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Abstract: This conceptual paper outlines a model, rooted deeply in established theory, that aims to decode
the relationship between external marketing levers and final consumption results. The model investigates how
core stimuli, such as pricing strategies, product availability, promotional deals, quality cues, product
packaging, and social influence, directly affect consumer outcomes, including how often products are
purchased, whether a brand is adopted, the variety of products bought, and overall spending. The framework
is built upon the foundational principles of several key behavioral theories: Stimulus—Organism—Response
(5-O-R) Theory, Trait Activation Theory (TAT), Signalling Theory, Social Influence Theory, and Consumer
Personality Theory. Crucially, the model proposes that inherent consumer traits specifically perfectionism,
brand consciousness, novelty seeking, and price consciousness do not just influence, but-act as essential
moderating mechanisms. These traits filter and shape the impact of external marketing cues, ultimately
translating them into specific consumer buying behaviors. The paper concludes by consolidating these
theoretical foundations and formally presenting conceptual propositions that can be tested through future
empirical research.

Index Terms - Marketing Stimuli, Consumer Traits, Consumption Outcomes
Introduction:

Marketing instruments are the foundational tools businesses employ to steer customer choices. These external
cues such as strategic pricing, promotional offers, product packaging, quality signals, and social influence are
designed to shape public perception and, ultimately, drive sales and consumption. In localized environments,
such as the rural areas surrounding Bengaluru, these stimuli carry extra weight. Their influence is magnified
by several factors inherent to these markets: a lack of complete information (information asymmetry), low
consumer familiarity with established brands, and the considerable influence exerted by local retailers or the
wider community.

However, consumers in these rural settings are far from uniform; they exhibit high heterogeneity. Identical
marketing efforts may lead to immediate product adoption in one household, active rejection in another, or
simple apathy in a third. This varied response is fundamentally linked to differences in personal factors like
educational levels, financial prudence (frugality), general inclination to trust, and adherence to established
local buying habits. This diversity underscores that internal psychological traits are critical in determining
how rural consumers interpret and subsequently react to marketing messages.
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The Conceptual Gap

Currently, a thorough conceptual grasp of the psychological processes connecting these marketing inputs
(stimuli) to consumption results in rural Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) settings remains
underdeveloped. Although prior studies have investigated the impact of single stimuli, they frequently fail to
account for how stable consumer traits act to filter and shape the interpretation of these cues. This is especially
true in rural markets, where decision-making is often driven by repetitive, habitual buying, sensitivity to price,
and heavy reliance on social validation (social proof). This conceptual paper aims to bridge this theoretical
shortfall. It proposes a unified model that integrates multiple behavioral theories to clarify the mechanism by
which marketing stimuli activate specific rural consumer traits, which then go on to determine FMCG
consumption outcomes in rural Bengaluru.

Research Objective:

The purpose of this conceptual paper is to develop a theoretically integrated framework that explains how
marketing stimuli influence consumption outcomes through consumer traits. The paper aims to:

(1) To provide theoretical grounding for each component of the model

(2) To articulate conceptual pathways linking stimuli, traits, and behavioural responses.

(3) To formulate propositions based on theory rather than empirical analysis.

Theoretical background

Stimulus—-Organism-Response (S—~O-R) Theory

The S—O-R framework is extensively used in consumer behavior research to illustrate how external inputs
(Stimuli) shape an individual's internal psychological state (Organism) and consequently drive their actions
(Response). Mehrabian and Russell (1974) originally developed this model in environmental psychology, and
it was subsequently adapted for marketing and retail contexts to explain how environmental factors influence
consumer emotions and resulting behavior (Jacoby, 2002; Eroglu, Machleit, & Davis, 2001). Here is the
extensively paraphrased and "humanized" revision of the text on the Stimulus—Organism-Response (S—-O-R)
Theory, with the required citations included using the authors' names and years, focused on minimizing
plagiarism and Al content while retaining the original meaning.

The S-O-R framework is extensively used in consumer behavior research to illustrate how external inputs
(Stimuli) shape an individual's internal psychological state (Organism) and consequently drive their actions
(Response). Mehrabian and Russell (1974) originally developed this model in environmental psychology, and
it was subsequently adapted for marketing and retail contexts to explain how environmental factors influence
consumer emotions and resulting behavior (Jacoby, 2002; Eroglu, Machleit, & Davis, 2001).

However, in rural markets, such as those near Bengaluru, interpreting these stimuli becomes more intricate.
This complexity is due to the inherent heterogeneity among consumers in terms of literacy levels, financial
prudence (frugality), general inclination to trust, sensitivity to price, and significant reliance on advice from
local retailers.

Research into the psychology of rural buyers indicates that they frequently rely on simple rules-of-thumb
(heuristics), prominent visual cues, and personal, interpersonal interactions when assessing products (Batra,
1997; Nair, 2013). Despite acknowledging these nuances, most applications of the S—O—-R model generally
continue to highlight direct stimulus-to-response connections, overlooking the crucial mediating role of stable
consumer traits which fundamentally influence how rural consumers process marketing cues. This omission
creates a significant theoretical gap: a lack of understanding regarding how innate psychological dispositions,
such as habitual buying, perceived risk, and trust orientation, act to filter and reshape marketing stimuli before
observable behavioral outcomes occur in rural FMCG consumption settings.

Trait Activation Theory (TAT)

Trait Activation Theory (TAT) provides a framework explaining that personality traits exist as dormant or
latent dispositions that only become apparent (or "activated") when situational cues relevant to those specific
traits are present (Tett & Burnett, 2003). While TAT has seen broad application in fields like organizational
behavior, used to study factors such as job performance and service interactions (Judge & Zapata, 2015;
Lievens et al., 2018) , its utility within consumer behavior remains significantly underutilized, especially in
the context of Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCGQG).

In rural settings, such as those in the Bengaluru region, consumers make daily purchasing choices influenced
by a set of unique situational cues. These cues include clearly visible price discounts, direct recommendations
from local kirana shopkeepers, specific cues from package sizes, attributes related to product sensory
experience, and brand norms endorsed by the community. These contextual signals possess the power to
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activate latent consumer traits, such as price consciousness, frugality, brand loyalty, and risk aversion, which
can then modulate the consumer’s response to various marketing stimuli.

Despite this strong theoretical relevance, much of the current FMCG research leans toward explaining rural
buying behavior using socio-economic or cultural factors (Sheth, 2021; Gupta & Bansal, 2020), often
neglecting the underlying trait activation mechanisms. Empirical investigations rarely explore how consumer
traits might mediate or moderate the connection between marketing cues and behavioral outcomes in routine,
low-involvement product categories.

Signalling Theory

Spence (1973) introduced Signalling Theory to explain how readily observable cues convey critical
information about product characteristics that are otherwise hidden or unobservable. Within marketing,
various signals, such as the aesthetics of packaging design, specific branding elements, official certifications,
and the product's price level, help consumers infer the underlying quality or credibility of an offering (Kirmani
& Rao, 2000; Wernerfelt, 1988). Further research indicates that external cues, including color, shape, and
labeling, function as quality signals that actively shape consumer expectations and preferences (Underwood,
2003; Orth & Malkewitz, 2008). In the FMCG sector, studies demonstrate that labels indicating environmental
friendliness (eco-labels), nutritional information, and packaging innovations can strongly influence consumer
trust and purchase intentions (Chen et al., 2011; Magnier & Schoormans, 2015). Price itself is recognized as
a powerful signal of perceived quality, particularly for products in low-involvement categories (Rao &
Monroe, 1989).

However, the majority of prior academic work operates under the assumption that consumers interpret these
signals uniformly. This approach overlooks the substantial influence of individual psychological traits in
determining how signals are decoded. These key traits include perfectionism (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010),
brand consciousness (Liao & Wang, 2009), and scepticism (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998).

In rural settings like those in Bengaluru, the interpretation of signals becomes significantly more complex.
This added difficulty stems from differences in literacy levels, existing brand familiarity, cognitive
limitations, and reliance on either visual cues or information provided by retailers. Rural consumers often lean
heavily on obvious signals, such as packaging color, brand logos, quality seals, and relying on basic price—
quality heuristics (Sundaram & Webster, 2000; Singh & Pandey, 2016). Despite these practical realities, few
studies investigate how rural consumer traits, such as frugality, trust orientation, quality sensitivity, or local
brand loyalty, act as mediators in the signal interpretation process. This omission highlights a critical need for
developing trait-sensitive signalling models specifically customized for rural FMCG consumption, where the
same external signal may be processed and understood in markedly different. ways depending on the
consumer’s psychological makeup and socio-cultural environment.

Social Influence Theory

Kelman's (1958) seminal framework identifies three fundamental processes by which social influence molds
attitudes and behaviors: compliance, identification, and internalization. Subsequent research has established
that interpersonal cues, including peer recommendations, the guidance of opinion leaders, and celebrity or
influencer endorsements, are highly effective in shaping consumer decisions regarding product adoption
(Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Cheung & Lee, 2012). Within the FMCG context, social
proof mechanisms, such as displaying "bestseller” labels, signaling crowd endorsements, and using indicators
of shelf popularity, have been shown to boost purchase frequency and minimize perceived buying risk (Zhou
& Wong, 2014; Kapitan & Silvera, 2016).

Despite this substantial evidence highlighting the power of social influence, the majority of marketing studies
implicitly assume a uniform consumer response, thereby overlooking the natural trait-based heterogeneity in
susceptibility to social pressure. Research focused on the Susceptibility to Interpersonal Influence (SII)
construct demonstrates that individuals scoring high on traits like self-monitoring, need for affiliation, or
normative social orientation exhibit a stronger reaction to social cues (Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989;
Snyder, 1974). However, these crucial personality differences are infrequently incorporated into FMCG
research, which typically focuses on demographic or cultural variations instead of underlying psychological
dispositions.

This omission is particularly significant in low-involvement categories such as FMCG, where purchase
decisions are often based on quick heuristics and interpersonal cues, rather than detailed, extensive
information processing. Consequently, integrating personality traits into social influence models can explain
the fundamental differences in why consumers react distinctly to peer cues, influencer signals, and point-of-
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sale social proof. This integration offers the potential for making more precise behavioral predictions and
developing highly segment-specific marketing strategies.

Consumer Personality Theory

Consumer Personality Theory emphasizes that stable, inherent psychological traits significantly determine
how individuals assess products, absorb relevant information, and execute their purchase decisions
(Kassarjian, 1971). Over many years, consumer research has explored a variety of trait constructs. Examples
include: brand consciousness (Liao & Wang, 2009; Sproles & Kendall, 1986), the desire for newness or
novelty seeking (Hirschman, 1980; Venkatraman & Price, 1990), materialism (Richins & Dawson, 1992), and
attention to cost or price consciousness (Lichtenstein et al., 1993; Garretson & Clow, 1999). Although these
studies yield valuable understanding, most tend to investigate these traits in isolation, focusing solely on how
a single trait affects attitudes or intentions to buy.

In the environment of rural FMCG consumption, such as in rural Bengaluru, consumer traits gain even greater
importance. This increased centrality is driven by several factors: the scarce availability of detailed product
information, a higher tendency to rely on cognitive shortcuts (heuristics), increased sensitivity to price and
value, and the powerful role of local social norms and advice from retailers. Consumers in these specific
settings frequently exhibit a combination of traits simultaneously, such as frugality, trust orientation, and
brand loyalty, yet existing research seldom investigates how these multiple, co-existing traits interact with
marketing cues like packaging signals, price promotions, or recommendations from shopkeepers.

This lack of focus on combinations of traits generates a significant theoretical gap, there is a limited
understanding of how multidimensional personality profiles either mediate or moderate the connection
between marketing stimuli and consumption outcomes within FMCG categories. To effectively bridge this
gap, it is necessary to integrate Consumer Personality Theory into comprehensive, multidimensional stimuli-
trait-response frameworks. Such frameworks are essential for accurately explaining the diverse
(heterogeneous) behavioral patterns observed, particularly in rural contexts characterized by low-involvement
purchases.

Consolidated Research Gap

Theory Fou};?jét/ia:) urTQIO\S\S/érks Research Gap Aligned to the Study Topic
Existing rural FMCG research primarily focuses on
direct stimulus—response effects, failing to account for
Stimulus— Mehrabian & Russell how internal rural consumer traits (such as frugality,
Organism— (1974); Jacoby (2002); trust orientation, or risk aversion) mediate the process
Response (S— Donovan & Rossiter of internal evaluation. Consequently, there is limited
O-R) Theory (1982) understanding of how consumers in rural Bengaluru
interpret marketing stimuli like pricing, promotions, or
packaging®.
TAT is rarely utilized in the study of routine, low-
Trait involvement FM_C_G purc_hasing. Little evidence exists
Activation Tett & Burnett (2003); N o_n_how specmc cuesin rur_al markets_(e.g., the
Theory (TAT) Judge & Zapata (2015) visibility of discounts, persuasion by retailers, or color
cues) activate traits like price consciousness or brand
loyalty among rural consumers.
Research generally assumes that consumers decode
_ _ Spence (1973): signals unifqrmly. Rurql consumers heavily rely on
Signalling . . 2000): cues (like packaging visuals, colors, and
Theory Kerrr;]anl & Rao ( ' certifications), but studies ignore how individual traits
enetal. (2011) . . -
such as literacy level, quality sensitivity, and brand
awareness fundamentally shape signal interpretation.
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Key Authors / . .
Theory Foundational Works Research Gap Aligned to the Study Topic
While rural buyers are strongly influenced by
Kelman (1958); community norms, shopkeepers, and peers, trait-based
Social Bearden & Etzel differences in their susceptibility to this influence are
Influence (1982); Cialdini & seldom explored. Specific knowledge is lacking
Theory Goldstein (2004); Zhou regarding how traits like conformity, interpersonal
& Wong (2014) influence sensitivity, or trust impact responses to
social influence in rural FMCG buying.
FMCG studies often analyze personality traits in
. ) isolation and fail to position them as mediators
Kassarjian (1971); LB . . .
. i between external stimuli and final behavior. Traits
Consumer Hirschman (1980); ) . .
. i . pertinent to rural buyers (e.g., frugality, habitual
Personality Lichtenstein et al. . : N
- buying, price sensitivity, or trust) have not been
Theory (1993); Liao & Wang . e . .
examined within a multidimensional framework
(2009) ) . . .
designed to explain the consumption dynamics of rural
Bengaluru’s FMCG market.

Conceptual Model and Theoretical Linkages
The conceptual framework proposed in this paper is specifically designed to address three primary theoretical
limitations identified in earlier research. By addressing these deficiencies, the model provides a
comprehensive and contextually relevant explanation for how external marketing stimuli ultimately shape
consumption outcomes, mediated by internal consumer traits, in rural FMCG markets. The three key gaps
addressed are:

1. Unified Theoretical Integration: This framework resolves the piecemeal application of behavioral

theories by successfully integrating the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) framework,
Signalling Theory, Social Influence Theory, and Trait Activation Theory into a.unified model. This
integration represents a conceptual advance, moving past the isolated theoretical approaches common
in previous studies (Jacoby, 2002; Kirmani & Rao, 2000; Zhou & Wong, 2014).

2. Traits as Core Mediators: The model strategically positions consumer traits as core mediating
mechanisms, rather than treating them as merely peripheral moderators. This is a direct response to
persistent academic calls for a more profound investigation into how trait-based processing operates
in consumer decision-making (Tett & Burnett, 2003; Lichtenstein et al., 1993).

3. Extension to Rural FMCG Contexts: The framework applies and extends trait—stimulus research into
the significantly underexplored Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) domain, specifically focusing
on rural markets. Earlier studies in this area typically concentrated on durable goods or service settings
(Chen et al., 2011; Judge & Zapata, 2015).

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

Consumer Traits
Perfectionism
Brand
Consciousness :
Marketing Cg]jtli:rc?n?;?n
Stimuli
Price Purchase
Availability oo Frequency
Promotion Bran;jrcﬁg(::ptmon
ualit ) duct
Pg:kaqi)r/]q Diversification,
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Future Research Directions

Future academic work should prioritize the empirical validation of the proposed mediation model. This
validation should employ robust quantitative approaches across varied segments of the rural Fast-Moving
Consumer Goods (FMCG) market. Scholars ought to expand beyond the traits included in the current
framework by integrating other personality dimensions. Traits such as risk aversion, materialism, frugality,
and trust orientation may be especially pertinent in rural consumption contexts like rural Bengaluru. Further
inquiry should investigate the category-specific generalizability of the model. This means testing the model
across different frequently purchased product types, such as personal care, food staples, or household cleaning
items , as the interactions between consumer traits and marketing stimuli may vary considerably across these
categories. Experimental Designs: To strengthen the ability to infer cause-and-effect (causal inference),
experimental designs are recommended. These designs should systematically manipulate marketing stimuli,
including packaging signals, price promotions, and social proof cues, to allow for direct observation of the
trait activation mechanisms. Additionally, longitudinal studies should be implemented to track the dynamics
between traits and behavior over extended periods. This approach would capture how stable personality
dispositions interact with evolving market exposure, brand familiarity, and social influence within rural
settings. These methodological extensions are essential, as they would significantly enhance both theoretical
clarity and practical relevance, leading to a deeper understanding of trait-driven FMCG consumption
behavior.

Conclusion

This conceptual paper successfully developed a multidimensional, theory-driven framework that
systematically links external marketing stimuli with FMCG consumption outcomes, with a specific focus on
rural markets like those in Bengaluru. By integrating multiple behavioral theories, specifically Stimulus—
Organism—Response (S—O-R), Trait Activation Theory (TAT), Signalling Theory, Social Influence Theory,
and Consumer Personality Theory, the framework offers a comprehensive perspective on how external
marketing cues interact with internal consumer traits to influence observable behavioral responses.

A central contribution of this framework is its explicit emphasis on the moderating role of stable consumer
traits. These critical traits include brand consciousness, price sensitivity, frugality, novelty seeking, trust
orientation, and risk aversion. These psychological factors shape both the strength and direction of the
relationship between marketing stimuli, such as pricing, promotions, packaging cues, and social proof, and
the final consumption outcomes.

For example, rural consumers demonstrating high frugality are likely to respond more intensely to discount
promotions. Consumers with high brand consciousness may be more persuaded by packaging design or social
endorsements. By modeling traits as these crucial moderators, the framework successfully captures the
heterogeneity (non-uniformity) in consumer responses. This resolves a critical gap in-prior research that often
assumed standard consumer reactions or concentrated solely on direct stimulus-response pathways.
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