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INDIAN CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR ON BRAND LOYALTY: SUBSTANCE STILL SCORES OVER STYLE 
 

RIDDHI BISWAS 

PROFESSIONAL 

M/S BEACON INSURANCE BROKERS PVT. LTD. 

MUMBAI 

 

ABSTRACT 
This article tees off with what drives brand loyalty, the psychology behind human behaviour as it pertains to brand selection which can be rudimentary as well as 

complicated. It shows how with changing behavioural patterns, Indian consumers’ preferential list has given space to branded products and shown exit door to 

many other products and how people are tending more towards brand savvy and it mentions current research, opinions of experts and a convergence of 

ideologies advocating techniques used in order to deepen current and potential relationships to create brand awareness and brand consciousness. It also clearly 

displays that nothing happens by chance by establishing the fact on evolutionary accommodating patterns of consumers’ behaviour and on how consumers 

substantially move from non-brands to brands, from utilitarian to impulsive, to symbolic purchases and pinpoints methods conducive to evoke the use of 

consumers’ five senses to evaluate, develop, and drive a deeply-rooted brand preference. It discusses general consumer behavioural and attitudinal 

characteristics and goes through the Indian psyche in detail.  It will also touch upon different marketing mix used to change the consumer behavioural pattern to 

make them more loyal to a particular category as compared to others. The psychology behind how and why economic boom or doom altogether shifts people’s 

preference from one brand to another or why consumers totally display indifference to brands are shown using noted psychologists’ views like B.F Skinner’s 

‘Situationism’ model.  It concludes by defining who are Indian consumers and what should be the focused area to make them really brand savvy and brand loyal 

and what really rules the roost, substance or style? 

 

KEYWORDS  
Brand, Indian consumers, Style, Substance. 

 

ABBREVIATIONS USED 
BL- Brand Loyalty 

BA- Brand awareness 

 

INTRODUCTION 
arketing battles take place in the mind of a consumer or prospect. That's where you win. That's where you lose.”  

Jack Trout, Big Brands, Big Trouble  

What drives brand loyalty? The psychology behind human behaviour as it pertains to brand selection can be both rudimentary and complicated at the 

same time. I will explore this conundrum by investigating noted authors' insight into the realm of brand preference. But this conundrum becomes more 

complicated as per as India is concerned. The business mantra in India is “Half monk and half warrior”, the two features remaining poles apart. Here people have 

typically different mindsets as compared to its western counterparts. Here pricing, faith, quality play key role in creating brand and then brand loyalty among the 

consumers. By current research and opinions of experts, a convergence of ideologies will advocate techniques in order to deepen current and potential 

relationships. Methods will be adopted which evoke the use of our five senses to evaluate, develop, and drive a deeply-rooted brand preference. The article will 

discuss general consumer behavioural as well as attitudinal characteristics and go through the Indian psyche. What are the psychological factors that affect a 

consumer to pick up a product? It will also touch upon different marketing mix used to change the consumer behavioural pattern to make them more loyal to a 

particular category as compared to others. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The ripples of globalization have reached every shore and make people to think beyond only products and go for brands whether local or foreign brands. In 

some developed countries people have more preferences on foreign brands to local brands for some symbolic meanings (Kottak,1990). Post reform India is 

opening up its market and becoming more brand conscious. This priority on preference list is very much conspicuous with the products related to conspicuous 

consumption and status-revealing as in clothes, automobiles, etc. (Piron, 2000). Kumar et al. studied more on Indian consumer’s perception on US and local 

brands and how the attitude people have but does not give in detail brands in general. Mukherjee and Patel, 2005 emphasises on the fact that India is going to 

see a swathe of foreign brands in Indian stores and people will be ready to expend more on those brands. Aaker (1991) says that experimental products are the 

most to be influenced in the coming years by brand attributes and brand image.  

 

COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUE 
To better realise the process of what one prefers, let's first look at a basic communications process. The five components of this model are: 

1. sender 

2. medium 

3. filter 

4. receiver 

5. feedback 

Every day, we are exposed to messages (sender/medium) via our radio, television, billboards, Internet, mail, and word-of-mouth. In spite of pervasive nature of 

these, we continually screen out (perceptual screen) or ignore content that has little or no relevance to us. All messages are coded patterns and sensations – 

sounds, odours, smells, etc. Those messages deemed recognizable and relevant, or a basis for a relationship, are decoded and stored in our memory 

(filter/screen). A successful convergence between sender and receiver will culminate in some type of response to a brand's compelling message (feedback). The 

association with the brand depends upon the intensity of feedback. The stronger the responses, the more loyal the customers would be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M
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FIG. 1 

 
People who visit a Macdonald restaurant and have nice feeling in having food there they will remember the experience and prefer to Macdonald restaurant to 

others. Here the customers consider the overall product, service as superior to other restaurants. This gives a clear message that how customers become 

associated with a particular brand. This heralds that it is customers not the organization, who are the real owners of brand. 

 

WHAT IS BRAND LOYALTY AND HOW IS IT CONNECTED WITH PSYCHOLOGY? 
According to Kotler Brand loyalty can be defined as Degree to which a consumer repeatedly purchases a brand. For advertisers to achieve their ultimate goal of 

brand loyalty, the consumer must perceive that the brand gives a right amalgamation of quality and price. Many factors do influence brand loyalty, such as 

consumer attitudes, family or peer pressure, and friendship with the salesperson, the kind of promotional sales, price, quality, the maker of the product, the 

country of origin, etc. The advertiser must consider all such factors. Brand loyalty is stronger on established products than on new products and for these 

products consumers don’t prefer brand switching.  

FIG. 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Loyalty exhibits the following attributes:  

• Biased  

• Attitudinal response 

• Behavioural response  

• Expressed over time  

• By some decision-making unit, with respect to one or more alternate brands  

• A function of inertia  

• Then this inertia is replaced with a psychological process resulting in brand commitment 

Indian consumers can not be categorised into a particular groups. In every part people differ on the basis of religion beliefs, dresses, food, lifestyle, rich-poor 

divide and what not. Any concrete conclusion about them can be hardly made. But some common thread that passes through Indian consumers is that people 

are loyal to brands that have a well track record of reliable service, quality and the best value of money but people are not so obsessed to premium ‘image 

brands. 

 

INDIAN SCENARIO 
India is a very lucrative market for business over 1.1 billion people and 400 million are living in urban area. Catching Indian market can have a larger consumer 

base at a time when GDP is growing at 8% annually (except the current economic slowdown) and the new generation have much disposable income as 

compared to previous one. But the dismal side is that no particular yardstick can be assigned to gauge the consumers and many have put together into one and 

it makes the most difficult task for Brand managers. Whatever one will tell about India, the opposite also holds equally true. With these ambiguous and 

amorphous conditions, one can’t reach to the conclusion whether BL exists in the Indian consumer market observing the way the country is going, especially the 

urban areas and people are fast changing, becoming more conscious, having more money, exposed to the western culture. But the same time also vibrant are 

multiple income levels and with a multitude of cultural and social patterns, and the way brand loyalty is perceived is equally varied. Instances of BL may be there 

for image brands and functional brands but the right equation of price and value key to preference. It does not say that brand consciousness is altogether absent 

what it means that a right combination of price and quality rule the roost.  

Brand loyalty in India is markedly different contextually from the way developed economy perceives it. In India when the consumers can derive substantial value 

as compared to other brands, it can guarantee a sense of loyalty, not the mere brand value can do it. So from Indian context what underscores about BL is that 

to get much more at the cost of lot less and it offers a guarantee of trust with maximum value and then consumers consider it worth to become loyal. 

 

THE BEHAVIOUR OF EMERGING YOUNG URBAN LIBERALIZED INDIAN CONSUMERS (YULICS) 
Nearly two-thirds of 1.1 billion Indian people are aged below 40 years world and it has made India the youngest nation in the world. With that one the job 

opportunities are also opening up across various sectors. They have fast disposable incomes and are all likely to make a shift in their life-styles as compared to 

their previous generations. These are the real consumers who flock the shops for brands, having much more brand consciousness and brand awareness. They 

are not loath to hand our extra bucks to buck the trend to satisfy their attitudinal needs. These yulics are now becoming more liberalized consumers in making a 

decision on what to buy, what to eat, what to put on, etc.  

In the graph it is shown how these clusters of liberalized populations are growing rapidly.  
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INCREASING PERCENTAGE OF LIBERALIZED INDIAN URBAN CONSUMERS 

 
FIG. 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As this population is on the rise, there is little doubt that these are the real consumers who cast their choice for brands. The growth of service sector and other 

sector will also bolster this trend for years to come. The employability created by IT sector and other sector by recruiting the fresh college graduates are the real 

bet on the brands. The growth of IT sector remains uplifting and expected to continue this pattern. Though job creation is made available across various sectors, 

I will cite an example how the growth of high net worth individuals in IT sector continues and just adds catalysts into the consumer spending on brands. 

 

EMPLOYABILITY IN IT & ITES 
FIG. 4 

 
With this deep pocket and globalization, these consumers are exposed to western culture and style. So a noticeable shift in behaviour is to do expenses. Where 

food and beverages are on the decline year-on-year (YoY) basis, the life style and cosmetic products are grabbing the attention. These folks are turning from 

mere utilitarian products to hedonistic, symbolic and impulsive purchases. 

 

CHANGE IN SPENDING PATTERN 
FIG. 5 
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How Indian consumers evolved over the years 
from national brands like Ambassador to Ford, 

CHANGE IN BEHAVIOURAL PATTERN IN PURCHASE 

Some decades before most of the Indians stick to the habit of utilitarian 

purchases. Post reform period India has seen a shift from utilitarian 

purchases to other means of purchases like symbolic, impulsive and then 

they might have been conditioned to a particular brand. 

 

           Mere utilitarian  

Impulsive, hedonistic, symbolic purchase 

So the behaviour of these Yulics is predominantly fulcrummed about their high income levels. These clusters of consumers take the reins of driving the brand 

movement. And it’s all expected that with growth of the number of these consumers as well as the growth of their incomes, these consumers will tend more to 

the attitudinal products resulting in loosening their purses on brands. 

 

BEHAVIOURAL CHANGES IN CHILDREN ATTITUDE ON PRODUCTS, ESPECIALLY ON BRAND: CHILDREN ARE NO LONGER A MUTE 

ASSENTER 
FIG. 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Marketers have walked extra miles and discovered that this generation kids have much more say in decision-making as compared to the generation before. And 

if kids have say, then why not “catch ‘em young”. It promises double-edged benefits- one is the short-term: they make children much familiar with the products 

and take a safe haven in their subconscious minds, so when they will try to purchase those kind of products, these are brands of products that will strike them 

first and help to narrow down their decision to that particular branded products only. The little monsters have a fabulous ability to gall their ‘wallet-carriers’ 

parents to loosen their strings. And much, much better and commendable one is the long-term. Marketers are well known to the cliché “habits learnt in 

childhood stay longer”. Marketers seem to add that lessons learnt in childhood may live a lifetime. So they bombard toddlers ever since they open their skinned 

eyes for the first time with all the marketing campaigns. Today children can instantly recall so many brands that their parents in their early ages hardly can do a 

few. If a children given a choice of Nike shoes and non-branded one, they will immediately jump at the Nike one without a great deal of deliberation. So the 

marketing campaigns easily catch kids’ fancy and then get the much expected and desired fantastic fitting. Who’s who of children community just fall an easy 

prey to it. Kids are not only the present customers but also prospective future customers. These are enough to egg on marketing guys to work out a plan and 

then plan out the work to target the kids to instill brand consciousness and brand awareness into children’s minds. So the brand loyalty is being embedded into 

the minds of the kids at their very early stage and thus these folks grow up in a situation that they are accustomed to a swathe of brands. So brand loyalty is high 

among these generation kids and thus it invariably makes an impact on their parents’ choice on brands. 

Still fact is that these promising pictures for brands are palpable in the urban middle class families only. It does not hold true for the 650 million people and their 

kids who live in villages. They still are content with whatever they get. Creating the mass scale brand awareness (BA) among this important group of people is 

still a long journey. The behaviour of these rural people is more or less same as it was couple of years back. This behavioural change can only be experienced 

among the urban well-heeled families.   

 

EVOLUTION OF ACCOMMODATING PATTERN 
FIG. 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is not before 1991 that Indian consumers have got a taste of multi brands in various sectors. The constant inflow of foreign companies, people from different 

ethnicity, culture has injected into the minds of people brand consciousness and brand awareness. Before this people used to only rely upon functional 

attributes. There is no remarkable place for symbolic or impulse buying. Style had hardly mattered to the mass. But post reform people have been being offered 
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more range of options. They started giving people the feeling of symbolic and impulse buying. It is not only that foreign brand has conditioned customers here 

but also they had themselves portrayed themselves into ‘Indianness’.   The changing assimilation habit and plurality in society has transformed some of the 

multinational brands into Indian ones such as Life Boy, Dettol, Bata, Colgate, Ponds and the recent entrée into the foray are Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Hyundai, etc 

among many others. Though India is fast becoming globalized and trying habituate to the developed countries’ culture, it still carries some characteristic traits 

that are truly Indian, family values are still in vogue and kept in high esteem, the mutual respect shown to each other, especially the seniors while interacting 

with them and elder people are hardly called with name and loyal and respectful to own religion, culture value still play the first fiddle. With this Indian’s usual 

friendliness and accommodating traits to outside world is also commendable. This easily adjusting attitude and behaviour are where the brand can impact 

positively as it can be seen in Nokia, Samsung mobile phones, Nike, Reebok sports wears and FMCG products offered by so many MNCs are perfect examples of 

it.  

In India the aspects that consumers emphasise high are trust and reliability and thus have still a soft spot for public sector company and the government. LIC is 

the most trusted brand name to Indian households and run across every geography with its undiluted brand value. This brand loyalty is born out of trust that 

people have imposed in it.  While when 10 years back insurance sector was thrown open to private sectors and then FDI was allowed, many might have written 

the melancholy note for LIC. But to much chagrin and surprise to everybody, it is not only thriving and has created such kind of brand name that it has bagged 

‘the Most Trusted Service Brand in India’ for many consecutive years. Still when most companies were struggling to find a comfortable journey,  its performance 

in ‘Brand Equity’s Most Trusted Brands’ survey has been stellar (LIC has been the Most Trusted Service Brand in India for five consecutive years in the study), LIC 

has delivered on the numbers front as well. Even as, post recession in 2008-09, most Indian businesses had struggled to find a comfortable place on the 

profitability street, Brand LIC showed stellar show and continued growing streak in 2008-09. One thing that surfaces the Indian consumers that more the 

valuable product or service it would be, the more trustworthy the organization should be to establish its brand loyalty. Even when Maruti800 outperformed 

previous four wheelers like Ambassadors and Premiers, it was clear that not only it was more modern but customers got the assurance that Indian Government’s 

stake was also there. 

By the end of 1991, India had found new genre of consumers and their expectations also varied. They were all set to experiment with new range of products and 

brands. The following trend observed in the new consumers-  

� Increase in income 

� Women participation in workforce 

� A remarkable shift in the expansion of the consuming class.  

� The proportion of people living below the poverty lines is decreasing by 65%  

� Urban life style 

� Becoming more globalized 

The increase in the number of families in the consuming class have created demand for many  businesses like  clothes, health care, foods,  Mobile Telephony, 

Auto, Restaurants, entertainment and TV Stations. 

Thus Indian consumers are turning from insular, passive to trendy and global consumers. It has exposed them to new brand consciousness and brand awareness. 

This BC and BA give rise to the best and the latest stuff. 

The automobile sector is one of the first kinds that made people familiar with the brands like Daewoo, Hyundai, Ford, GM, TATA, M & M and Indian consumers 

were also making a sagacious decision in picking up one brand over others. They are using a lot more criterion such as brands image, brand, prices, quality and 

other factors such as after sale service, resale value, and value for money, etc. 

In the very early of 2000s, mobile phones were a luxury brand and were purchased for utility purposes. As the decade passed on, it was turned into a commodity 

product. This is no longer an utilitarian purchase but an impulsive or symbolic or image-based.   

Nokia made a head start with a wide range of products with varied prices and made a good image of durability, reliability at valued price. Now other competitors 

like LG, Sony Ericsson, and Motorola are breathing down the neck with better features and more mouth-watering prices. The result is consumers’ splitsville with 

Nokia.  So consumer behaviour is conspicuous with the old British love-story fact that “I am with you as long as someone better is not around me.” 

Till last century an air travel was considered to be a snobbery journey. But with the relaxation of policies in the aviation sector, a lot more low cost flights came 

to rule the sky. This made a flight journey accessible to a large number of people and really changed the whole game. This flirtatious behaviour is conspicuous to 

other sectors too. 

This BL was clearly tested in the 2008-09 recession period and how consumers became close-fisted and took every calculated steps not to leave their pockets too 

much lighter is showing how fictitious nature of people are they as per as Brand is concerned. So it clearly shows how consumers preferences vacillate triggered 

be situational aspects. So consumers can be judged on the B.F Skinner’s ‘Situationism’. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

How the same person changes his attitude on a brand during different situation. So it’s not that people will remain loyal to brand whether it is a heyday or 

gloomy days. 

Observable easily is that people make a huge beeline whenever there is a promotional offer and much discount are offered in any sale bonanza. This same 

cluster of consumers refuse to queue up in the same number when there are no such discount offers. So brand value flip-flops with the way offers are made on 

sale.  

Brand loyalty further dipped down as brand usage became diffused across different segments and on the perception of brands being commoditised.  Post 

recession consumers seem to become more punctilious in casting their choice in purchase and even more eager  to run from pillar to post  to find the right 

equation between value and price. It does not mean that consumers necessarily stick to cheap products when they are making an optimization of purchases. 

Brands that are based on image have been given strong red signal as they are flocking around the products promising multiple benefits with reasonable cost. 

Which is why Mega Mart and Brand factory draw a high loyalty on selling aspirational brands but at reasonable prices? The same thing sounds true with Brands 

from Future Group. 

 

MARKETING MIX HAS A SAY ON BRAND LOYALTY 
PRODUCT DIFFERENTIATION 

Loyalty can be driven by functional or symbolic benefits when the products are differentiated in their characteristics and this difference is perceivable, there are 

chances of brand loyalty being formed based on satisfaction with greater performance or fit of product with needs. Here the tangible benefits are associated 

with functional benefits and intangible ones with symbolic benefits.  

PRICE DIFFERENTIATION 

If the price differentiation in the market is perceived, price-led loyalty may exist in the market, as it is evidenced with supermarkets, airline companies and FMCG 

brands, which come out with frequent sales promotions based on freebies but care must be given that there is no dilution in product quality, especially at the 

low price segments 

 

 

Behaviour- Person  x  situation interaction 
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How Indian consumers throng at one 
Big Bazaar on a promotional event 
and price-discounts 

BRANDING ACTIVITY 

It has been noticed that an organised category with branding activity will have greater loyalty than there would have been if the category were unorganised. 

Branding activities include brands on name, symbol, images and associations. Branding activity here stresses on creating strong associations which will influence 

the consumers not only with regard to functional attributes but also with symbolism. “I am a Complan boy and I am a complan girl” is one such kind of ads that 

has caught the appeal of parents and children both. Branding activities in a bigger sense can run from advertising to sales promotion and public relations 

involving several aspects.  

LEVEL OF RISK 

The perceived risks that typically encounter are functional, social and psychological risks. In India people still harbour an uncanny fear about some chemical 

products used for personal care or some food items. If these perceived risks are obviated through proper campaign and message and establish its functional 

benefits aspect, it can easily reach to consumers 

INVOLVEMENT OF CONSUMER 

A high brand involvement could lead to repeat purchase and then loyalty through customer satisfactions. Study on consumer involvement shows that which of 

the marketing mix elements can be useful to create a trial, and hence loyalty. That Dettol floor cleaner advertises that children will less fall easy prey to sickness 

as it kills bacteria has found consumers with a large number of Indian households. 

SALES PROMOTIONS 

One very interesting phenomena is observed about Indian consumers that they are very much attracted to the price-discount. If one product is sold at Rs 500 

without any discount and another similar product is on display for Rs 500 after 50% discount offer, consumers tend more to latter one. This psychological effect 

can again be boosted during any festive seasons when consumers are on a bit shopping spree.   

 

FIG. 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION ON THE INDIAN CONTEXT 
Consumers, for whom price-driven loyalty dominates, will be more inclined to strong behavioural loyalty and only weak attitudinal loyalty, generating a spurious 

loyalty.  

FOCUS AREA 

The key to build Brand Loyalty is to believe in one’s brand, provide value to customers and be authentic. 

WHO ARE INDIAN CONSUMERS 

To draw a finishing line about Indian consumers is as arduous and fallacious as to give a direction to a lost ship in the deep ocean. Truly speaking, no concrete 

judgement can’t be delivered. It is far too complex and vacillating so fast that any prophecy would be sheer audacity to deny the truth that prediction has 

seldom any truth. Although consumers are variedly different to each other on preferences and brand frontline, a common thread that embroiders all consumers 

here is that to gain maximum value at minimum cost. The product that offers it can earn loyalty. So brand building is far more important on its functional 

attributes than image brands. People, here, are loyal to an image brand to some extent. Beyond it consumers will stick to its badge value.  

Britannia is rated as the top most branded product category this year too. They have learnt this by offering those products which are, in one hand, nutritious, 

value adding and are also affordable at low prices. Britannia is always innovative in coming up new range of products with affordable prices so that it can reach 

to the rich and the poor alike. Their marketing concept is to drive top-line growth with value added products now and then. When they come up with many 

promotional offerings, they very frequently woo a lot of customers. 

This story also finds the ‘Hero’ in Hero Motors corp.  They sold the bikes that are technology driven, robust, reliable, economical, good mileage and service 

facility free of cost for a certain period. So people have over the years observed it and then found their aspirations in the offer. Now the company has found 

loyalty among many customers. 

Brand loyalty comes a cropper when it comes medication sector in India. Study shows that no BL exists among pill poppers. Brand recalling hardly haunts 

people’s minds and doctors’ prescribed drugs that supersede all brand patronage. The word of mouth from medicos is enough to leave the people to buy the 

prescribed ones.  

Paradoxically, brands in the premium segment often don't seem to build as much BL.  Let’s take the case of sports apparel brands Nike, Adidas and Reebok. All 

three brands may own their share of loyalists, up to a point. But, when offered at a discount, they become simply interchangeable. This is because, beyond a 

point, the Indian consumer feels them as image brands with sufficient badge value – they would rather have a premium brand, but at a bargain price. Individual 

brand values don't play. It's not unusual to see consumers sporting a sporty look with Nike T-shirt, Adidas sneakers and a Reebok cap in the same outfit. 

Add to it, for Indian consumers, the value that a brand dispenses with must be tangible – either one gets more of the stuff with a lot more features, or other 

freebies, and obviously at a lower price. They will not be loyal to a brand merely just because of the image the brand will shower upon them. 

To draw a conclusion it can be said that, in the fractured, schizophrenic Indian consumer market, where price-value rules the roost, brand loyalty does exist  but 

up to a certain point. But it can scarcely be taken for granted.  Many things can be factored for building brands and brands must toil hard to find a space in the 

consumer’s trust zone. When they pay a premium price for a product their expectations of its features also go up from minimum attributes to the ‘it should 

provide’ all these features too. Loosening purses heavily on brands call for functional, aspirational, and symbolic and many more value added aspects. So 

adequate product is replaced by desired product. 
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Finally, it is not to transplant a brand’s global strategy but to find ways to develop more customised local strategy in tune

proffer an appropriate share of consumers’ brand loyalty.
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