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Abstract
In a rudimentary approach, hysteresis denotes the effects that persist after the causes that determined them
have been removed. It was introduced in the 19th Century in the study of magnetism, and subsequently, it
entered other fields such as ferroelectricity, biology, chemistry, and last but not least, social sciences. Its
entry to economics is not at all surprising and here it found an extremely fertile soil for its implementation
and future development.
Hysteresis has been acknowledged by the economic theory as having the potential to diminish the distance
that separates economic modelling from reality and has provided elevated explanations for the evolutions
of economic phenomena. In this paper, we contemplate the liaison between hysteresis and marketing and
present the results of a qualitative study aimed at revealing the opinions and perceptions of a sample of
economists on the existence of such connection. Further, we refer to the possible implications and future
developments on the use of hysteresis in marketing.
Introduction

The history of the hysteresis phenomenon can be traced back to the 19th Century when the physicist James
Alfred Ewing [1] observed the effects of temporary exposure of ferric metals to magnetic fields. While
conducting his research, it became clear that the subsequent states of the metals were described better by
referring to their past states. He then introduced the new term “hysteresis” to describe irreversibility.
Although some attempts were made to persuade him to renounce at the term, he insisted on using it arguing
that it was a generic phenomenon and that it would be observed in other fields as well. Indeed, soon after
the term entered the fields of ferroelectricity, biology, chemistry, and social sciences. In social sciences,
hysteresis proved its efficiency in describing the evolution of organizations and individual behaviour.
Its entry to economics is not at all surprising and here it found an extremely fertile soil for its
implementation and future development. In a rudimentary approach, hysteresis denotes the effects that
linger after the causes that determined them have been removed. It allows the advancement of explanations
regarding the functioning of a dynamic system whenever the current state can be understood in a more
detailed manner by reference to its past. The characterization of present phenomena using exclusively
current values of the variables may be incomplete compared to the characterization provided by the use of
hysteresis.
The concept is quite easy to understand and accept at an intuitive level, and its inclusion in the economic
research is nothing but a natural consequence of the system’s evolution and of the increasing need for its
understanding. However, its actual implementation and its inclusion in economic modelling are far less
intuitive and raise numerous issues.
Consequently, hysteresis has not yet been incorporated in orthodox economic models.
The present paper is a personal approach, naturally perfectible, orientated toward the investigation of the
opinions of a sample of economists regarding the connection between hysteresis and marketing.
A Brief Note on Hysteresis and its Development within Economic Research
Although the term itself was introduced as late as 1881, the concept has a far greater history. Leibniz
formulated the antithesis hysteresis – equations of state in the 17th Century arguing the theories of
Descartes and Newton. Leibniz argued that the force of an object should be defined exclusively based on
mass and present velocity and that the previous motion history is irrelevant. He, therefore, anticipated the
issues raised by hysteresis in social sciences [2]. Descartes had proposed temporal hysteresis, while
Newton had proposed space hysteresis; Leibniz rejected both arguing that for ontological reasons the past
itself cannot have a greater influence on the present than that determined by the traces of the past in the
present [2].
Should one consider ontological hysteresis to be impossible one cannot contest the existence of
epistemological hysteresis. Even taking into account that the past can influence the present only by the
effects of the past that follow up to the present, characterizing and describing present phenomena
exclusively by using the current values of variables may prove incomplete as compared to the description
and characterization provided by hysteresis, that is, bringing into attention the previous values of the
variables.
Hysteresis may be therefore used to describe the functioning of systems for which ahistorical approaches
are not a viable option. Such systems have a long-term memory and may be considered as “historical” [3].
Hysteresis is used in explaining the functioning of dynamic systems when the current state of the system
may be better understood by reference to its past. It is, therefore, reasonable to consider that the assessment
of a certain system to display hysteresis depends not only on the system characteristics but also on the

individual assessment of the relevance of the previous states.
The intuitive nature of hysteresis facilitated its entry into various fields, including economics. Its
introduction in economics is rather natural, considering that the neoclassic in their attempt to build the
economic science embraced methods, equations, and metaphors from physics [4].
The economic science makes use of hysteresis to describe the persistent influence of past economic events,
and taking into account the memory effects in the functioning of economic systems is considered a great
progress in the economic theory and is credited with the potential to reduce the disagreement between
modelling and reality [5].
The term entered the economic vocabulary rather recently. Before 1970’s, it was only seldom used.
Schumpeter, Samuelson, Georgescu-Roegen or Phelps used it occasionally. The notion was however
present in the works of Haavelmo (1970) [6] and von Weizsäcker (1971) [7] or in works dedicated to
consumption, such as those of Duesenberry (1948) [8] or Modigliani (1949) [9]. Brown (1952) [10] also
noticed in cases of both income increase and decrease, a lack of promptitude of consumer reactions which
he attributed to an inertia he labelled as “hysteresis”.
Probably the best-known approach, which consecrated hysteresis, is that of Georgescu- Roegen (1971)
[11]. Although he dedicated previous works to hysteresis [12], in The Entropy Law and the economic
process, he described a general framework for applying hysteresis to social sciences and especially to the
theory of consumer behaviour. After the 1970’s, hysteresis became a very sought-after topic, especially in
two fields – unemployment and international commerce, following the ground-breaking works of Phelps
(1972) [13] and Kemp and Wan (1974) [14].
The concept initially introduced in physics was translated to economics where it was used successfully to
explain economic phenomena from other areas than the ones already mentioned, such as foreign
investments, capital formation or marketing [15].
But although the relevance of using hysteresis at economic systems level has been acknowledged, it hasn’t
been formally incorporated in economic models [16]. However, the present setting of the world economy
offers a generous framework for further development and study of hysteresis in different areas of economic
research.
In marketing, there have been several works dedicated to hysteresis. To our knowledge, the first approach
to hysteresis in marketing is that of Little (1979) [17], who noticed a possible hysteretic relationship
between sales and advertising. Further notable contributions on hysteresis in marketing include those of
Dekimpe and Hanssens (1995, 1999, 2005) [18, 19,20] and Hanssens and Ouyang (2001) [21].
The Research Methodology and Results
An interview-based qualitative research was conducted during March-April 2017, on a sample of ten
economists.
The research objectives included:
- To reveal what economic research field do the respondents associate mainly with hysteresis;
- To identify possible uses of hysteresis in marketing;
- To assess the importance and opportunity of including hysteresis in marketing research.
The authors conducted the interviews using an interview guide. The introductory section focused on the
respondent’s economic education (bachelor, master’s degree, PhD, post- doctoral), their work experience in
the field, and their interest in scientific research.
Subsequently, the interview was concentrated on the degree of familiarity with the notion of hysteresis and

its application to economic systems. The authors then delivered a presentation of the notion of hysteresis
and of the main landmarks for its use within the economic sciences.
The research results revealed that the respondents who had been previously involved in scientific research
activities were familiar with the notion of hysteresis. They mainly associated hysteresis with
unemployment, but also with consumer behaviour and marketing.
The respondents who had not been previously engaged in research activities were only little familiar with
the notion of hysteresis and associated it mainly with unemployment.
Asked about the presence of hysteresis in marketing, the respondents referred to:
- temporary or permanent changes of the market position of companies after structural management
changes, economic downturns or globalization challenges;
- changes in consumer behaviour after deploying different marketing tools (advertising informing about a
new product, promotional tools determining a temporary increase in sales);
- consumers’ reluctance to change their consumption patterns when new products are introduced, or when
the products they consume or the organization producing/selling them have their image deteriorated;
- consumers’ reluctance to adopt technological changes;
- the effects of uninspired management decisions leading to a loss of market share; the actions of the
competitors could transform a temporary loss of market share into a permanent one;
- ceasing opportunities could bring permanent advantages (the temporary absence of a competitor product
from the market could determine customers to shift their interest to other products).
Interestingly, the respondents inferred that it would take more than the effect of only one factor to
determine a considerable change in market response, but rather a combination of factors.
When asked to give their opinion on the opportunity and difficulty of including hysteresis in marketing
research models, the respondents assessed that this endeavour would be: useful, innovative, or difficult to
implement.
Conclusions
In a more rugged approach, hysteresis evokes the effects that persist after the causes that produced them
were removed. Its importance and the easiness to understand it at an intuitive level justifies its presence in
various fields of research, including economics. It explains the functioning of dynamic systems when it is
duly considered that the present state of the system can be better understood by reference to its past. It is,
therefore, appropriate to state that including hysteresis in research represents a step forward in
understanding economic phenomena, and the complexity of the concept together with the present
favourable setting for empirical testing may open up new research opportunities.
In marketing, hysteresis is mostly visible and intuitively perceived in relation to consumer behaviour, to
temporary or permanent changes of consumption patterns determined by the deployment of specific
marketing tools.
The present research focused on the opinions of a sample of economists with regard to the presence of the
hysteresis phenomenon in marketing and the opportunity and/or the issues raised by its inclusion in the
dedicated research. Their answers referred mostly to temporary or permanent changes in consumer
behaviour following the deployment of different marketing tools, but also to the effect of managerial
decisions on the market position of the company.
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