represents the primary rein-
forcement essential to survival and attainment of inclusive fitness.

There are a number of ways in which evolutionary psychology may serve
to illuminate our understanding of utilitarian reinforcement. Different people
find different experiences reinforcing, at different stages in their life-span, an
effect that is quite reasonably often assumed to be simply a product of ontoge-
netic learning. But, as the example of the pregnant consumer clearly illustrates,
the actual situation is not quite that simple. What is normally positively rein-
forcing (e.g., exposure to cabbage) may suddenly become punishing (trigger-
ing nausea) through a one-trial learning process that is of particular adaptive
salience (protecting the embryo). Moreover, when one extends the scope of
analysis to utilitarian reinforcement in order to also encompass its more
hedonic manifestation, then the determination of what experiences are
pleasurable or aversive develop even more overt evolutionary origins.

Take the example of evolved food preferences. Despite current health
concerns, fast foods are differentially more reinforcing by virtue of their
high fat and sugar contents, substances of fundamental importance to effec-
tive functioning in the hostile environment of the EEA. In fact, even in
countries as yet untouched by a McDonalds or a Starbucks, preference for
foods high in such substances has been observed to be near universal. This
further supports the notion that our evolutionary heritage plays a crucial
role in determining what is reinforcing and to what extent, an important
observation for social marketers seeking to modify eating behavior in pursuit of
public health goals (Burnham & Phelan, 2001).

Even where strong cultural variations in food preferences can be iden-
tified, it would be an oversimplification to conclude that this is purely an
artifact of ontogenetic learning. For instance, if aggregate consumption
patterns are taken as an indirect metric of the extent to which members of a
society find a particular substance reinforcing, then it might reasonably be
concluded that this is an example of a learned preference, where the socio-
cultural context determines the desirability of that substance and, idiosyn-
cratic taste aversions apart, ensures acquisition of a culture-bound taste
preference via frequent reinforcement.

Yet, the possibility exists that even the socially- or culturally-specific
value placed upon the substance in question is in part determined by
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Consumer Reinforcement 133

phylogenetic factors. Aggregate levels of coffee and alcohol consumption,
for instance, have been found to strongly correlate with ecological factors
such as ambient temperature and hours of exposure to sunlight (Parker &
Tavassoli, 2000). Given that variations in consumption of these two sub-
stances under different climatic conditions would be crucial to the mainte-
nance of physiological homeostasis, then in is not difficult to conceive of
circumstances under which the differential utilitarian reinforcement needed
to ensure appropriate calibration to the local environment might have been
favored by natural selection and, over time, become embedded within the
society’s eating culture. It is a view supported by Sherman and Hash (2001)
who, in a large-scale cross-cultural study spanning some 6 continents and
36 countries, observed that apparent universalities in the use of particular
spices with antimicrobial properties were moderated by local climatic con-
ditions. Use of the said spices varied from cuisine to cuisine according to
the likely risk of meat contamination within a country’s ecology. In other
words, when it comes to human taste preferences, evolutionary psychology
allows more specific predictions to be made in respect of what product or
ingredient might be more reinforcing than another and the extent to which
that differential may or may not be moderated from one context to another.
This is a not an insignificant phenomenon, particularly when viewed from
the standpoint of the international food marketing manager.

Similarities and differences in what is reinforcing and under what eco-
logical circumstances are not confined to the domain of consumer food
preferences, of course. Utilitarian reinforcement may be related to utility
attainment in its most literal economic sense, or else it may be more
hedonic in its manifestation. With respect to the latter, the substantial body
of literature on the neo-Darwinian origins of cultural products may prove
especially enlightening.

Take the example of human tastes in music, a consumption phenome-
non that is prone to multiple causation at an ontogenetic level. Why a
particular song or piece of music is hedonically reinforcing to a consumer is
complex, but nevertheless readily amenable to proximate-level explanation
(Baum, 2004). In some circumstances, for instance, a new recording by an
artist may hold appeal merely as a consequence of prior experience of that
artist’s work; on other occasions, the source of the reinforcement may
derive initially from verbal behavior, where the recommendation of a signif-
icant other leads to subsequent acquisition of a preference through mere
exposure. Both scenarios quite clearly lend themselves to operant interpre-
tation. Under other circumstances, classical conditioning may play a more
prominent role, where processes such as stimulus generalization direct a con-
sumer toward previously unknown artists within a particular music genre.

Despite the apparent validity of extant proximate-level accounts of
musical tastes, however, adoption of an evolutionary perspective holds a
capacity to further illuminate this particular facet of consumer aesthetics
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134 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

(Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). A common finding among music psychologists,
for example, is that although consumers desire a degree of novelty, they
also typically crave familiarity. Within the hazardous context of the EEA, this
tendency makes adaptive sense. Unfamiliar sounds would be regarded with
suspicion, representing potential signals of impending novel sources of dan-
ger, an adaptation still prevalent today and manifest in a clear preference
for songs and musical scores that are not too inconsistent with prior posi-
tively-reinforcing musical experiences (Huron, 2004). On a more specific
level, certain degrees of bass sounds evident within a composition have
been found to elicit unpleasant autonomic responses in individuals. This
effect perhaps stems from an adaptive mechanism orienting the organism
toward potentially hazardous sounds. Similarly, other softer sounds appear
endowed with a capacity to almost instantaneously become associated with
food and serve as conditional stimuli for subsequent salivatory reflexes. This
may well reflect yet another adaptation specialized for learning auditory sig-
nals associated with the presence of food (Bergman, 1990; Huron, 2003;
Meyer, 1903; Raffman, 1993; Thompson, Balkwill, & Vernescu, 2000).

From music to art and from motion pictures to television soap operas,
the evolutionary psychology literature on cultural products is resplendent
with similar examples of the extent to which differences in aesthetic taste
may be associated with particular adaptive specializations (e.g., Cooper,
1999; Grinde, 1996; Grodal, 2004; Riegel, 1996). Although no one would
deny that these differences are equally amenable to interpretation at an
ontogenetic level only, engagement with this not insubstantial body of liter-
ature may reveal the precise origins of the differential levels of utilitarian
reinforcement such products typically elicit and, in the process, enable the
behavior analyst to formulate more precise hypotheses in respect of pre-
dicted reinforcing effects. But, what of informational reinforcement, the
indirect feedback received on one’s performance in the role of consumer?

According to Foxall (2007), the roots of informational reinforcement lie
in the notion of secondary reinforcement through status. In the environment
of our Pleistocene ancestors, competition between individuals was rife, par-
ticularly among the males of the species (Campbell, 1995). The male who
gained access to the most fertile female was the one with the greatest
potential for protecting his mate and providing the resources necessary to
ensure that both she and any resultant offspring survived, reproduced, and
passed these “fit” genes on to a new generation. Conversely, the female
most capable of attracting such a mate was the one with the attributes most
signaling reproductive potential: cues of health, intelligence, nurturing
potential, and so on. Thus, to both males and females, status display was a
crucial component of inclusive fitness, with prestige as the most overt signal
of that fitness. It therefore follows that a learning adaptation capable of
performing status-tracking functions would have been favored by selection
pressures. From a behavioral perspective, this means that a mechanism for
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Consumer Reinforcement 135

detecting and responding to informational reinforcement would have con-
siderable adaptive value.

Of all the consumption phenomenon associated with informational rein-
forcement, perhaps the most overt is the behavior typically labeled as conspic-
uous consumption, defined by Veblen (1899) as encompassing all of those
purchase activities that publicly display one’s membership of a privileged
social grouping. In the competitive world of the EEA, conspicuous consump-
tion signaled fitness potential through the public display of status symbols;
today, status is still signaled in this way through the consumption of designer
fashions, prestige motor cars, and the latest technological innovations.

The literature on conspicuous consumption has historically focused
upon the concept of costly signaling, the acceptance of a price premium to
display status, sometimes referred to as a “Veblen Effect.” Thus, just as the
peacock pays a high price for the capacity of its tail feathers to attract a
mate, so modern consumers will increase expenditure where the public
consumption of a good confers a high degree of status among significant
groups, i.e., where it delivers a high level of informational reinforcement.
Moreover, dependent upon a person’s situational and/or life circumstances,
conspicuous consumption as a route to informational reinforcement can
become so important that consumers are willing to accept a number of
potentially undesirable risks. They may purchase according to the handicap
principle, for instance, sacrificing even product quality for brand status, or
else they may engage in deceptive signaling, whereby consumers may even
risk public exposure and subsequent loss of face by false display of con-
spicuous consumption activities.

A number of authors have focused upon these alternatives to the
Veblen Effect, providing indirect and direct evidence that informational
reinforcement is a primary factor involved in conspicuous consumption
activities under circumstances where an ability to engage in behaviors
where price and status will correlate positively are impaired. For instance,
with respect to the handicap principle, a series of studies by Chao and
Schor (1998) suggest that consumers are more willing to accept smaller
weights for perfume and cosmetic products as brand status rises, tend to
decorate their (public) living rooms and neglect their (private) bedrooms as
budgetary constraints increase, and will even sacrifice food quantity and/or
quality in order to obtain a prestige car or designer clothing.

In a study of deceptive signaling in Chile, Van Kempen (2003) reported
that young adults striving for increased social status, or “upward mobility,”
would often pack groceries from a cut-price food store in carrier bags from
a more up-market competitor, purely for display to neighbors when return-
ing home from shopping. Some consumers even went to the lengths of
being seen selecting items in a high-status food store at a peak time of day,
only to surreptitiously abandon the shopping cart before reaching the check-
out and make a subsequent journey to a remote low-cost supermarket. Such
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136 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

individuals also tended to drive around with all windows closed in order to
suggest they owned a car with air conditioning and, perhaps most bizarrely
of all, several reported having received motoring fines for driving while
using a mobile telephone even though the phone they were “using” was
nothing more than a wooden replica! Deceptive signaling is a clear example
of a consumption phenomenon where public display of goods, i.e., attain-
ment of informational reinforcement, quite clearly overrides notions of price,
quality, and value.

Xiao (2006) applied the BPM explanatory framework itself in order to
examine consumer behavior toward counterfeit goods, perhaps the most
overt example of deceptive signaling today, accounting for over 4% of all
world trade and, in three-quarters of all cases, involving “fakes” know-
ingly purchased by the consumer. Xiao observed powerful effects of two
distinct forms driving counterfeit buying. First, the number of counterfeit
goods acquired increased proportionally to the degree of status the genu-
ine versions could deliver (e.g., designer fashions and jewelry), with con-
sumers apparently willing to accept a price premium for the most convincing
fakes, and second, even where the goods purchased were counterfeits of
everyday low-cost items (basic toiletries, condoms, etc.), a key motivation
tended to be to “free up cash” for the purchasing of larger quantities of
genuine status-conferring goods. Moreover, the circumstances in which a
good-quality imitation product would most often be purchased for public
consumption tended to involve situations with clear evolutionary-significant
themes, such as impressing a member of the opposite sex or a potential
employer/client, or shadowing the consumption behaviors of members of
aspirational groups.

As with its utilitarian counterpart, then, informational reinforcement as
a process is amenable to neo-Darwinian interpretation. Given the signifi-
cance of status to our ancestors in the competitive environment of the EEA,
selection will have favored the emergence of an adaptive mechanism capable
of status-tracking functions, as manifest in conspicuous consumption activities
today. Although readily explainable in purely ontogenetic terms, understanding
of informational reinforcement can be enhanced via the adoption of an
evolutionary lens, as the literature on prestige and status yields important
insights into the precise circumstances under which reinforcement of this
nature is most likely to gain primacy.

One final area in which evolutionary psychology may inform and
enhance the behavior-analytic perspective on reinforcement, however,
concerns the adoption of innovations, an area of consumption in which
research suggests that both utilitarian and informational reinforcement
play a pivotal role. According to Foxall (1993), four distinct forms of
consumer behavior, termed operant classes, can be defined according
to their relative high-low capacity to yield utilitarian and informational
reinforcement.
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Consumer Reinforcement 137

MAINTENANCE SHOPPING

Low in both utilitarian and informational reinforcement, behaviors in this
category are associated with routine purchasing only, such as the weekly
trip to the supermarket to purchase general groceries or the regular payment of
local taxes.

ACCUMULATION SHOPPING

Low in utilitarian reinforcement, but with informational reinforcement
acquiring greater importance, this class of behavior is generally associated
with saving and collecting, as manifest in the accumulation of supermarket
“loyalty card” points or the satisfaction derived from seeing interest accrue
on a savings account.

PLEASURE SHOPPING

Low in informational reinforcement, but high in utilitarian reinforcement,
this is shopping in its most selfish and hedonistic sense, typically evident in
the purchase of entertainment products for private consumption, clothing
items as a personal “treat,” and so on.

ACCOMPLISHMENT SHOPPING

High in both forms of reinforcement, this mode of shopping is consumption
in both its hedonistic and public senses, i.e., enjoying purchasing and being
seen to be making the “right” product/brand choices, the most overt exam-
ple being the engagement in conspicuous consumption activities.

Foxall (1997) argued that these patterns of reinforcement both determine
and predict the extent to which an individual consumer will become an adopter
of a new product innovation, and mapped the four operant classes onto the
classic diffusion of innovations curve as illustrated in Figure 1. As can be seen
in Figure 1, individuals seeking both utilitarian and informational reinforcement
(accomplishment behavior) are the earliest adopters of new innovations, fol-
lowed by those prioritizing utilitarian reinforcement (pleasure) or informational
reinforcement (accumulation), with consumers for whom neither are a priority
representing the “laggards” in the innovation curve. From a behavioral perspec-
tive, the category of adopter to which people belong is assumed to be a prod-
uct of their own unique learning history of past adoption of innovations and
their reinforcing outcomes. However, evolutionary psychologists have also
studied adoption of innovations and, once again, the insights gained from that
literature may further inform our understanding.

For instance, one particularly fruitful line of research concerns the neo-
Darwinian origins of innovation, thought to lie not just in the extent to
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138 M. Nicholson and S. Hong Xiao

which status display per se is important to the individual’s current circum-
stances, but also as a consequence of so-called birth-order effects. In a hostile
environment, offspring face competition not only from members of the same
species, but also from members of the same family. Countless mammalian
species display evidence that newborn offspring adopt often sophisticated
strategies to encourage parental investment, thus maximizing their chances
of survival and reproduction. Furthermore, in particularly impoverished
environments, such species also display high levels of siblingcide, where
offspring are prepared to kill one another during the course of rivalry for
parental attention (Daly & Wilson, 1988, 1999).

Within modern consumer society, this competition among offspring is
thought to be a key factor in within-family variations in adoption of innova-
tions (Saad, 2007). First-borns, for instance, have been found to be the most
innovative in terms of educational products and the acquisition of new prod-
uct innovations as gifts to their parents, an observation thought to indicate a
“Look at me, I’m a good boy/girl” effect whereby parental investment is forth-
coming in response to conformity to social and familial expectations of striving
for resources. Later-borns, who are at a disadvantage relative to their well-
behaved and stronger older siblings, must therefore strive for parental invest-
ment by carving out a distinct familial niche, and to signal intelligence and
environmental awareness, as reflected in a tendency to be more innovative as
manifest in the far greater propensity to be “early adopters” of products, ideas,
and social movements. Moreover, in very large families, the youngest-born is
most likely to take this niche-creating to extremes, being the most rebellious
and nonconformist of all the siblings, an effect most pronounced in consump-
tion of new youth movements and their associated fashions and emblems.

All of these effects of birth order and position in the innovation curve
have been verified empirically in both industrial and preindustrial societies,

FIGURE 1 Adoption of innovations by operant class of behavior.
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and in relation to products and consumption experiences in many different
classes, suggesting a powerful role for familial position in adoption of inno-
vations (Claxton, 1995, 1999; Saad & Gill, 2001; Saad, Gill, & Nataraajan,
2005; Sulloway, 1996, 2001a, 2001b; Zemanek, J. E., Claxton, & Zemanek,
2000). Thus, although patterns of reinforcement and past experiences of
them play a key role in an individual’s position in the innovation cycle,
biosocial factors such as birth order may well exert a moderating influence,
determining the saliency of the patterns of reinforcement yielded by innova-
tions for the individual.

In sum, reinforcement is just one operant learning construct in which
adoption of a neo-Darwinian perspective may prove instructive. In both its
utilitarian and informational forms, reinforcement has quite clear evolutionary
bases, particularly when viewed in terms of learning as a multicircuit series
of adaptive specializations. These two reinforcement forms would have
served primary and secondary functions within the EEA and understanding
of these roles holds a capacity to shed light upon why consumers respond
in differential ways to prevailing patterns of reinforcement, the precise cir-
cumstances under which such differences may or may not be manifest, and
the likely moderating influences that may be exerted by biological, social,
and cultural variables. Not only does adoption of a neo-Darwinian lens thus
inform our understanding of the reinforcement process, it also allows us to
formulate new and more precise research hypotheses that may serve to
advance the behavior-analytical program further through integration of
ontogeny and phylogeny within our conceptual frameworks.

Learning Histories

This article shows a connection between evolutionary psychology and con-
sumer behavior analysis as a means of encouraging a more unified view of
what are often seen as competing, rather than complimentary, paradigms.
Historically, there has been an unfortunate tendency to separate the phylo-
genetic and ontogenetic levels of explanation as though acceptance of one
de facto implied rejection of the other. This is emphatically not the case.

Evolutionary psychologists have often been accused of engaging in a
grand intellectual pursuit, generating a series of “just so” stories that are
nearly impossible to verify. In part, this is an inevitable consequence of the
strategies typically adopted in this discipline. Typically, researchers will
either adopt a “top-down” approach, seeking to predict the behavior of our
Pleistocene ancestors under particular conditions and then seeking evidence
of replication of that behavior in a contemporary form, or else they will
favor a “bottom-up” strategy, interpreting a modern behavior by inferring its
likely origins in a particular set of ecological circumstances in the EEA.
Whatever the strategy adopted, however, we can never really know what
happened in the EEA and so the account generated is purely speculative,
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albeit endorsed indirectly at times by, say, cross-cultural research that indi-
cates predicted patterns of behavior universal across a range of different
contemporary societies.

Radical behaviorism, on the other hand, offers a very convincing expla-
nation of environment-behavior relationships via operant learning. It por-
trays behavior as a function of reinforcement, with discriminative stimuli
serving as predictors of that reinforcement that help to shape a behavioral
response. This is either an elegantly simple model of behavior or, alterna-
tively, an oversimplified account of human action that relies on an impover-
ished pseudo-equation, the three-term contingency. Indeed, it is this latter
view that critics of behaviorism often seek to perpetuate, suggesting that
this “redundant” paradigm portrays humans merely as automata that pas-
sively respond to environmental stimuli.

Yet, by their integration, both schools of thought can benefit from one
another. Evolutionary psychologists, rather than speaking of universal
“instincts” and making grand claims on the basis of very macrolevel survey-
based and geodemographic data, have an opportunity to engage with the
behavior-analytic literature and instead generate more empirically testable
hypotheses that predict the forms of learning one would expect natural and
sexual selection to have equipped the individual with and how these facul-
tative adaptations may function under particular circumstances. Conversely,
instead of simply constructing speculative propositions of likely human
action under certain conditions, primarily on the basis of assumptions about
reinforcement salience, prior experience of such reinforcement, and the likely
environmental stimuli that may signal it, behavior analysts may gain much
from viewing the behavior under investigation through a neo-Darwinian lens,
particularly in respect of the opportunity afforded for developing more
precise hypotheses in respect of what will be reinforcing, when, and why.
Put another way, rather than competing with one another, evolutionary
psychologists and behavior analysts can actually assist one another and, in
the process, advance understanding of human action through a more scien-
tific approach to its investigation (Hiu, Siu, Wang, & Chang, 2001).

In the consumer behavior analysis program, the example of reinforce-
ment and its likely evolutionary bases illustrates what the potential engage-
ment with neo-Darwinism has for future research endeavors. By drawing on
the consumption literature generated by evolutionary psychologists, it becomes
possible to formulate hypotheses that move the program into potentially very
important new areas of research activity. In particular, such a marriage of
thinking allows us to predict more accurately what products, services, and
experiences will prove more or less reinforcing, to whom, and under what
ecological circumstances, a not insignificant development with respect to
international and cross-cultural work in particular. Furthermore, as demon-
strated by the example of birth-order effects and the adoption of innovations,
even engagement with biologically-defined parameters holds considerable
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promise with respect to the capacity to refine our models to accommodate a
deeper understanding of the type of learning history an individual consumer
may develop and why. Put another way, behavior analysts can draw upon
evolutionary thinking to formulate research activities that are characterized by
greater precision, thus improving the predictive power of key frameworks
and concepts such as the BPM,a development with a symbiotic effect for
evolutionary psychology which, in the process, acquires an opportunity to
generate ontogenetic-level hypotheses to test its central concepts, rather than
relying purely upon the more macrolevel work so despised by critics.
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