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 I suspect at age 45 I have well-worn neural pathways with respect to grocery shopping. I 

am a creature of habit. Either that, or a creature with huge misgivings about advertising and 

marketing. Generally, I find the number of choices overwhelming and am savvy to the ruses 

employed in drawing attention to the more expensive name brand items, or the sneaky ways in 

which stores advertise discounts on items that were hugely over-priced in the first place.  

 According to the class reading, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) theory "assumes 

that people are bombarded with so many different persuasive communications that it is non-

adaptive, if not impossible, to carefully evaluate the merits of each . . . attempt at persuasion" 

(Booth-Butterfield & Welbourne, 2002, p. 156).  At some point, I think people just choose what 

feels comfortable or familiar simply to deal with the overwhelming amount of information 

available to them. 

 Looking around me, I see retired individuals peering intently at labels, hefting packages 

and frowning thoughtfully, as they determine what to buy. I hear the dismayed wailing of 

toddlers and preschoolers in the store, denied the tempting goodies that marketing specialists 

wafted their direction via numerous media sources. Announcements of special gifts for the first 

dozen shoppers in aisle 12 echo over the loudspeaker and I see a few people drop what they're 

doing and head to that aisle.  

 Generally, I stick to the edges of the grocery store, rushing through the aisles, 

purchasing fresh food to make salads, soups, casseroles. I have a fairly set diet, fairly rigid likes 

and dislikes, and a surprising resistance to change. How did I get to this stubborn place? 

 ELM theory speculates that "persons who formed their attitudes through the central 

route were more resistant against a new counter-attitudinal message than were those who 

formed their attitudes peripherally" (Booth-Butterfield & Welbourne, 2002, p. 157). I recall 

spending great amounts of time in my young parenting  years trying to discern what was the 

healthiest option for a growing child and most cost effective for a single mom on a tight budget, 

hoping to find affordable options that weren't crammed full of sugar, salts and additives. My 

head usually hurt by the end of a shopping trip. To be sure, my checkbook did. Providing 

adequate nourishment on a tight budget takes some careful thought, planning, and a 

determined lack of susceptibility to marketing ploys.   

  Interestingly, the manner in which I approach grocery shopping these days could appear 

to be more indicative of peripheral processing. I shop on auto-pilot, indicating that not a great deal 

of cognitive energy is exerted. I ignore the advertising, the colors and logos, and go for what I am 
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familiar with, what I know. It's not a matter of tight budgeting, or the imperative to feed a child as 

healthily as possible. It's simply what is familiar and doesn't require the intensity of thought or 

output of energy. I hasten to note: this is not cost effective and produces embarrassing amounts of 

waste. It's a highly ineffective way of shopping for and preparing food. 

 Peripheral processing differs from central processing  in many ways. According to Booth-

Butterfield & Welbourne, "elaborate, thoughtful consideration of message arguments occur to a 

lesser extent," (2002, p. 158). Furthermore, "attitudes . . . are based on heuristics or 'rules of thumb' 

. . . [and] . . . something other than a careful evaluation of the merits of the message" (2002, p. 159).   

 So, what has led to my less than attentive shopping habit? My motivation for paying careful 

attention to price, product and brands has disappeared. I am no longer in that same situation of 

balancing my checkbook to the exact penny, and weighing the necessity of food against the 

necessity of my child's medical care, the rent and power bill. The ELM theory states "if an individual 

is not particularly involved in an issue . . . [he/she] . . . should be less motivated . . . and more likely 

to rely on peripheral cues or heuristics" (2002, p. 159).  

 Additionally, as I age I find that both my ability and my willingness to multitask diminishes. I 

don't like the store environment. The over-bright lighting, the reverberant noise, the cacophony of 

sound and scent, the crush of people, all conspire to make it very difficult, if not impossible, to think 

carefully about any purchase. The reading states that distractibility decreases the person's ability to 

"elaborate or scrutinize the merits of the message" (2002, p. 159). I can attest to the truthfulness of 

that statement -- at least for me.  

 And finally, while the reading talks about those people with a "higher need for cognition. . . 

[being]. . . more likely to engage in higher levels of elaboration" (2002, p. 160), I must confess that 

my interests and energy are generally directed to other places now. I prefer to think deeply about 

other topics. I suspect my reliance on peripheral processing while grocery shopping could be an 

example of what  Booth-Butterfield & Welbourne describe as the peripheral/central trade-off (2002, 

p. 160), in which my earlier high level of engagement (central route processing) over many years left 

me with a greater willingness to rely on peripheral cues for this familiar task. 
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