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There are some people that an individual keeps in mind when making a purchase. Usually, such people 
disseminate opinions and other individuals are pressured into following their trend, becoming 
associated with them and using them as a standard of their purchase decisions. Such people are 
known as reference groups and they include entertainment figures, sports heroes, political leaders, 
parents, co-workers, teachers and peers. This paper seeks to contribute to the existing body of the 
literature on reference group influence. Specifically, it focuses on peer influence among young adults’ 
products purchase decisions.  A convenience sample of 101 university students participated in this 
study. The results of Analysis of Variance and t-tests indicated that there is more normative influence 
for a public luxury (sunglasses) than for a private luxury (cell phone) and private necessity (toothpaste).  
Informational influence was also more for a public luxury than a private necessity.  Additionally, a 
public necessity (shoes) had more normative influence than a private luxury and private necessity as 
well as a high informational influence than private necessity. Overall, these results demonstrated that 
the influence of peers varies across various product categories.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Determining how various types of reference groups affect 
the behaviour of individuals has attracted the focus of 
consumer researchers for some time (Childers and Rao, 
1992; Bristol and Mangleburg, 2005).  A reference group 
is a group whose values and attitudes are used by an 
individual as a basis for his or her current behaviour 
(Schiffman and Kanuk, 2007; Hawkins et al., 2006). Of 
particular interest to researchers and marketers are nor-
mative reference groups and comparative reference gro-
ups. Normative reference groups include parents, co-
workers, teachers, and peers who provide the individual 
with norms, values, and attitudes through direct interac-
tion (Childers and Rao, 1992; Bristol and Mangleburg, 
2005; Subramanian and Subramanian, 1995). Compara-
tive reference groups are sports heroes and entertain-
ment figures who provide standards of achievement to 
which individuals aspire and admire but are relatively fur-
ther removed from the individual or more socially distant 
individuals (Martin and Bush, 2000; Subramanian and 
Subramanian, 1995). 
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  From a consumer behaviour perspective, reference 
groups are important because they inform and make indi-
viduals aware of specific products and brands; provide 
individuals with opportunities to compare their own thin-
king with the attitudes and behaviour of the group; and 
influence individuals to adopt attitudes and behaviour that 
are consistent with the norms of the group (Lessig and 
Park, 1978; Schiffman and Kanuk, 2007). Specifically, 
reference group specify what are desirable and undesira-
ble products (Bristol and Mangleburg, 2005; Shim, 1996). 
They also tend to influence product selection, information 
processing, attitude formation and shopping behaviour 
(Bearden et al., 1989; Childers and Rao, 1992; Lachance 
et al., 2003). Consequently, consumer researchers have 
carried out investigations on how reference group influ-
ence affect innovation adoption behaviour (Subramanian 
and Subramanian, 1995); how peers, parents and media 
influence adolescents brand sensitivity in the purchase of 
clothing (Lachance, et al., 2003); how peers, parents and 
television influence teenagers’ purchase of athletic shoes 
(Yoh, 2005); how parents and peers influence various 
products and brands’ purchase decisions (Bearden and 
Etzel, 1982; Childers and Rao, 1992); and how peers infl- 



 

 
 
 
 
luence teenagers’ retailing attitudes and purchase deci-
sions (Mangleburg et al., 2004).   

Despite efforts directed at examining the effects of peer 
influence on various consumer behaviour situations, res-
earch has been mostly limited to North American sam-
ples. The exception is a study conducted by Childers and 
Rao (1992) that focussed on United States and Thailand. 
There is also a lack of research on the topic of peer 
influence and its effects on products purchase decisions 
in the consumer behaviour literature (Bachman et al., 
1993). To address this gap, this particular study focuses 
on Botswana. Thus, a crucial question for marketing aca-
demics and practitioners is — what impact do peers have 
in young adults products purchase decisions in Botswa-
na? Knowledge of the role that peer influence plays in 
shaping young adult consumers’ products purchase deci-
sions may help marketing practitioners to make effective 
promotional strategies to appeal to them. Similarly, exa-
mining a cultural setting that has not been studied before 
will not only enrich the understanding of this subject but is 
more likely to capture such culture’s unique characteris-
tics.   

Therefore, the purpose of the present study is to inves-
tigate how peer influence affects products purchase deci-
sions among young adult consumers. Specifically, this 
paper examines how two types of peer influence referred 
as informational and normative influence affect decisions 
to purchase four types of products based on conspicuo-
usness including public luxury (sunglasses); private lux-
ury (cell phone), public necessity (shoes), and private 
necessity (toothpaste).   
 
 
Literature Review 
 
Peer influence conceptualized 
 
Peer influence is commonly defined as the extent to 
which peers exert influence on the attitudes, thoughts, 
and actions of an individual (Bristol and Mangleburg, 
2005).   

However, there exist two schools of thought with 
respect to the composition of social influence which form 
the basis for this paper’s conceptualisation of peer influ-
ence. In one school of thought, social influence is viewed 
as consisting of three types of influences including infor-
mational, value expressive and utilitarian influence (Bear-
den and Etzel, 1982; Childers and Rao, 1992; Lessig and 
Park, 1978; Park and Lessig, 1977). Informational influ-
ence is perceived as enhancing one’s knowledge of the 
environment and/or ability to cope with the aspect of the 
environment (Childers and Rao, 1992; Park and Lessig, 
1977). Informational influence also entails observing the 
behaviour of others or actively searching for information 
from others with the appropriate expertise (Brinberg and 
Plimton, 1986; Park and Lessig, 1977). Informational 
influence is likely to influence an individual if he or she 
accepts information from others as evidence about reality 
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and desires to make informed decisions (Mangleburg et 
al., 2004). Utilitarian influence is when an individual 
comply with the preferences or expectations of others to 
avoid punishments or achieve rewards (Bearden and 
Etzel, 1982; Lessig and Park, 1978; Park and Lessig, 
1977). This occurs when the individual perceives that 
others have the ability to mediate significant rewards or 
punishments, he or she believes that his or her beha-
viour will be known to others and is motivated to obtain 
the reward or to avoid punishment (Brinberg and Plimton, 
1986; Park and Lessig, 1977). Value expressive influence 
is concerned with an individual’s motive to enhance 
his/her self concept (Brinberg and Plimton, 1986; Park 
and Lessig, 1977). Value expressive influence is likely to 
influence an individual because of the desire to enhance 
one’s ego (Park and Lessig, 1977). This could also be 
achieved by associating and disassociating oneself with 
others (Grimm et al., 1999). 

Another school of thought recognises two dominant 
influences namely informational and normative influence 
(Bearden et al., 1989; Brinberg and Plimpton, 1986; 
Mangleburg and Bristol, 2004). Informational influence 
has been defined in the discussion of the first school of 
thought. The unique feature of this school is that utilita-
rian and value expressive influence are not measurably 
distinct. In other words, although conceptually utilitarian 
and value expressive influence could be separated, their 
measures can not be separated (Bearden et al., 1989; 
Grimm et al., 1999; Subramanian and Subramanian, 
1995). Consequently, they have been combined together 
into a single concept referred to as normative influence. 
Normative influence is defined as the tendency to comply 
with the positive expectations of others (Bachmann, et 
al., 1993; Bearden et al., 1989; Grimm et al., 1999). Infor-
mational and normative influences also differ in their det-
erminants (Grimm et al., 1999). The major determinants 
of informational influences include message content, 
source credibility and trustworthiness whereas charac-
teristics of reference groups such as appearance and 
social status are the major determinants of normative 
influence (Grimm et al., 1999). In this paper, peer influen-
ce is conceptualised as comprising of the informational 
and normative influence which is consistent with the latter 
view.  
 
 
Peer influence and products purchase decisions 
 
A review of the literature has identified two approaches to 
the study of peer influence and products purchase deci-
sions. First, previous research on the role of peer influ-
ence on products purchase decisions has focussed on 
how it varies across types of products based on conspi-
cuousness (Bachmann et al., 1993; Bearden and Etzel, 
1992; Brinberg and Plimpton, 1986; Childers and Rao, 
1992; Lessig and Park, 1978).   

Product conspicuousness is defined as the extent to 
which a product stands out or is noticeable by consumers 
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Table 1. Four types of products based on conspicuousness 
 

Publicly consumed luxuries:  
 
Products consumed in public view and are not commonly owned or used. Such products are exclusive and this makes them 
conspicuous and prone to more peer influence. 
Privately consumed luxuries:  
 
Products that are not observed when they are consumed and are also not commonly owned or used. Such products attract higher 
peer influence because they are important and commands more discretionary purchases.  
Publicly consumed necessities:  
 
A public consumed necessity is a product that is observed when it is consumed and is also commonly owned.  The decision to 
purchase such a product is one that attracts lower levels of peer influence because virtually everybody owns the product.  
Privately consumed necessities:  
 
Privately consumed necessities are neither observable nor exclusive because they are consumed out of public view and are used by 
everybody.  Such products are not socially relevant and are therefore not likely to be influenced by peers.  

 

Source: Bearden and Etzel, 1982; Childers and Rao (1992). 
 
 
 

(Grimm et al., 1999).  It is perceived as a function of two 
dimensions (Bachmann et al., 1993; Bearden and Etzel, 
1992; Brinberg and Plimpton, 1986; Childers and Rao, 
1992). The first dimension is concerned with the degree 
to which a product is a luxury versus a necessity. Luxu-
ries unlike necessities, are not owned by everybody, and 
thus tend to be relatively more conspicuous (Bear-den 
and Etzel, 1982; Childers and Rao, 1992). The second 
dimension refers to the degree to which products usage 
is performed in public versus in private. Publicly consu-
med products are easily noticeable by consumers than 
privately consumed products (Bearden and Etzel, 1982; 
Childers and Rao, 1992). Hence, four types of products 
have been identified based on these two dimensions. As 
summarised in Table 1 they include publicly consumed 
luxuries, publicly consumed necessities, privately consu-
med luxuries and privately consumed necessities. 

Generally, findings of past studies on peer influence 
and products purchase decisions have demonstrated that 
the degree of peer influence differs across products 
(Bachmann et al., 1993; Bearden and Etzel, 1982; Chil-
ders and Rao, 1992). Specifically, when comparisons 
were investigated between products, all the three studies 
found that the impact of peer influence is strong for pub-
licly consumed luxuries than for privately consumed 
necessities. Privately consumed luxuries also attracted 
more peer influence than privately consumed necessities.  

 There are also a number of hypothesised influences 
that were found in each of the three studies that are 
worth mentioning, as they enhance the understanding of 
how peer influence vary between products. For instance, 
Bearden and Etzel (1982) showed that informational 
influence was greater for publicly and privately consumed 
luxuries than for publicly consumed necessities whereas 
the effects of utilitarian and value expressive influences 
were not significant. In addition, publicly consumed luxu-
ries attracted more informational, value expressive and 
utilitarian influence than privately consumed luxuries 

which was contrary to the hypothesised influence. How-
ever, consistent with the hypothesised influence an equal 
reference group influence was observed between publicly 
and privately consumed necessities.  

Childers and Rao (1992) also indicated that there is a 
strong and equal peer influence for publicly and privately 
consumed luxuries, which was consistent with the predic-
ted influence. However contrary to the hypothesised influ-
ence, publicly and privately consumed luxuries did not 
attract a strong peer influence than publicly consumed 
necessities. A strong peer influence was also found to 
impact the purchase of publicly consumed necessities 
than privately consumed necessities.     

Similarly, Bachmann, et al. (1993) found that there is 
an equal peer influence between publicly consumed 
luxuries and publicly consumed necessities among older 
children (12 years to 14 years).  This finding contradicted 
the hypothesis that publicly consumed luxuries will attract 
more peer influence than publicly consumed necessities. 
These authors also found that publicly consumed luxuries 
and privately consumed luxuries did not have an equal 
peer influence. Instead, publicly consumed luxuries attra-
cted more peer influence than privately consumed luxu-
ries. Likewise, publicly consumed necessities attracted 
more peer influence than private consumed luxuries and 
privately consumed necessities. 

Several reasons could possibly explain why some di-
vergent findings were reported across the three studies. 
(i) Bearden and Etzel (1982) did not separate various 
types of reference groups although the influence by 
parents and peers on products purchase decisions might 
differ. For example, Childers and Rao (1992) argued that 
peer influence is considerably low for products that are 
less conspicuous while the family seems to exert greater 
influence in such products. 
(ii) Childers and Rao (1992) combined informational, 
value expressive and utilitarian influence into a single 
score representing peer influence, yet there is evidence
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Table 2. Hypothesised effects of peer influence on product purchase decisions. 
 
Public luxury > Public necessity:  
H1: There will be greater informational influence for public luxuries compared to 
public necessities among young adults. 
H2: There will be greater normative influence for public luxuries compared to 
public necessities among young adults. 
Public luxury = Private luxury:   
H3: Informational influence for public and private luxuries will be equally strong 
among young adults. 
H4: Normative influence for public and private luxuries will be equally strong 
among young adults 
Public luxury > Private necessity:  
H5: There will be greater informational influence for public luxuries than there 
will be for private necessities among young adults. 
H6: There will be greater normative influence for public luxuries than there will 
be for private necessities among young adults. 
 
Public necessity < Private luxury: 
H7: Informational influence for public necessities will be generally lower 
compared to private luxuries among young adults. 
H8: Normative influence for public necessities will be generally lower compared 
to private luxuries among young adults. 
 
Public necessity = Private necessity:  
H9: There will be equally lower levels of informational influence for public and 
private necessities among young adults.  
H10: There will be equally lower levels of normative influence for public and 
private necessities among young adults. 
 
Private luxury > Private necessity:  
H11: There will be greater informational influence for private luxuries compared 
to private necessities among young adults. 
H12: There will be greater normative influence for private luxuries compared to 
private necessities among young adults. 

 
 
 
that the various types of peer influence will have varying 
effects on products purchase decisions.  
(iii) Bachmann et al., (1993) conceptualised peer influ-
ence as comprising of normative influence thus ignoring 
the significance role of informational influence. 
(iv) The other two studies (Bearden and Etzel, 1982; 
Childers and Rao, 1992) focussed on general population 
samples while Bachmann et al., (1993) used children. 

The second approach to the study of how peer influ-
ence affects products purchase decisions focuses on 
specific products such as branded clothes, fashion clo-
thes and athletic shoes (Lavanche et al., 2003; Subra-
manian and Subramanian, 1995; Yoh, 2005). This line of 
research is largely influenced by the findings that peers 
influence will impact some products more than others.  In 
particular, in a study by Lachance et al. (2003) it was 
established that peer influence play an important role 
than parental influence and television in teenagers’ likely-
hood to be sensitive to brands in the purchase of clothes. 
Similarly, Yoh (2005) found that peers exert the greatest 

influence than parents and television in teenagers’ athle-
tic shoe purchasing. Subramanian and Subramanian 
(1995) also found that peers and parents have a stronger 
influence in young adults’ adoption of fashion clothes, as 
they make an immediate impact. 

Overall, the reviewed literature suggests that peer influ-
ence plays an important role in products purchase deci-
sions. In studying this subject, the present study adopts 
the approach that is similar to the one used in studies 
conducted by Bearden and Etzel (1982) and Childers and 
Rao (1992). However, considering that findings of prev-
ious studies investigating how peer influence varies acro-
ss products are based on general population and children 
samples, this study extends the focus to young adult con-
sumers. Young adults are used in this study instead of 
the general population or children because it has been 
noted that the influence of peer group gradually becomes 
important after high school (Chang and Chuang, 2005). 
Young adults are also more likely to be susceptible to the 
influence  of  peers  since  they have a limited capacity to  
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cope with risk and uncertainness than more mature 
individuals (Park and Lessig, 1977). Additionally, this stu-
dy attempts to extend previous research on how peer infl-
uence affects products purchase decisions by studying a 
culture context that has not been studied before. This is 
crucial because it has been found that peer influence is 
likely to vary across cultures (Childers and Rao, 1992) 
and ethnic groups (Kim and Kang, 2001). Hypotheses 
shown in Table 2 are sum-marized consistent with both 
Bearden and Etzel (1982) and Childers and Rao (1992). 
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
Product selection 
 
Before the objectives of this study were investigated, a question-
naire was constructed to assess the conspicuousness of the 
products intended for use in this study. Only eight products were 
used in this investigation to ensure that the questionnaire was not 
lengthy and to also avoid respondents’ fatigue. The eight products 
differed from those used in United States context for two reasons. 
First, Childers and Rao (1992) noted that luxuries versus neces-
sities and publicly consumed versus privately consumed products 
are likely to vary according to the cultural background and personal 
characteristics of the respondents. Therefore, the products selected 
represented those available commercially on the Botswana market.  
Second, the products were selected based on the extent to which 
they were perceived to be common among university students and 
the extent to which they can afford them. Thus, eight products inclu-
ding cell phones, shoes, sweaters, toothpaste, sunglasses, bath 
soap, compact discs and home theatre systems were selected.  

A sample of ten university students were asked to indicate their 
views as to whether the eight products are luxuries or necessities 
on a six point scale ranging from 1 = “a luxury for every one” to 6 = 
“a necessity for everyone”. To assess whether products were view-
ed as publicly or privately consumed, a six point scale ranging from 
1 = “a public product for every one” to 6 = “a private product for 
everyone” was used.  These scales were adapted from Bearden 
and Etzel (1982).   

Based on the mean scores calculated for the eight products, the 
products were classified into the following product categories. Sun-
glasses were the only products categorized as public luxuries. 
Compact discs, home theatre systems and cell phones were put as 
private luxuries while shoes and sweaters were categorized as pub-
lic necessities and tooth paste and bath soap as private neces-
sities. However, the number of products was reduced in order to 
make the final questionnaire more manageable. Childers and Rao 
(1992)’s approach of selecting the most representative product from 
each category (that is, public luxury, private luxury, public necessity, 
and private necessity) was followed. Thus, sun glasses were cho-
sen to represent public luxuries, cell phone to represent private lux-
uries, shoes to represent public necessities, and tooth paste to 
represent private necessities.   
 
 
Sampling  
 
Convenience sampling was used to select participants in order to 
test the hypotheses specified in this study.  In particular, permission 
was obtained from one of the lecturers teaching a first year mar-
keting course which is a course that is taken by all business stud-
ents in the University of Botswana.   

University students were selected for a study into how peer infl-
uence affects young adults’ products purchase decisions for several 
reasons. First, as young adults they spend most of the time away 
from their home mostly at universities or colleges where they live 
among their peers. Second, often purchases that university stud- 

 
 
 
 
ents make are subject to group pressure as they try to buy products 
that others want them to have, that they think will make others 
accept, approve or envy them, or buy a product simply because 
they have seen somebody they admire owning it (Chang and 
Chuang, 2005). Third, samples of university students are also still 
widely used in the literature of consumer behaviour in general 
despite the known limitations because there are relatively similar in 
terms of age, educational background and income which reduces 
the potential for random errors which is common when a more 
heterogeneous sample of the general public is used (Calder et al., 
1981). For instance, the age of university students belongs to the 
late stage of young people and the initial stage of adults (about 17 
years to 25 years). Finally, university students come from all over 
the country (that is, the University of Botswana as the only one in 
Botswana); which means that the sample unit may have some 
representation of young adult consumers in Botswana. 
 
 
Data collection 
 
Data for this study was collected using a structured questionnaire 
from 101 university students.  To measure peer based influence 12 
items were adapted from Bearden and Etzel (1982) and Bearden et 
al. (1989) scales.  Respondents were asked to indicate the degree 
of their agreement with the statements on a 5 point likert scale ran-
ging from 1 = “strongly agree” to 5 = “strongly disagree” within four 
product categories. The scale was slightly modified to reflect only 
the product aspect thus excluding the brand aspect which was also 
measured in these previous scales of measurements. 
 
 
ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
 
Dimensionality of peer influence 
 
Consistent with Bearden et al. (1989) that peer influence consists of 
two dimensions — Normative and informational influences, a two 
factor solution was constrained using exploratory factor analysis 
with Varimax rotation method.  In order to run this test, data for the 
four products was pooled, because differences in products were not 
expected to affect the composition of peer influence. Before the 
final solution was retained, one item (I like to know what products 
make good impression on others) was deleted as it loaded highly 
on both factors. The final solution comprised of two factors 
contributing 67.84% of the total variance explained. The factors are 
presented in Table 3. 

Then Cronbach alpha was used to test the reliability of the peer 
influence scale. The overall Cronbach alpha using the combined 
product data was .92 and .85 for normative and informative influ-
ence respectively, indicating a high level of reliability Table 3. Addi-
tionally, descriptive statistics especially means were used to eval-
uate the nature of the peer influence across products. The findings 
in Table 4 suggest a low level of peer influence on product purcha-
se decisions. Specifically, privately consumed luxuries (cell phones) 
and privately consumed necessities (toothpaste) scored the lowest 
mean scores for normative influence. However, slightly higher mean 
scores of informational influence were found for publicly consumed 
products (that is, sunglasses and shoes) and privately consumed 
luxury (that is, cell phones). 
 
 
Hypothesis testing 
 
In order to test hypotheses H1 through to H12, first, Analysis of Va-
riance (ANOVA) was used to identify whether there are significant 
differences on the level of peer influence (normative and informa-
tional influence) across products. Results of ANOVA show that 
there are significant differences on the level of peer influence acr-
oss products: Normative influence: F (3, 398) = 8.11, p < .001) and 
Informational influence: F (3, 398) = 4.53, p <.005.  
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Table 3.  A two factor solution of peer influence using combined products data. 
 

% of variance  
Factor 1: Normative Influence 

Factor Loadings 
54.48 

Means (SD) 

If others can see me using a product, I usually purchase the products 
that they expect me to buy……………………………… 

.82  1.85 (1.07) 

I often identify with people by purchasing the same products that they 
purchase………….. 

 
.80 

  
2.04 (1.56) 

I rarely purchase the latest fashion until I am sure my friends approve 
of them……………. 

 
.80 

  
2.05 (1.19) 

It is important that others like the products that I 
buy……………………………………….. 

 
.79 

  
1.93 (1.10) 

If I want to be like someone, I often try to buy the same products that 
they buy……… 

 
.77 

  
1.86 (1.06) 

I achieve a sense of belonging by purchasing the same products that 
others purchase……………………………………….. 

.76  1.77 (1.02) 

To make sure I buy the right product or brand, I often observe what 
others are buying and using……………………………… 

.75  1.78 (1.02) 

When buying products, I generally purchase those products that I 
think others will approve of……………………………………… 

.68  1.98 (1.13) 

Factor 2: Informational Influence  13.36  
I often consult other people to help me choose the best alternative 
available from a product class…………………………………... 

.86  2.76 (1.30) 

If I have little experience with a product, I often ask my friends about 
the product…….. 

 
.85 

  
2.50 (1.27) 

I frequently gather information from friends about a product before I 
buy it………………. 

 
.82 

  
2.38 (1.27) 

 
 
 

Table 4. Level of peer influence  
 

Normative Influence Informational Influence 
Product  Type N Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Cell phones Private Luxury 101 1.79  (.81) 2.70 (1.07) 
Sunglasses Public Luxury 101 2.01  (.88) 2.64 (1.05) 
Toothpaste Private Necessity 100 1.64  (.69) 2.20 (1.04) 
Shoes Public Necessity 100 2.19 (1.01) 2.65 (1.24) 

 
 
 

Table 5. Paired comparison hypotheses and results 
 

Informational Influence Normative Influence Hypotheses 
Means (SD) 

t 
Means (SD) 

t 

H1-H2: Public Luxury > Public Necessity  
H3-H4:  Public Luxury = Private Luxury 
H5-H6: Public Luxury > Private Necessity 
H7-H8: Public Necessity < Private Luxury 
H9-H10:Public Necessity = Private Necessity 
H11-H12: Private Luxury > Private Necessity 

2.64(1.05)   2.65 (1.24) 
2.64(1.05)   2.70 (1.07) 
2.64(1.05)   2.20 (1.04) 
2.65 (1.24)  2.70 (1.07) 
2.65 (1.24)  2.20 (1.04) 
2.70 (1.07)  2.20 (1.04) 

-.10 
-.42 

2.98** 
-.28 

2.82** 
3.37*** 

2.01  (.88)    2.19 (1.01) 
2.01  (.88)    1.79 (.81) 
2.01 (.88)     1.64 (.69) 
2.19 (1.01)   1.79(.81) 
2.19 (1.01)   1.64 (.69) 
1.79 (.81)     1.64 (.69) 

-.1.35 
1.91* 

3.32*** 
3.15*** 
-4.50*** 

1.35 
 

Note:  p<0.001 ***.   p<0.01 ** p<0.10    * 
 
 
 
Then, t –tests were used to examine hypothesised differences 
between products types. The t-tests results show that informational 
and normative influences vary between products. The data in Table 
5 regarding the peer based influence between product types lead 

us to support H3, H5, H6, and H11.  However, H1, H2, H4, H7, H8, 
H9, H10 were not supported. The specific relationships between 
products are reported below: 
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Public luxury > Public necessity: Contrary to the hypothesised 
relationship that public luxuries would have higher informational and 
normative influence than public necessities, the results in Table 5 
show that the differences in the means of informational and norma-
tive influence between publicly consumed products are statistically 
insignificant. Thus, overall H1 and H2 were not supported. 
 
Public luxury = Private luxury:  It was hypothesized that informa-
tional and normative influence for both publicly and privately consu-
med luxuries will be the same because their luxury factor makes 
them exclusive and conspicuous.  Overall, H3 was supported while 
H4 was not. Specifically, the level of informational influence was 
found to be statistically insignificant between luxuries, whereas 
normative influence was marginally higher for publicly consumed 
luxuries than for privately consumed luxuries.  
 
Public luxury > Private necessity: Overall, H5 and H6 were 
supported. In particular, publicly consumed luxuries displayed a 
high level of informational and normative influence than privately 
consumed necessities.  
 
Public necessity < Private luxury:  Adverse to the hypothesized 
relationship that publicly consumed necessities would display lesser 
informational and normative influence than privately consumed lux-
uries, it turned out that the publicly consumed necessities were 
more influential on normative influence than privately consumed 
luxuries. There was also an insignificant difference in informational 
influence between privately consumed luxuries and publicly consu-
med necessities although the directions of the means were as 
expected. Thus, H7 and H8 were not supported.  
 
Public necessity = Private necessity: An equally low level of 
informational and normative influence was expected for these prod-
ucts because both products are necessities. However, a statistically 
significant difference in means of informational and normative influ-
ence was unexpectedly observed. Specifically, privately consumed 
necessities displayed lower informational influence and normative 
influence than publicly consumed necessities. Thus, overall H9 and 
H10 were not supported.  
 
Private luxury > Private necessity: Hypothesis H11 was suppor-
ted while H12 was rejected.  As hypothesized, privately consumed 
luxuries displayed higher informational influence than the privately 
consumed necessities.  While the difference in normative influence 
between private luxuries and private necessities is insignificant, the 
means are as expected. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
  
The effects of peer influence on product purchase decisions have 
been investigated in this study. Contrary to the views of Chang and 
Chang (2005) peer influence is not statistically high among univer-
sity students.  However, this is not only unique to this study.  In the 
study by Childers and Rao (1992) the mean scores of the 16 prod-
ucts were generally higher in the United States than in Thailand.  
For instance, in the United States means ranged from 2.291 to 4.10 
whereas in Thailand the mean scores ranged from 2.92 to 3.92 on 
a six point scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 6 = “stron-
gly agree”.  Kim and Kang (2001) also demonstrated that reference 
group influence was also generally low across the three ethnic 
groups although Whites scored a slightly higher mean of 2.99 in a 
five point scale ranging from 1 =  “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly 
agree” 

As the primary purpose of this study is to investigate how peer 
influence vary across product types this was investigated. Overall 
findings demonstrate that products that are consumed in public 
such  as  sunglasses and shoes are likely to attract more peer influ- 

 
 
 
 
uence than products that are consumed in private and are a nece-
ssity that is, toothpaste. Generally, the results in the current study 
closely correspond to those obtained in other previous studies 
(Bearden and Etzel, 1982; Childers and Rao, 1992).     

However, there are some findings that are contrary to the hypo-
theses specified in this study which are worth noting.  For instance, 
in this study the effects of normative and informational influence 
were insignificant between public products that is, sunglasses and 
shoes. This could mean that for products that are observed when 
there are consumed; young adults tend to comply with expectations 
from their peers and also have a desire to make informed decisions 
by seeking information from their peers regardless of whether the 
product is exclusive or commonly owned.  Normative influence was 
also marginally greater for a public luxury (sunglasses) than for a 
private luxury (cell phone). Since both products are not needed for 
day to day use, there is a tendency to comply with the positive 
expectations of peers for a product that is consumed in the eyes of 
the public than for a product that is consumed in private. Similarly, 
normative influence is greater for public necessities (shoes) than for 
private luxuries (cell phones) which is not as hypothesised, sug-
gesting young adults are motivated to comply with the expectations 
of their peers when making decisions to purchase products that 
everybody owns and are important than when products are consu-
med in private and are exclusive. As pointed out by Grimm et al., 
(1999) normative influence is greater under conditions of high 
rather than for low visibility. Furthermore, while H9 and H10 were 
not supported from a statistical point in Childers and Rao (1992), 
the difference of means between public necessities and private 
necessities were also contrary to the hypothesis in the present 
study. This could mean that although both products are considered 
important to everybody, a public necessity (shoes) is likely to attract 
more informational and normative influence than a private necessity 
(toothpaste) among young adults since it is consumed in the eyes 
of their peers.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
This research adds to our understanding of how the influ-
ence of peers might vary across various products consu-
med by young adults. It is hoped that findings of this stu-
dy will inspire marketers who focus on designing market-
ing campaigns or selling products to young adult consu-
mers. This study provides marketers with a frame-work 
which they could use when manipulating peer group influ-
ences in their promotional appeals. Specifically, based on 
findings of this study it could be inferred that informational 
and normative influence has different implications in the 
selection of products and thus their relevance has to be 
considered. For instance, when marketers utilise peer 
influence in promotions aimed at encouraging product 
selection among young adults it would be more effective 
to emphasize informational influence for publicly consu-
med luxuries such as sunglasses and privately con-
sumed luxuries such as cell phones. Informational influ-
ence could be stressed in advertising campaigns by 
employing peers as experts in product endorsements. On 
the other hand, normative influence needs to be stressed 
for both public consumed products such as sunglasses 
and shoes. Normative influence could be emphasised in 
advertising campaigns by demonstrating how the usage 
of particular products protects young adult consumers 
from rejection by peers in a social setting. However, it ap- 



 

 
 
 
 
pears it would be impractical to use any form of peer 
influence for privately consumed necessities such as 
tooth paste as peer influence has the lowest impact.   

Additional research is also needed to provide a more 
comprehensive perspective of peer influence than the ex-
ploratory one offered in the present study. Several aven-
ues for extensions could be considered. First, future rese-
arch could examine the impact of peer influence on you-
ng adults’ brand-level decisions in addition to the product-
level decisions. In pursuing this line of research, resear-
chers need to ensure that they include brands that young 
adults are familiar with across a wide range of products.  
Second, future research could involve a more coverage 
of young adults as the current study is limited to a conve-
nience sample of university students. Expanding the cov-
erage of sample units would improve the generalisation 
of the results. Third, future research could address the 
influence of other types of reference groups on the indivi-
dual consumption behaviour such as family and celebri-
ties.  Finally, researchers could explore peer influences in 
products perceived as harmful to youth such as alcohol, 
drugs and cigarettes (Marshall and Chassin, 2000; 
Windle, 2000). 
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