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ABSTRACT

The consumer’s imagination blends together thregnitive processes; memory, fantasy and percept®ra a
holistic processing style to create knowledge almotucts. The purpose of this paper is to repbet tesults of an
exploratory qualitative study on the consumer’s ensthnding of imagination and the way that they iis€he results
of the study indicated that consumers have acthaginations; they use as a source of motivation @nskelf-identity.
The overall implication of this study is that besaumagination is so integral to the consumer’sdrtimt they will use
it to engage with products and to make product obmi

INTRODUCTION

Imagination can be explained in terms of a cong&pblend of perception, memory and fantasy (Faoigsn
Turner, 2003; Hume, 1957; Kosslyn, Ganis, & Thonms001). That is, imagination mixes together saveognitive
processes in order to understand the world. Thidurg of cognitive process enables the imaginatiointegrate the
consumer’s desires and experiences. The concdyparal process is the theoretical foundation of shisly.

Each of the components within the conceptual blesltheir own processes. It is important to undadshow the
components work individually in order to understamuv they relate to each other in the conceptuahddl The
following sections of this paper address each comapb

Perceptions in Imagination

From a classical philosophical perspective, Hum857) argued that perception is a series of secplenti
impressions from external sources. In other waudsgeptions are pieces of information that théviddal experiences
through the physical senses of taste, touch, sinelr and sight. In seminal marketing literati¢sygman (1977)
argued that perception is a complicated procesausecconsumers experience product information irertftan one
way. This suggests that perceptions operate in m@ys than just gathering sensory information. attvertising
research streams, perception is defined in terfnits procedural operation namely exposure, at@ntinterpretation,
and memory (Maclnnis & Jaworski, 1989). In thistéamee, the perceptual process is also influencettidogonsumer’s
motivations, abilities and opportunities to procagsermation about brands. Importantly, in Maclnrsesl Jaworski's
model (1989) the perceptions do more than gatHernration; consumers need to interpret that infdiomato make
knowledge. This interpretation stage is where tiiermation is mixed together suggesting that pefoap operate as a
conceptual blend process.

All these definitions from various disciplines segt that perception is a complicated process. ldtehy,
perception is the process of the individual intérecwith external stimuli. However, the externafarmation is not
enough to create knowledge by itself. The integiren of information suggests that other cognitprecesses are
interacting with perceptions inside the mind toateemeaning for the consumer.

Fantasy in Imagination

The second component of the conceptual blend taggnFantasy gives people alternative possitsliteyond the
known real world (Person, 2006). This suggests pleaiple use perceptual information as a startirigtor fantasy,
but fantasy can generate images that are do nst iexthe individual's perceptual experiences. Wikr view is that
fantasy is the liberation of the mind; providingimlate freedom (Spenser, 2003) enabling the mindawstruct
anything the individual wants (Howe1986). In thiaywfantasy does not need to have perceptual ifiomto create
new ideas. These definitions suggest that in centeaperceptions, which are based on externalitithe fantasy can
be based on intangible concepts generated onheicdnsumer’s mind.

Fantasy can also be used as a problem solvindhamigh the process of trial and error; the indinaidcan develop
an understanding of the situation and possibleorags from imagined actions (Miller, Galanter, &#am, 1960). For
the consumer this means that the mind can engaggemario building with fantasy filling in the gaghere unknown
consequences may exist.

Finally, marketing studies into fantasy and consugnieve suggested that fantasy helps the consumdersiand
his/her relationship with products. Levy (1985)wed that it is through fantasy and dreams thatwoess can fully
explore how they feel about a product. Holbrook &ficschman (1982) suggested that fantasy enablesucgers to
enjoy evaluating products making information prei®g more interesting and fun. Moreover, Belk ara$t@ (1998)
argued that consumers engage with fantasy as p#reio self mythology. That is, consumers engaggh fantasy in
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order to create their own role in the world andytiiee products to make these fantasies becomeyrdalithis way,
fantasy is a vital aspect of consumer behaviour.

The literature suggests that fantasy interacts \pithceptual information as well as being able tmegate
intangible information that exists only in the com®r’'s mind. Thus, as an element in the concepileaid, fantasy
enables the consumer to extend information fronréiad world as well as create new information tkagpecific and
personal to the individual.

The final component of the conceptual blend is mgmblemory serves an essential function in the ephaal
blend, the perceptions draw in external informatfantasy creates personal intangible conceptsfadiemory holds
this information together.

Memory in Imagination

Memory is defined by psychologists as a permanelféction of information that is complex (Shiffra Schneider,
1977). The complexity of memory is controlled bg thse of a mental schema. The schema is a wagafisgucting a
situation which provides enough familiar informattifor the individual to remember (Nurius, 1993)other words, the
schema is a blueprint that the individual usegtoamber information and create knowledge.

Memory processes are often associated with intaigpe and self-reflection (Giddens, 1991). That tise
consumer’s reflections can combine perceptual éapees and fantasies. To this end, the memory o&hrieal and
false memories. The creation of false memoriesalled imagination inflation (Loftus, 1997). Imagition inflation
occurs when a fake event is confused with a reahein the memory structure. When this happendrtizidual is
unable to identify the source of information andsibelieves the fake memory to be real. Howevemhpsogists are
now arguing that imagination inflation is a resoftflaws in the mental schema rather than the &uion of fantasy
(Lampinen, O'Degard, & Bullington, 2003; Stark &rfeet, 2006).

In summary, the literature suggests that imaginatonsists of the conceptual blend of perceptiantasy and
memory. It is the combination of these cognitivegasses that enables the imagination to interpfetmation and
create knowledge. The memory holds together allitfiermation that the mind develops though fantasygl the
experiences it captures through perceptions. ®search is interested in exploring how the consumderstands the
conceptual blend process. This leads to the fastarch objective which can be stated as:

RO1: What do consumers think imagination is?

The other area of interest in this research is bomsumers engage with their imagination. The negtien is a
review of the use of imagination.

A principle way consumer’s use imagination is teate mental images. Kosslgt al (2001 p635) argued that
mental images are formed when “perceptual inforomais accessed from memory giving rise to the agpee of
seeingwith the mind’s eye...they can also be created byhining and modifying stored perceptual informatian
novel ways”. In this way, information within the imaginationgsouped and organised into images. For exampde, th
memory of a dog combined with the current percestiand the fantasy of a dog will result in the wdlial creating a
mental image of the dog.

In marketing, researchers have argued that consucneate consumption visions (Babin & Burns, 1998stous
& Deschenes, 2005; Petrova & Cialdini, 2005; Ppdl]iOlson, & Baumgartner, 1995). These visions tedpconsumer
to seehow a product will fit into his/her life. The conser uses their memory and perceptions to createrdainimage
of a product they have experienced then they fesgabout how they will use the product. Thus, rtiental image is
the result of the consumer’s conceptual blend.

When the consumer engages in imagining real objaete@mpirical senses of how it would feel, sntelkte, look
and sound like are engaged motivating the individodry and make the image real (Babin & Burns989Currie,
2002a). In this way, imagination can seem so feal the consumer feels as though they have alregpdgrienced
owing the product. Thus, the act of imagining oveh@ can motivate the consumer to purchase. Howe&weirie
(2002a) argued that the consumer will only be nadéd to purchase the product if the imagining aswesire for the
consumer. Person (2006) also argued that imagmatiompts individuals to change because imaginai@bles them
to create goals. This implies that the intensityhafimagery can encourage the consumer to bugrtidct.

Another way consumers use imagination is to develeir self-identity. The role of imagination in iliing
identity is a topic that has been explored sinae 1820’s. For instance, symbolic interactioniske IBlumer (1969)
who, developing ideas from Cooley (1923) and Meh834), argued that imagination enables the indalidio
understand his/her self by engaging irc@nscious imaginary conversatioifhis conversation takes place in the
imagination as the consumer tries to figure out Wiy are.

From a marketing perspective consumers can theresspheir identity through products (Belk, 1988g® 1982;
Solomon, 1983). The imagination is the source ehiily and product choice (Schau, 2000). Thushascbnsumer
engages with products in their imagination, thely akso imagine how those purchases can explainittesitity.
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In summary, the literature suggests that consunmsmagination to help form identity and as a waiding force
to fulfil purchasing goals that were developed tigio mental imagery. The second research objedite éxplore the
use of imagination by consumers in terms of idgraitd motivation. The research objective can bedtimrmally as:

RO2: How do consumers use imagination?

The conceptual model for this research is presemegigure 1. This model shows how the conceptuahdb
process of perception, fantasy and memory comhogether. The outcome of this is the creation ofgemrg. The
consumer uses this imagery as a motivation to @selproducts and to help express their identity.

Figure 1. The Consumer’s Imagination
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METHODOLOGY

This study was exploratory using qualitative teqlueis. Fifteen semi-structured in-depth intervievesenconducted.
Each interview was carried out in the participamisne and lasted for approximately one to one atflhours. This
technique was chosen for several reasons. Firsligpith interviews enabled the researcher to haz@naersation with

a purpose(Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995)Second, the research question lent itself towards
gualitative research as the way consumers percaine use imagination has not been widely study insamer
behaviour. Therefore, it is appropriate to begithvexploration of these questions. Third, qualitinterviews
enabled the researcher to gather rich data abeubfiic. The exploratory interviews were used teettep insights into
how consumers feel about imagination and not to emg&neralisations. Table 1 is a summary of theareke
participant’s profiles. The sample was selectedugh the snowballing sampling technique as theareber was
introduced to a range of people with differing bgrdunds, ages and interests.

Table 1. Research Participant’s Profiles

Name Age Gender Occupation Active level of imagination Influence a behaviour
Amy 21 Female Student Mild Strong
Bec 20 Female Student Strong Strong
Chris 26 Male Student Medium Strong
David 31 Male Sales representative Strong Weak
Ewen 33 Male Marketing Manager Strong Strong
Frank 60 Male Austrade commissioner Strong Mild
Gary 32 Male Manager Strong Weak
Graham 57 Male Retired: ambulance district Strong Mild
manager
Jo 30 Female Accountant Strong Strong
Julie 63 Female Retired Strong Weak
Mick 38 Male Mechanic Strong Strong
Reb 21 Female Student Strong Strong
Sio 33 Female Accountant Strong Strong
Susan 49 Female Ambulance officer Mild Weak
Suzie 28 Female Bookshop owner Strong Strong
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A scale developed by Rose and Fitzgerald (1986) usedl in order to explore the individual participsin
imaginative activity level. The scale asked thetipgrants to rate their level of imaginative adiyvfrom 0 (meaning no
imagery) to 4 (full sensory imagery) for certairsarios (Rose & Fitzgerald, 1986). The participatavel of activity
is listed in Table 1. The scores were not intertdetiake any generalisations regarding the levaktfity amongst the
sample. The main intention was to get the partitipahinking about their imagination and how theg it. The final
column of Table 1 refers to the influence of imagion on behaviour. There were a few participartis ¥elt that even
though they had a very active imagination, it did Inave a strong influence on their actions.

RESULTS OF QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS
The results will be presented in terms of the netequestions. The first research question was:
RO1: What do consumers think imagination is?

To begin with the participants were asked to definagination. The key theme in the definitions mgination
was creativity. That is, being able to create thinmgthe mind. The creativity could ls&ructured creativity because, it
has to be executabl@®avid 33)or to the other extreme imaginationegerything that is not tangiblgGary 31). The
participant’'s suggested that creativity was eittmmtained by perceptions or completely liberatetadination isvhat
you can conjure in your mind with no stopping wbatger, no boundarieg¢Jo 31). In this way, the participants
suggested that imagination is subjective in natame, that it can be useful for making plans thatloa executed or as a
purely mental activity that can neither be mad@itsle nor contained.

The definitions for imagination contained elemeotshe conceptual blend. The participants were éskéhey
thought their imagination was about things they eaad only in their mind or could it incorporate pasd current
experiences. The majority of participants theneére:d their imagination as a combination of fapfgeerceptions and
memory:

Imagination is the creativity that comes from imsigbu and it's made up of influencing factors likangs you've
seen... whether it be TV or magazines umm you knoed situations, you know but it is also a reflectiof yourself
(Bec 19)

Conceptual blending in imagination was experienmgthe participants in mixed ways. Some participdalt that
their imagination was anchored by perceptions. Meee, it is perceptions that stop their imaginatiomm becoming
too wild. In other words, the perceptual limitatlomade the imagination a source of things theydwmamather than
unrealistic dreams:

...because you can see something happening, if yosesait then you can make it hapEwen 33)

It's not unlimited in terms of reality; | wouldnitnagine doing something that was too far out frohatl am able
to do(Graham 64)

Others felt that fantasy was a driving aspect efrthmagination. That is, even though perceptiors waportant;
fantasy provided them with freedom whereas peroaptkept them tied to reality;

I might imagine things that almost completely nidaus, that will never exigGusan 49)

Finally, some participants felt that memory andiviey experiences was a very active component efrth
imagination. The memory contained what they hadccagpced and what they wished they had experierttedce, the
memory enabled them to relive their happy momenfsechaps even just reflect on the events of theily life;

| like to go back and play over the great timesiy life(Bec 19)

| will replay the day and just critique (Amy, 21)

The different values the participants placed ondbeponents of the conceptual blend suggest thabyigiven
time one component may be more dominant. Hencéhaagparticipant's engage with their imagination teminant
component will lead the conceptual blend process. iRstance, consumers who are dominant by penremill
control the fantasy and memory components of tb@iiceptual blend. In this way, the perceptions nibgessible for
the imagination to be useful for planning as ibiy allowing the fantasy freedom to create iddwd fire based in
perceptions rather than dwelling in intangible tlots. This implies that the domination of one congat can affect
the way consumers will use their imagination.

However, several of the participants felt that #&swiot possible to separate out the differencesdeet perceptions,
fantasy and memories. Moreover, that it was theldpnation of these concepts that made it possihbi¢hfem to think
about their life:

| think it is all three of those things, like | aaot think about things without doing a little dagdming about what
might have been and then thinking about what rdadgpen, then | think about what might happen irerty life, like
maybe the party that | am going to next who's gon@ahere and what we will do(Mick, 34)

This suggests that the combined forces of the gunaéblend provide knowledge and meaning for thesamer
in a way that just one component cannot fulfil.itdlitely, the components of the conceptual blendcgpion, fantasy
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and memory) combined to make the imagination ar@ad useful force as the participants are abtraate dife of
the mind(Frank 56).
The next section of results is focused on the stcesearch question which was;

RO2: How do consumers use imagination?

Once the participants had defined imagination arstudsed how they conceived imaginative processes t
guestion centred on how they used imagination. dihe here was to explore the way the participantagad with
imagination.

All the participants believed they had a relativalgtive imagination (Refer to Table 1). Some paréints
suggested that their imagination was so activagtitth not just sitting around in the background sisomething that is
going to affect what | am going to @8uzie, 28). Some felt that imagination was useahany different situations;

| actually find that personally | use my imaginatia lot in so many different ways, like everydayill imagine
something about my lif&Sio, 33)

Alternatively, some participants consider specigituations were they were aware of engaging witirth
imagination;

... your imagination puts a part of yourself into yolothes(Reb 21)

| use it in my job; managing customer disappointiiakes a lot of imaginatio(David, 33)

The role of desire was evident in the participamt®gination. For instancesometimes | will be absolutely
indulgent and splurge in my mind, like as if | wasoking myself into a fantastic hotel and just gofar it (Jo 31).
Consequently, the participants suggested that #wrad for something could be transformed in theindn The
imagination made the desire stronger because thécipants had a sense they had already experieticed
consumption of the product. For Jo, the more Wvithe imagined she was on holiday the more sharbegdesire the
actual holiday because she felt she knew what tpereence would be like. This was true even foregignces in
which she had never physically engaged.

Imagination was also seen as a maotivating force hbfped the consumers to enact their desires. fohig was
expressed as the ability to create visualisatiomthis way, the imagination enabled them to seatwihey wanted and
the outcome]jf | visualise myself being calm, then | can (Reb 20). For Chris, (26) the visualisation precess
something he adapted from sports. He believedjtisitimagining something was enough to make it kapf hus,
visualisations motivated action because the ppeits had already felt the experience even if @ baly been in
his/her mind.

A common response from the participants was to esigthat imagination helped them to make plans. The
participants suggested that thghan things out, like a problem solvglulie 60). In this way, imagery enabled them to
see the consequences of actions prior to actingtheoparticipants, the plans developed in the ing@n can then be
enacted because they have a sense of what is ¢goitgppen. Moreover, the imagination can be usedhley
participants tdigure out what | want to do nefio 33). Thus, the imagination went beyond justialising the options
and became a way to solve the problem and create pif action. To this end, the imagination magmgsible for the
participants to understand their future directibesause they engaged with their perception of wehladppening, their
past experiences of consequences and their faotdlkg future.

Imagination could also give them a reason to crehsmgesif you can’t imagine things being any differefien
there is no reason to chan@8uzie 28). For Suzie, her imagination beginspitteeess of change by presenting her with
all the possibilities. Her imagination gives hereason to consider different ways of doing thinds.a similar way,
other participants suggested tlgati fantasise about the kind of person that youtwabe and | suppose that can be a
very strong motivation to change things that you(Mtick 34). The participants are suggesting thaemwtiantasy
engages in the imagination it becomes a motivdtinge to be that person. The imagination can engadeveloping a
plan as well as being the source of the desirbamge.

Some participants, however, suggested that justusecthey desired something or even fantasised &binuheir
imagination it did not mean they were going to igethe imagination acts as a necessary sourcecdnutot always
deliver your desires:

your wants in life maybe a compromise with yourgmation... but you need to have enough imaginatioget
what you wan{David 33)

In this way, the strength of the imaginative adteded between the participants and unlike Chrigyid had less
faith in his ability to make his imagined life aaty. This suggests that imagination can be mtitiga but the
participant's sense of reality and their imaginify can be too different to be reconciled togetHarother words,
David felt that his desires and imaginary life wéve unrealistic so much so that he could not btivegmn into a real
state. This implies that using imagery and imagimatas part of the consumer process can lead tenaesof
discontentment, because although they can imagimeiship of product they cannot make that ownerahigality.
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The participants suggested that imagination is atsl in terms of creating and understanding swdiridentity.
The participants suggest that their imaginationbéath them to understand their self-image, partitplavhen the
participant felt that they were constantly changimgjr idea of self;

you would die without imagination, if you didnave imagination how else could you think up what yanted
and who you aréMick 34)

Imagination comes from you it is your self elemefu need imagination to be a full perd&ec 19)

For Bec, she felt she could only know who she wesabse of her imagination. Hence, self was a ptoofucho
she imagined herself to be rather than knowing sl was without imagination. This suggests thdtiseubject to
imaginative interpretation and that the self carcteated by the individual. Moreover, it impliesitiself is a relatively
fluid activity for the individual as the imaginaéivconceptual blend is constantly changing as theigual engages
with new experiences.

However, as the participants spoke about imaginaiitd self it was clear there is a social influeoédheir sense
of identity and the relationship with identity amdagination. The influence of society on imaginateppeared in two
ways. First, some participants saw the social @rfie as a positive because their imagination doeilod them to make
positive social comparisons;

that's a really top person, I'd like to be like th@my 21)

Imagination and aspects of society | think can hlp roll in and see your ultimate state... everyloag a picture
of who they aréChris 26)

The second perspective of social influence was civecept of social pressures. This pressure resdrithe
execution of imaginative desires as the consungdtrshfey needed to have a level of conformihgy try and use their
social surroundings and imagination to try and betthemselves because they want to be like thesof@éris 26).
This suggests that the participant’s fantasy alselitwas affected by the participant’s fantasy alsmeial norms and
behaviours. In addition, this implies that the aaner once again could feel dissatisfied with lifetheir imagined
lifestyle may be out of sync with social standarfisus, the consumer imagines something that theyvkheir social
interactions would not allow. This means that thastimer would have to compromise between their imegiglife and
their social reality.

Another important aspect of imagination and soicifillences was the lack of social risk in the acinmagination.
For the participants, the escapism offered by imiagi situations liberated them from social pressimeother words,
because the imagination is primarily a cognitivéicecthat does not require physical interactionreéhis no risk of
offending or hurting other people. This meant that participants could indulge in any act of inmagion they wanted
without having to worry about the social implicatsp

it's a good place to practise, to get things ridpetfore you actually go oamy 21)

For Amy, she would use her imagination as a playgdoto decide how she should behave and to rebive $he
had behaved throughout the day. Her imaginatioibledaher to see herself in comparison to othersitaaido allowed
her to indulge in behaviours that she could notagegwith when she was with other people. In thig,vimagination
was a release as well as a way of creating neve.iddds duality of usage also helps to explainithgortance of the
imagination in the consumer process as the indalidan make plans for reality and yet escapestyediiough the
same mental doorway.

The qualitative results of this study suggest thatgination is an important aspect in the consusneiind. The
participants indicated that they see imaginatioheisg active and it helps them to understand thesires, motivations
and sense of self. The next section will dischesrésults and draw conclusions for this research.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to explore theawagumers’ conceive and use imagination. Thealitee suggests
that imagination is a conceptual blend of percejtidantasy and memories (Fauconnier & Turner, 20Di3e results
of this qualitative study suggest that consumerpelceive imagination as containing those elemdiits. participants
observed that the elements work together in thegimagion to create meaning for the individual. Attatively, the

participants suggested that their imagination catldimes be dominated by one of the elements. Wdmen of the

elements becomes dominant the individual feelsr tmagination engages in different ways. For instgnwhen

memories are dominant the imagination focuses diectere thought and reliving past experiences. tTisa the

consumer remembers the actual experience as witieasould have been’ options.

There is also, as suggested by Blumer (1969) ahdu5¢2000), an indication that imagination helpes plarticipant to
understand self. That is, the participants couldeustand who they are based on the way they imalg@mselves. This
development was connected to the social expectatieor the participants, their imagination coulsloahelp them to
determine the expectations of others and how tHeitglual should behave. The results also suggesdtithagination
can lead to discontentment for the individual a&ytmay not be able to bring their imagined dedindife. To this end,
the consumer may need to make compromises betleeatesires their imagination inspires and thetsedh terms of
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creating a self-image, this suggests that the iddat can imagine any self they like, but may fieestrated when they
cannot afford to purchase products that would syisddhat self to others. As Belk (1988) argued ¢ltended self
through possessions can be imagine, but may notitveardly exhibited.

Finally, the participants suggested that they osagination to set goals and plans through a pramfegsualisation. As
with Phillips et al (1996) the participants usednia¢images t@eehow products could be useful for them. The vision
also acted as a motivating force as the consuntersl cee reasons for change as well as make ploreover, the
visualisation process could be so real that theswmer may have a sense of ownership or of havidgahaexperience
without the physical interaction. This implies tlia¢ process of visualisations is a very powedol for consumers as
they develop relationships with products.

In summary, the results of this qualitative studggest that consumers conceive of imagination aisabaspect of
their minds; they engage with it in many ways. Tuses of imagination vary from merely re-living mamas, to
planning for the future and creating a sense df $ekrefore, this research suggests that the coass imagination is
an important internal influence and can affectwlag people interpret product information.

FUTURE RESEARCH

This research has stimulated questions about tle abimagination in the information processing lstyf
consumers. For instance, it is unclear how therin&tion is transformed inside the imagination. ©hthe conclusions
of this research is the active nature of imagimaiio developing mental imagery. This suggests iimaigery is very
important to the transformation of information ikimowledge.

This research has also touched on the relatiormtipeen social pressure and the motivating fordenagination.
This relationship needs further investigation assiunclear how social conformity influences thatésy aspect of
imagination.
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