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Introduction



The stuff with which we work is the fabric of men’s minds.


—Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders


More than half a century ago, American journalist Vance Packard shocked consumers by revealing the extent to which they were being manipulated for commercial gain. In his bestselling exposé The Hidden Persuaders, he revealed “the dark side of advertising,” warning: “Large-scale efforts are being made, often with impressive success, to channel our unthinking habits, our purchasing decisions, and our thought processes. Typically these efforts take place beneath our level of awareness; so that the appeals which move us are often, in a sense, ‘hidden.’”1


That was in 1957. Since then, scientists have learned more about the workings of the human brain than was discovered throughout humankind’s entire previous existence. Although these advances do not, at present, allow scientists actually to “read minds,” they are not far short of achieving that goal. Already there is a growing understanding of what changes in blood flow to different regions of the brain, or in the electrical signals by which these regions communicate, reveal about our thoughts, emotions, and actions.


Today, every major company in the world is engaged in a race to use advances in neuroscience to develop techniques for influencing (or, as critics would argue, “manipulating”) consumers—a race not only to win their hearts, but also to influence their minds.


I know because, for more than 30 years, the focus of my neuro-science research has been the vulnerabilities of the human brain and the various ways in which it can be influenced.


My interest in this now rapidly developing field of study began during the late 1980s while I was working in the Department of Experimental Psychology at the University of Sussex. I attached electrodes to the heads of pioneering volunteers to record the patterns of electrical activity in their brains as they watched television commercials. These very early studies would, over 20 years later, help launch what has become the multimillion-dollar neuromarketing industry.


Since then, I—and my colleagues at Mindlab—have been using increasingly sensitive and complex equipment to analyze what goes on in someone’s mind and body as they shop. I have recorded the brain activity, changes in heart rate, respiration, skin temperature, and physical arousal of individuals in retailers from small-town Mom and Pop stores to the marbled halls of luxurious malls. I have seen how spotting a bargain sets the pulse racing, and how the color red stimulates arousal.


I have taken saliva samples to assess stress levels and used eye-tracking equipment to identify how long customers spend studying different displays. More recently, as the internet and social media have become ever more important in their reach and influence, I have examined how consumers shop online. Recording their direction of gaze and level of attention, I have explored the way people surf the internet, scan web pages, and buy online; and how they react to different forms of advertising and participate in social networks such as Facebook and LinkedIn. My purpose has been to put the seemingly mundane activity of shopping—in all its guises—under the microscope, not merely to observe how consumers behave, but to reveal their thoughts and feelings as they search for products ranging from washing-up liquid and floor polish to designer sunglasses and the latest must-have smartphone.


This book offers you an insider’s account of the extent to which our rapidly growing understanding of the brain (coupled with advances in neuro/behavioral economics and consumer psychology) is resulting in ever more effective ways of advertising, marketing, and retailing—an ever more powerful “brain sell.”


As an advertiser, marketer, or retailer (or indeed a member of the wider “persuasion industry”), you will discover the latest techniques and technologies and how you can exploit them. As a consumer, you will learn how you are increasingly being influenced by this uniquely powerful industry whose techniques, as former advertising executive Robert Heath explains in Seducing the Subconscious, profoundly affect choice “without any message, without us attending to or recalling the message, without us attending to or recalling the ad, and regardless of whether we like or hate the ad.”2


As this book explores, even the environment in which a consumer shops can have an influence on purchasing. For example, lighting in a discount store will be bright and even to show off products to best advantage, while an upmarket cosmetics store may opt for soft lighting to enhance customers’ perceptions of their own appearance. The tempo of the music being played can affect the speed with which shoppers move around a store, while in many casinos scented air creates an aroma that relaxes gamers and actually slows the perceived passage of time. These “atmospherics” control behavior and attitudes in imperceptible ways that consumers cannot control. Similarly, the emergence of so-called choice architecture is enabling our decision making to be manipulated in subconscious ways.


Greater knowledge of brain function is only part of the picture, however. The power of the persuasion industry has also been enhanced by the emergence of whole new routes to market, via the internet, social media, mobile devices, and personalized advertising messages. For instance, in Chapter 7 I tell you about earcons, an audible icon on a screen that provides a relevant sound when you click on a particular website—steak sizzling for a restaurant, waves breaking on the beach for a travel agent. Even the television that you—and your children—watch can have a significant effect on your view of the world and your shopping habits, as I detail in Chapter 9.


Another major source of insight and potential influence is the industry’s rapidly increasing ability to mine Big Data. I explain in Chapter 11 that this involves using sophisticated mathematics and high-speed computers to unearth buying trends and preferences from social sites such as Facebook and Twitter. The industry claims that this information helps tailor marketing, so your time and attention are taken up only with products and services that have genuine relevance to you. The mining of Big Data is one reason my laboratory, like almost every similar research consultancy, employs not only neuroscientists but also mathematicians, statisticians, and physicists.


The persuasion industry is increasingly powerful, but if you consider yourself immune to its blandishments—if you think that as a consumer, everything you buy is the result of your own free will— take a look around your possessions. I am prepared to take a bet that a fair proportion of these, from the jeans you wear to the car you drive, were purchased for emotional as well as intellectual reasons; that in fact, your choices have been influenced in ways so subtle that you have failed to recognize them.


Consider the following. In one study, a message urging consumers to drink a particular brand of tea was flashed onto their computer screen so briefly as to remain invisible to them. Despite the fact that participants had never consciously seen the message, it caused them to order that particular brand in a free choice. I describe this and other research into what is called subliminal priming in Chapter 8.


But how can this be possible? How can consumers be influenced to buy something without their conscious knowledge? As I explain in Chapter 2, these influences have been part of a consumer’s life for so long that they barely even notice them.


The persuasive power of advertising and marketing is hardly surprising given the vast investments of time, talent, and money involved. In the UK and USA alone, more than twice as much, some $313 billion, is spent on advertising than on education ($132 billion). When it comes to developing “must-have” new products, companies employ thousands of highly educated research scientists tasked with developing such useful if unglamorous products as Febreze, Bovril, Pampers, Pot Noodle, Flash, Stork, Duracell, Marmite, Old Spice, PG Tips, Max Factor, and Cup-a-Soup.


A meeting for one fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) company that I attended recently involved five scientists, all with PhDs from leading British universities. There was a theoretical physicist from Cambridge, an engineer from Bristol, a mathematician from Imperial College, an Oxford-trained biochemist, and myself, a neuropsychologist with a doctorate from the University of Sussex.


Our task? To evaluate the effectiveness of a male grooming product retailing at less than £10 ($15).


Shopping’s golden age or an Orwellian nightmare?


Today, the power and sophistication of the persuasion industry have grown to an extent that Packard, even in his most paranoid moments, could scarcely have imagined. For advertisers, marketers, and retailers, advances in neuroscience seem to offer opportunities for achieving a competitive edge in a global marketplace where rival brands fight for consumers’ hearts, minds, and wallets.


Take one technique causing concern to many consumers and advocacy groups that has worrying echoes of Minority Report, a film predicting a dystopian future filled with covert personalized advertisements. Imagine taking a journey by train or coach and resting your head wearily against the window. Immediately you hear an advertisement that seems to come from inside your head. A voice, which appears to be located behind your eyes and between your ears, is trying to sell you something. What is more, this strange and disembodied voice knows a great deal about your likes and dislikes, about the kind of products or services you often purchase.


A nightmare? An auditory hallucination?


This is merely the latest technique for directing commercials at unsuspecting consumers. An electromechanical transducer fitted to every window converts audio signals into high-frequency vibrations. When a tired traveler leans their head against the glass, the bones of their skull vibrate in sympathy. Even in noisy environments, this produces a crystal-clear sound that appears to originate inside their head. It’s a sales message that only they can hear and one that, thanks to data gathered from social media pages and previous purchasing history, can be made uniquely enticing.


Developed by advertising agency BBDO Germany on behalf of broadcaster Sky Deutschland, the system has proved both highly effective and extremely controversial. While welcomed by potential clients as the “next big thing in public transport advertising,” many consumers have expressed outrage. A video of the system in action produced comments ranging from anger—“This is a violation of a person’s right to rest”—to threats of violence—“I think I’d take a sledgehammer to the window.”


With sales techniques like this, and as I shall show in this book even more sophisticated ones on the horizon, it is hardly surprising that for many consumers, these developments raise the specter of their mind being, as they see it, taken over by ruthless commercial interests. They fear the imminent arrival of Orwellian “Big Brother” technologies with the power to dictate their purchasing decisions covertly.


To what extent are these concerns justified? Are the vastly wealthy companies employing these techniques, and the scientists who devise and develop them, out to manipulate consumers or merely to make shopping more productive and less stressful?


How effective are these latest “hidden persuaders” in affecting what shoppers buy and why? And what can you, as an individual consumer, do to protect yourself from their undue influence?


These are some of the questions that I will be answering in the following chapters. But first, let’s take a step back in time to 1901, the year that science first met selling.





1
When Science Met Selling



More thought, more effort, and more money go to advertising now than have gone into any other campaign to change the social consciousness.


—Jean Kilbourne (2005)1


Advertising is an ancient art. Merchants in the early city-states would verbally extol the virtues of their wares to passers-by, or employ street criers, “chosen for their mellifluous voices and clear elocution,”2 to sing their products’ praises in the streets. There are obvious reasons for the development of advertising—as digital marketing specialists Damian Ryan and Calvin Jones put it in the modern age:


There are few certainties in the world of business, but one thing’s for sure: if you don’t let your customers know about your business, you won’t stay in business for very long.3


And for tens of thousands of years, the purpose of advertising was solely promotion—to “keep the client’s name in front of the people,” in the words of Albert Lasker, about whom more shortly. Success in advertising, so its practitioners firmly believed, merely required creativity, common sense, and practical experience. They saw themselves as artists who neither needed nor wanted any help from science. However, as the twentieth century dawned, all of this began to change.



From promotion to persuasion:
The rise of the subconscious mind



Early in 1901, the organizing committee of Chicago’s prestigious Agate Club invited 32-year-old Dr. Walter Dill Scott to give them an after-lunch talk. Scott, an Assistant Professor of Psychology at Northwestern University, chose as his topic “The role of psychology in advertising.” After all had enjoyed an excellent lunch and fine wine in the club’s elegant, wood-paneled dining room, the president called for silence and introduced the speaker. The audience, including many of the city’s most successful advertising executives, settled back in their leather-upholstered seats.


What Scott told them was to spark a growing preoccupation with the consumer’s subconscious mind. He explained:


Advertisements are sometimes spoken of as the nervous system of the business world. As our nervous system is constructed to give us all the possible sensations from objects, so the advertisement which is comparable to the nervous system must awaken in the reader as many different kinds of images as the object itself can excite.


He went on to describe how, as advertisers, their efforts were directed toward producing “certain effects on the minds of possible customers. Psychology is, broadly speaking, the science of the mind. Art is the doing and science is the understanding how to do, or the explanation of what has been done. If we are able to find and to express the psychological laws upon which the art of advertising is based, we shall have made a distinct advance, for we shall have added the science to the art of advertising.”4


Scott’s talk and a subsequent bestselling book, The Psychology of Advertising, had a profound effect on the way advertisers saw their craft and on the importance they attached to science, especially to psychology. And there was more to come.



“I can tell you what advertising is!”



Three years after Scott’s address to the Agate Club, John E. Kennedy, a former Royal Canadian Mounted Policeman, created a second revolution in the advertising world. And he did so with just three words. On a mild spring afternoon in 1904, Albert Lasker, one of advertising’s great pioneers, was working in his office when a messenger boy arrived with a scrawled note from a stranger who had walked unannounced into reception. “I am downstairs,” the note read, “and I can tell you what advertising is. I know that you don’t know. It will mean much to me to have you know what it is and it will mean much to you. If you wish to know what advertising is, send the word ‘yes’ down by messenger.”


Lasker hesitated. A shrewd businessman, who would go on to accumulate a personal fortune in excess of $52 million, he would have been used to being pestered by cranks and charlatans. Nevertheless, the message so intrigued him that he instructed the boy to show the man up. Their meeting, which lasted well into the night, ended with Lasker hiring Kennedy for the then enormous salary of $28,000 a year. Within two years, Kennedy, who had been scraping a living writing advertising copy for Dr. Shoop’s Restorative, was earning $75,000 a year—and advertising had a new understanding of its function.


What so impressed Lasker, and would come to revolutionize the approach of the whole industry, was Kennedy’s three-word description of advertising: “Salesmanship in print.” John O’Toole, a later chairman of Lasker’s advertising agency, commented:


It seems so simple and obvious today. But what this definition did in 1904 was to change the course of advertising completely and make possible the enormous role it now plays in our economy. By equating the function of an advertisement with the function of a salesman who calls on the prospect personally, it revealed the true nature of advertising. For the first time, the concept of persuasion, which is a prime role of a salesman, was applied to the creation of advertising.5


Two years later, in 1906, Chicago advertising executive John Lee Mahin noted the increasing importance that advertisers were placing on psychology. In his privately published Lectures on Advertising, he explained:


Advertising is making others think what you desire. It means utilising all those forces which produce impressions and crystallise opinions… The great power of advertisements is of getting into people’s minds the ideas that they carry in such a way that people think they always had them… The consumer nearly always purchases in unconscious obedience to what he or she believes to be the dictates of an authority which is anxiously consulted and respected.6


Having woken up to the fact that they were in the business of persuasion as much as promotion, advertising executives began actively to seek out psychologists, whose training, skills, and experience they now considered essential to understanding the consumer’s subconscious mind.


Enter the Freudians


By the end of the First World War, an industry that had previously relied mostly on the creativity of copywriters and the imagination of artists was being increasingly influenced by the views of, in the main, psychoanalytically trained psychologists. These experts, a majority of whom were followers of Freud, emphasized the crucial part played by emotions in appealing to the consumer. Desperate to discover new ways of influencing the public mind, many advertising executives sought guidance from Dr. Ernest Dichter.


A sprightly, jovial, balding man who wore a bow tie and horn-rimmed glasses, Dichter liked to describe himself as “Mr. Mass Motivations Himself.” On a hilltop overlooking the Hudson River, he set up the Institute for Research in Mass Motivation. Its well-equipped headquarters contained rooms for focus groups and others in which children watched television while being covertly observed from behind two-way mirrors, concealed tape recorders picking up their comments. Dichter also recruited a “psycho-panel” comprising hundreds of families whose emotional makeup had already been psychoanalyzed.


He informed his clients that by employing the methods advocated by Sigmund Freud, he would be able to provide them not only with a deep understanding of the consumer’s wants and desires, but also with techniques for “controlling their behavior.” Advertising agencies were, he claimed:


One of the most advanced laboratories in psychology… possessing the ability to manipulate human motivations and desires and develop a need for goods with which the public has at one time been unfamiliar—perhaps even undesirous of purchasing.7


One such client was a cigar manufacturer that had spent thousands of dollars on an advertisement that failed. It depicted a smiling woman handing out cigars to her husband and his friends. Although attractively painted and widely displayed, the advertisement actually led to a dramatic fall in cigar sales. Dichter explained that men smoked cigars because doing so, subconsciously, made them feel dominant and important. The cigar, he claimed, was a phallic symbol; by showing a woman encouraging men to smoke, the advertisement was psychologically neutering the company’s male customers. The illustration was promptly altered, the copy rewritten, and sales improved dramatically; although just what these subtle changes actually were is lost to posterity.


As the Second World War ended, the massive manufacturing capacity that America had built up during hostilities was rapidly switched to civilian production. With the resulting vast inventories to sell, advertisers began listening ever more attentively to the psychologists. According to these experts, society was entering the “psycho-economic” age, in which their challenge was not merely to promote mass-produced products but to mass produce consumers.


In his presidential address to the National Council on Family Relations, sociologist Clark Vincent set out this agenda clearly when he explained that the family was no longer merely a production unit, but a “viable consuming unit.”8 Increasingly, advertising executives came to view the general public not as rational, but as driven by emotion and easily manipulated. The more emotional and the less rational consumers were perceived to be, the more advertisers felt justified in indulging in sensationalist or emotional appeals. This view of the buying public was summed up by one senior advertising executive, quoting approvingly the words of a champion hog caller in Kansas:


The words don’t matter, friend, it’s feeling that counts. The great thing is feeling. You got to put passion into it. You got to make that hog believe you got something that hog wants.


By the end of the 1950s, an estimated billion dollars a year was being spent on psychological research. It was these techniques, the desire to manipulate and, as he saw it, socially engineer consumers, that led Vance Packard to write his bestselling book The Hidden Persuaders.


Among the many examples Packard cited was research conducted on behalf of American Airlines to discover why many businessmen were so afraid of flying that they did so only when no alternative form of transport was available. He used a number of projective experiments, such as the Rorschach inkblot test,9 before explaining to his clients that what these men feared was not being killed, but embarrassment and guilt at how their family would receive the news of their death. Using this information, American Airlines developed an advertising campaign directed at housewives. They extolled the advantages of flying away on holiday as a family and of the husband being able to get back home faster if he caught a plane. Airlines also went out of their way to create a “psychologically calm environment” in the cabin.10


However, it wasn’t only advertisers who were attempting to shape public attitudes and opinions. Early in the twentieth century a new profession came into being: the public relations specialist.


Edward Bernays: The King of Spin


In the UK and the US, there are now estimated to be four public relations executives for every journalist. This means that almost every news story you see on television, listen to on the radio, read in print, or peruse on the internet is there only because of public relations, or as some firms now prefer to call it, “corporate communications.” Funded by their clients’ deep pockets, major public relations companies have more money and resources than most media outlets and are in a unique position to bias stories to the favor of their clients. They also have the power to bury bad news and enhance the reputations of even the most disreputable.


Edward Bernays, the “founding father” of public relations, was a hugely influential figure in his day. He was born in Vienna in 1891, his mother Sigmund Freud’s sister and his father Freud’s wife’s brother, making him a double nephew of the founder of psychoanalysis.


During the First World War, Bernays worked for the US Committee on Public Information (CPI), a government-funded propaganda organization whose mission was to advertise and market the “war to end all wars” as the conflict that would “make the world safe for democracy.” After the war, he was instrumental in establishing what his biographer, Stuart Ewen, describes as “a fateful marriage between theories of mass psychology and schemes of corporate and political persuasion.”11


Bernays developed the strategy, still widely used today, of associating unpopular products with popular causes. During the 1920s, for example, he was commissioned by the American Tobacco Company to increase the number of female smokers by encouraging women to light up in public. He realized that the best way to promote this frowned-on action was to link it to the cause of female emancipation. With this in mind, he persuaded women’s rights campaigners to hold up Lucky Strike cigarettes as symbolic “Torches of Freedom” during a protest march down Fifth Avenue in New York. The event made headlines around America and played a significant role in changing public attitudes. Bernays wrote in 1923:


A Public Relations man’s success depends on his ability to create those symbols to which the public is ready to respond… to find those stereotypes, individual and community, which will bring favorable responses… to appeal to the instincts and universal desires is the most basic method through which he produces his results.12


However, even as Packard’s book was flying off the shelves and investment by advertising firms in psychological research had achieved an all-time high, the influence of the Freudians was waning.13 In their place came a new and super-confident group of experts who called themselves “behaviorists.” They dismissed what they considered to be the unscientific hocus-pocus of psychoanalysis and promised to transform psychology into a hard science.


Enter the behaviorists


In 1920, 42-year-old Professor John Broadus Watson was a rising star in the academic world. He had coined the term “behaviorism” in 1912 and the following year had published a widely acclaimed and highly influential paper in the Psychological Review. Here, Watson set out his manifesto for behavioral psychology, a “purely objective experimental branch of natural science” whose goal was “the prediction and control of behavior.”14


The young academic’s glittering career at Johns Hopkins University came to an abrupt end, however, when at the age of 42 he was summarily dismissed after leaving his wife to live with Rosalie Rayner, a considerably younger research student. The scandal left him unemployed and, in those socially conservative times, unemployable in academia. Undeterred, Watson set off for New York in search of new and more lucrative employment. His research had already attracted the attention of a number of senior advertising executives, who saw in behaviorism a powerful tool for influencing the masses. Soon after his arrival in the city, Watson got a job with the J. Walter Thompson agency, where he used his psychological knowledge, together with a flair for salesmanship, to mastermind some of the firm’s most effective advertising campaigns. For Johnson & Johnson, he persuaded American mothers to use baby powder every time they changed a nappy. For Maxwell House, he established the “coffee break” as a tradition in offices, homes, and factories.


Watson promoted behaviorism in such an “audacious, forceful, and crystallising way” that it became “a sales pitch.”15 It made him a fortune and enabled him to enjoy the life of a gentleman farmer on his extensive Connecticut estate. His new theory of the mind exerted a profound influence over the way advertisers and their clients viewed consumers. From being puzzling, contradictory, and emotional individuals driven by unconscious hopes, fears, dreams, and desires, consumers were transformed in the minds of some advertising executives into an unthinking, anonymous “lumpenproletariat.” They were mindless and purposeless, and their behavior could easily be controlled by a series of rewards and punishments, or, to use the behaviorists’ term, positive and negative reinforcements.


Within five years, behaviorism had become the dominant psychological paradigm within the US and an important and influential concept throughout Europe. For advertisers and their clients, it seemed like their prayers had been answered. Consumers, they were assured, could be mass produced as easily as cars or typewriters, by means of the powerful new techniques developed in the psychological laboratories. All one needed to do was to provide the right kind of positive reinforcement in the correct amount and at the appropriate time, and people would not be able to prevent themselves from buying.


Not surprisingly, such views shocked and alarmed many people, especially when they were applied to advertising, suggesting both a willingness to control consumer behavior by manipulating the mind and an ability to do so.


Enter the behavioral economists


Advertising was not the only discipline that was becoming interested in psychology. By the end of the 1970s, a number of leading economists were seeking to increase “the explanatory power of economics by providing it with more realistic psychological foundations.”16


In 1979, the prestigious journal Econometrics published an article by a legendary team of Israeli American psychologists, Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, entitled “Prospect theory: An analysis of decision making under risk.”17 The following year, economist Richard Thaler wrote “Toward a positive theory of consumer choice.”18 Between them, these three authors created not only a new, and initially controversial, branch of economics, but a very different way of understanding consumer choices, which became known as behavioral economics.


Kahneman and Tversky also discovered an important factor in decision-making known as the “anchoring” heuristic. What this is and how it crucially affects the way consumers make decisions will be fully explained in Chapter 4.


Enter the neuromarketers


When I was studying psychology at university in the late 1970s, behaviorism was still a powerful force in the academic world. Many eminent psychologists continued to regard the human brain as an impenetrable “black box” and to dismiss any talk of consciousness, let alone of the subconscious, as unscientific. Nevertheless, what some have termed the “long dark age”19 of psychology was fast drawing to a close.


From the mid-1960s onward, behaviorism began to be replaced by cognitive psychology. This new paradigm focused on the mental processes involved in such crucial skills as memory, language, decision making, and reasoning. Increasingly, psychologists began to perceive the brain as a type of computer. However, since cognitive psychology did not seem to yield much by way of commercially valuable insights, it appeared to be of no great interest or direct importance to advertisers, marketers, and retailers. What did, eventually, cause them to sit up and take notice was the rapidly growing field of neuroscience and the development of technologies that offered a chance to observe the brain in action.


In 2002, Professor Ale Smidts of Erasmus University, Rotterdam, coined the term “neuromarketing”20 to describe the commercial application of neuroscience and brain-imaging techniques. In his inaugural lecture, Smidts explained that neuromarketing’s purpose was to “better understand the customer and his or her response to marketing stimuli, by direct measurement of the processes in the brain,” and to increase “the effectiveness of marketing activities by studying the responses of the brain.”21


When I founded Mindlab in 2001, there was to my knowledge only one other similarly focused company in the world. Today there are more than 250 and academic interest is such that several universities, including Erasmus in the Netherlands, INSEAD in France, Zeppelin in Germany, and Stanford in the US, offer courses in neuromarketing.


The two technologies most frequently used by neuromarketers are quantified electroencephalography (QEEG) and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). I will describe in detail how these work and what they can tell us about consumer behavior in Chapter 3, but in summary, QEEG measures brain activity by recording and analyzing electrical activity inside the head, and fMRI measures changes in the blood flow to different parts of the brain, enabling researchers to detect the areas that are particularly active when carrying out certain tasks. As we shall see in Chapter 3, however, the technology required for fMRI scanning is large, cumbersome, and costly.


Other tools available to neuromarketers include eye tracking, both in the laboratory and in real-life situations, and devices that record changes in heart rate, breathing, muscle tension, temperature, and skin conductance. By equipping shoppers with GPS devices, or using data from their cell phones, it is possible to track their progress through a store, recording which aisles they visit, what displays they look at, and the length of time they spend in each department.


It would, however, be a mistake to regard these high-tech and high-priced devices as the only tools that neuromarketers can use in their quest to gain a greater understanding of consumer behavior. Rather, they are part of a new and rapidly developing toolkit of methodologies, including many psychological tests, that offer valuable insights into the consumer’s subconscious thoughts and how persuasive a brand is being.


To find out what some of these techniques are and how they are being used, we should start by doing what millions of people do every day—go shopping!





2
Hidden Persuaders That Shape the Way We Shop



We are all at the mercy of influences of which we are consciously unaware and over which we have virtually no conscious control.


—Robert Rosenthal, Pygmalion in the Classroom


It’s a fine spring morning in the Big Apple and I’m on a bargain hunt with a difference. My hunting ground is a fashion discount store on the outskirts of the city. My fellow hunters are half a dozen fashion-conscious New Yorkers with a keen eye for a good deal. The store does not look much: the outside is drab and the inside garishly decorated. No sales staff greet or assist the customers and the in-store music is loud. Receding into the distance of its vast, hangar-like interior are rows and rows of racks. Their garish chromium plating gleams brightly beneath the clinically cold glare of uniformly spaced fluorescent lights.


The racks seem to be buckling beneath lots and lots and lots of dresses, suits, hats, scarves, shoes, boots, handbags, manbags, belts, and fashion accessories. Most of these items are more utilitarian than eye-catching, but I, and my bargain-hunting volunteers, know that squirreled away among the run-of-the-mill are some mouth-watering bargains—designer-label goods, from such icons as Ralph Lauren, Versace, Lanvin, Valentino, Miu Miu, and Prada, that would set any fashionista’s pulse racing. What is more, all are being sold at hugely discounted prices.


That a shopper’s heart beats faster when a bargain is spotted is not speculation on my part but an established fact. Among the crowds wandering the aisles and searching eagerly through the well-stocked racks are my volunteer shoppers, women who have generously allowed me to record what happens as they track down things to buy.


A young woman wearing a white woolen beret is one of my guinea-pig shoppers. Her beret, the only unfashionable item on this otherwise immaculately turned-out 23-year-old, is something she is only wearing reluctantly and at my request. It conceals multicolored sensors attached to her scalp by means of gloopy conductive electrogel that will record electrical activity in her brain as she shops. Also hidden from public scrutiny are sensors on her chest that monitor changes in heart rate, and two fastened to the fingers of her left hand that measure her level of physical arousal.


On her nose are perched a pair of spectacles that conceal a tiny video camera and microphone, which record everything she sees and hears during her bargain hunt. All of this equipment is connected, via a spaghetti-like tangle of wires, to a small shoulder bag containing equipment that continuously records what is going on in her brain and body. She has been in the store for 30 minutes and, even in that short space of time, has swooped on a slinky black maxi dress from Theory, a nifty denim vest and jacket from Joe’s Jeans, a swish bag from Prada, and a head-turning fringed dress from Free People, all marked down by a significant amount. As I look on, at a discreet distance, she spots a pair of silver Jimmy Choo high heels at less than half price and gives a whoop of delight.


Back in our lab, my colleagues and I will use the video recordings to match the responses of brain and body to her shopping activity. We will be able to tell, precisely, which of her bargains produced the greatest and the least mental and physical excitement.


We will also be able to discover whether these peaks and troughs were linked to any particular location in the store or position on the shelf or clothes rack. In other words, we will be able to ascertain how the store could enhance the thrill of the chase still further, thereby increasing the amount of time people spend on their bargain hunt and thus the profits to be made.


Our research has shown that, for many consumers, the prospect of being able to buy a much-desired fashion item at a bargain price creates a mental buzz equivalent to winning a lottery prize or even snorting a line of coke. We typically observe a burst of high-frequency beta waves in the frontal regions of the brain when a bargain is spotted. This is accompanied by a sharp rise in the shopper’s heart rate, which can go from around 70 beats per minute to more than 120. There is also a rise in skin conductance, indicating an increase in sympathetic arousal. This is part of the body’s ancient fight, flee, or freeze survival response, the sympathetic branch of what is called the autonomic nervous system. Like the automatic pilot in an aircraft, this “flies” the body by controlling such things as heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing frequency, while our mind is concerned with other things.


Although increased sympathetic arousal can, under some circumstances, be interpreted as a sign of fear or anger, when someone is bargain hunting it is simply perceived as indicating excitement and pleasure. By analyzing precisely how consumers shop for bargains and gaining an understanding of the effects that discovering a deal has on their brain and body, we are able to help retailers make their offerings even more desirable.


Doing the shopping in Portugal


We move from the sunshine and glamor of Manhattan to a cold, damp February morning in the Portuguese coastal town of Porto. Once again, my team have wired up shoppers to monitor their responses as they do their weekly family shop in the vast Continente hypermarket. Like price-conscious consumers the world over, these shoppers keep a watchful eye out for bargains. However, while they eagerly load BOGOFs (Buy One Get One Free), discounted produce, and special offers into their shopping trolleys, what they are really interested in are big brand names. As they maneuver between display shelves stacked with more than 30,000 different items, their attention is mainly directed toward internationally known brands, such as Tide, Persil, and Nestlé, as well as national ones like Xau laundry detergent, Mimosa dairy products, Compal fruit juices, Delta coffee, and Renova’s nationally famous black toilet paper.


It is these familiar items that are picked off the shelves first, while lesser-known products tend to be overlooked. Shoppers may glance at them, they may even lift them up for a closer inspection, but they are significantly less likely to put them into their basket or trolley.


Research such as this provides retailers with valuable insights into consumers’ subconscious responses to key aspects of a store’s layout, signage, and shelf displays. This information enables them to fine-tune their marketing strategy to increase sales. One of our studies, for example, showed that simply changing the position of one product in relation to another boosted sales of both. Other research has revealed that changes in the color or font used in signage, the level or color of lighting, and even the floor covering can exert a powerful influence over buying decisions.


Reading brain waves is not, of course, the only way to gain insights into the brain sell. Other techniques will be described later in the book, but for the moment let us take a closer look at the behavioral aspects of shopping. It is only by understanding the two key motivations underlying shopping that we can start to understand how the hidden persuaders are able to exert their influence.


Going shopping vs. doing the shopping


Going shopping is now the number one leisure activity for consumers in most countries. People go shopping for a wide variety of reasons: for the fun and excitement of acquiring new possessions; for the pleasure of visiting luxuriously appointed malls, gazing at attractive displays, and enjoying the sights and sounds of the bustling crowds; to be flattered and made to feel important by attentive sales staff; as an antidote to boredom or depression; or to meet friends, take exercise, and enjoy a welcome break in routine. Above all, they enjoy the sense of empowerment and control that going shopping provides.


Nevertheless, while going shopping is generally considered highly pleasurable, doing the shopping is usually regarded—especially by men—as a chore, something to be got over and done with as swiftly and with as little effort as possible. The way some men shop can be likened to a SWAT team rushing in to rescue a hostage, grabbing them and getting out as speedily as they can.


Doing the shopping involves buying things you absolutely need but don’t necessarily want. Who, after all, really wants to own washing-up liquid, cat litter, or diapers? They are simply products that people with dirty dishes, cats, or babies have to have.


Consumers do the shopping to meet their needs. They go shopping to satisfy their wants. The difference between the two motivations may seem clear cut—but it is not, as we shall see.


Transforming needs into want-needs


Once a “want” becomes firmly lodged in a modern shopper’s brain, they are not able to focus their mind on much else. The “want” has been transformed into a “want-need.” As Jim Pooler, Professor of Urban and Population Geography at the University of Saskatchewan, puts it:


It can be argued that in our modern economy virtually all purchases, even those that appear to be excessive, reflect real needs on the part of shoppers, and that nothing less will satisfy them. A teenager just doesn’t want the latest fashion trend. Rather in his mind it is absolutely essential that you have clothes or accessories that are in style. An adult does not just want that home theatre system. Rather, because all of his friends have one, he just has to have one… This is the essence of shopping in the modern economy, where virtually everything, no matter how superfluous, is perceived not as a want, but as a need.1


Want-needs may generate an emotional desire so powerful that, as the following story illustrates, it has to be satisfied, no matter what the cost.



These boots were made for buying



At 19, Catherine has an insatiable want-need for boots and shoes. Her bedroom wardrobe and cupboards are filled to overflowing with every type, design, make, and color of shoe. Dress shoes, low-wedge court shoes, chisel-toe court shoes, slip-on point-toe pumps, stiletto-heel sandals, peeptoe shoes, knee boots, point-toe knee-high boots, ankle boots—Catherine has them all, often several pairs in identical styles and colors.


She gets as great a thrill out of purchasing her hundredth pair of boots or shoes as she did when buying her first. The fact that every purchase adds to her rapidly rising debt never deters her from shopping or diminishes the frisson of pleasure she gets when purchasing a new pair.


My Mindlab team and I recorded Catherine’s mental and physical responses while she shopped for shoes at Lakeside, a major shopping mall in the UK. On discovering a pair of boots she desperately want-needed, Catherine’s heart rate rose from 85 to 120 beats per second, her skin conductance shot skyward—indicating intense excitement—and her brain waves shifted from a relaxed to a highly aroused state.


“She’s going to buy those shoes,” I told a colleague as we monitored the young woman’s progress from a nearby van. True to my prediction, that’s just what she did.


What is important to understand is that want-needs are entirely created—not only by advertisers, marketers, and retailers, but also by public relations firms, internet bloggers, tweeters, and broadcast, print, and social media. Neuromarketing also plays a role, as it helps identify ways of tweaking a product to make it more desirable. In a typical experiment, different versions of a product, in a variety of shapes, colors, and designs, would be shown on a computer screen to volunteers who are wired to record their mental and physical responses. Eye tracking might also be employed to reveal the features that are studied most carefully and those that are paid no attention.
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Figure 2.1 The needs, wants, and want-needs matrix


Using digital technology, changes can quickly and easily be made to the virtual product and the experiment run again. The color might be changed slightly, the size enlarged or reduced, the shape subtly altered. By analyzing the subject’s subconscious responses, the product version that generated the most powerful want-need can be identified.


The relationship between wants and needs can be illustrated in the form of a matrix (Figure 2.1).


In Box 1 are products or services that consumers neither need nor want at the present time and are, therefore, highly unlikely to buy, at least for the moment. What is included in this box will, however, vary between consumers and contexts. What one shopper dismisses another may value highly, as items sold at yard sales and charity shops often demonstrate. Similarly, something that is seen as valueless in one context may be highly appreciated at another time or in other circumstances. Pottery discarded on the rubbish pile by Greek and Roman citizens, for example, is now displayed in museums and prestigious auction houses.


The products and services located in Box 2 are items people do not generally want, but may urgently need. Hardly anyone, for example, wants to visit the dentist or go to hospital for an operation. They may, however, need to satisfy the secondary want of removing an aching tooth or restoring their health.


Box 3 contains all those products and services that consumers can be persuaded they want, although they do not actually have any need for them.


Finally, in Box 4 are want-needs, those products and services that, once moved into this category in the consumer’s brain, will virtually sell themselves.


Moving around the matrix: Creating want-needs


Even low-level wants and needs, those found in Box 1, can be transformed into want-needs through marketing and advertising. Here are six ways in which this can be achieved.


Make shoppers work for their purchases


One of the first to recognize that making customers “work” for their purchases was a great way of persuading them to want-need the product was American marketing guru Dr. Ernest Dichter, whom we met in Chapter 1. During the 1930s, he was approached by General Mills, which owned Betty Crocker, to improve sales of its cake mixes. He advised the company to stop using powdered eggs in its cake recipes; instead, it should instruct housewives to add an egg to the mix themselves. The point was not to make the cake taste any better, but to confer a home-made quality on a factory-made mix. The ploy worked perfectly and helped Betty Crocker become a greatly trusted and commercially successful brand. By giving consumers a role in the cake’s creation, however minimal, Dichter enabled women to feel involved in the outcome and, consequently, to value it more highly.


In a fashion discount store, shoppers are obliged to work at discovering bargains. Other retailers encourage customers to achieve a discount by haggling. Allowing them to believe that they have out-smarted the retailer by securing a better price flatters their negotiation skills and makes them desire that item even more.


Occasionally, a shopkeeper may even encourage apparent dishonesty in a customer to close a sale. In his entertaining book Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, Robert B. Cialdini tells the story of two brothers who ran a tailor’s shop in New York. On greeting a new customer, one of the brothers would pretend to be hard of hearing. When the customer asked the price of a suit, the “deaf” brother would call out to his sibling, working in the rear of the shop: “How much is this suit?”


The second brother would yell out a price, which might be $190. Claiming not to have heard, the first would again ask the price. Back would come the same reply as before: “I said $190.” The “deaf” brother would then tell the customer: “He says $90.”


Cialdini recounts that on most occasions the delighted customer would immediately pay the $90 and hurriedly leave the shop, before the pricing “mistake” was discovered.2


In studies where we have wired up shoppers and recorded their responses to situations in which they were either offered a discount or encouraged to haggle successfully, we detected an increase in both mental and physical arousal, which peaked at the moment the deal was closed. Not only that, we also found that consumers placed a greater value on that purchase than would otherwise have been the case. This occurs, at least in part, due to what is called the “misattribution effect,” which arises when heightened emotions are transferred from the situation that caused them to another object or person. Couples on a first date who ride a scary roller-coaster or watch a horror movie together, for example, may find themselves more attracted to one another because they misattribute the adrenalin buzz caused by the experience to the presence of the other person.3


It is the same whenever a shopper gets a bargain. The greater the excitement of the conquest, the greater the importance they attach to ownership. This also applies when people compete with others to buy things in the sales or at an auction.



Create a scarcity



One December afternoon shortly before Christmas, I watched two elegantly dressed, middle-aged women exchange punches in Schwarz’s legendary toy store on Fifth Avenue, New York. The cause of this battle of the blue-rinses? The last remaining Cabbage Patch doll—the 1983 must-have Christmas gift from designer Xavier Roberts—which both were determined to buy. When a want-need is in short supply, shoppers may virtually spill blood to get hold of it.


Well aware of this, manufacturers sometimes deliberately ramp up the excitement by restricting the initial supply to retailers. If a buzz gets going on social media, so that shoppers are tweeting about the shortage and bloggers are discussing it, with luck queues will start forming around the block as people clamor to be the first to own the product in question.


Laboratory studies that my company and other researchers have undertaken demonstrate that scarcity, like cutting a deal, exerts a profound effect on physical and mental arousal. The more people are competing for a product, the greater is each individual’s eagerness to acquire it.


On another freezing night one January, I started measuring the mental and physical responses of a group of young men queuing outside a major London store whose annual sale was due to start at 7.30 am the next day. Their goal? To get one of a limited number of video game consoles being offered at less than half price.


In addition to monitoring their heart rate, skin conductance, and brain waves, I asked them to complete a paper-and-pencil questionnaire. All of these enabled me to track changes in their attitude to that console as the hours crawled by. Far from their resolve faltering in the cold, they became increasingly passionate in their desire to obtain it. As the moment when the doors were due to open came closer, their heart rate, blood pressure, physiological arousal, and brain activity all increased.


When I asked them how they felt when they emerged from the store clutching their purchase, many describe experiencing a giddy high and feeling more alive than at any other time in their life.


“My heart was racing as I reached the counter,” one told me. “I was filled with an overwhelming sensation of excitement. I began to hyperventilate. My hands were sweating. Then I caught sight of the box. It seemed to be beckoning to me!”


These physical changes, and the ever-growing value that those gaming enthusiasts placed on satisfying their want-need, can at least partly be explained by the theory of cognitive dissonance. Developed by American psychologist Leon Festinger in 1957,4 this has become one of the most influential and intensively studied theories in social psychology.


Cognitive dissonance describes the feeling of discomfort we experience when we attempt to hold two conflicting beliefs simultaneously.
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