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People don’t buy because of need or loyalty; they buy on instinct.















INTRODUCTION



Human beings are unpersuadable. They are obstinate. Closed-minded. Skeptical. Resistant to change. By the 1980s, brand managers on the baby care team at Johnson & Johnson had been trying to revive their sagging business for years. Private label brands, with a similar-looking teardrop logo, and Mennen Baby Magic had taken market share. In response, Johnson & Johnson tried launching new products, promoting them as something that could be used by babies and adults, and created emotional campaigns like “Because you never stop caring”—nothing worked. Market share was down, and no one seemed to have a solution. Obviously, this was a problem. With the possible exception of Tylenol, Johnson’s baby shampoo was the crown jewel of the consumer and pharmaceutical giant. And something was amiss. Throughout most of the life of the company, the formula for advertising baby products was like wallpaper: a repeating image of young mothers holding their babies in the traditional Madonna-and-child pose. Anything else was heresy. However, as a young member of the baby care marketing team, I had noticed something. When a dad pushed a stroller down the street, moms’ heads would turn.


I dug into quantitative trends and found that fathers were getting more involved in caregiving. I tested attitude statements and found that moms’ fixation with dad tenderly caring for baby performed at the very top of the heap. So I put on my high heels, scarf bow tie, and skirt suit—the 1990s female version of men’s power suits—and marched into my boss’s office. “I know what we need to do to fix the business,” I told him. He looked unenthused, but I wasn’t fazed. “We need to put the first dad in a baby care commercial.” I smiled triumphantly, expecting a lightbulb to pop up over his head or fireworks to stream through the sky. This was it. A once-in-a-lifetime idea.


With two words, the wind was sucked right out of my sails: “You’re crazy.” Before I could interject, he was on a roll. “It’s moms who buy these products, not dads. We have no research to suggest moms want to see dads taking care of babies, and even if we did, there’s no evidence this would help the business.” With that, he led me out of his office.


But I continued to push the idea, advocating for it at every turn. I explained how we could be the first company in the baby care category to take this untraditional POV. Still no takers. Then came my performance review that year, which included a comment that I will always remember: “Leslie is too passionate about putting fathers in advertising and this demonstrates an overfocus on executional marketing, rather than strategic thinking.” While at Bain & Company, at Harvard, and at Procter & Gamble afterward, I had been told that strategic thinking was my superpower. In fact, I had defined myself by it. Reading this sentence in my review was devastating. But I didn’t stop. I brought the idea up at team meetings, during one-on-ones, at the water cooler. I became obsessed.


Whether they ultimately relented because they genuinely believed in my idea or because they had grown exhausted of me, no one will ever know, but they went ahead and finally put the first father in a Johnson’s baby shampoo commercial. And you know what? It was the highest-scoring commercial in the company’s history. The business started moving again. Management was thrilled.


I had found my first supercharged cue—a back door into consumers’ unconscious minds that has the power to change the trajectory of a business. Dad, instead of mom, giving baby a bath leveraged familiar associations—caring, tenderness, nurturing—but it did so in a fresh, distinctive, and unexpectedly powerful way. Now the brand was not only caring, it was progressive. The ad spoke to men’s sensitive side, showcasing the type of hands-on husband every mom wanted, while giving mom a much-appreciated break. The stark contrast between a strong male body and a fragile, tender baby was also visually captivating and seeped into people’s minds, building memory structure. On the surface, the ad was selling baby shampoo, but unconsciously, it was conferring all of these positive associations onto the brand, a phenomenon that had a direct connection to sales.


The experience led me to a stark realization. We cannot convince anyone of anything, no matter how we try. People’s choices are not based on conscious thought. They don’t make decisions because of facts or even perceived need. They don’t buy products or services on loyalty or emotion. The vast majority of decisions come from the center of instinctive choice that resides in the unconscious mind, from our preferred brand of bottled water to the presidential candidate we vote for. It’s like a lightbulb turning on in a pitch-black room—our eyes widen, and everything just clicks, no thought required. To simplify the complexity of human decision-making, I refer to the brain’s two distinct mechanisms as the conscious and unconscious mind. While of course there is only one brain that operates holistically, it’s the unconscious mind that exerts the most influence on our everyday decisions.


But this is a counterintuitive idea to many. That’s because the belief in conscious decision-making has had a long reign. Nowhere is this idea more entrenched than in the world of marketing and advertising, an industry worth more than $350 billion in the US alone. Marketing departments, ad agencies, and a constellation of research and consulting firms have been built to sway audiences using rules developed back in the middle of the twentieth century, before anyone recognized how we actually make decisions.


These old rules of marketing have penetrated our societal understanding of everything we do, from how we sell products and services to how we form an argument. And they are deeply entrenched. Even kids recognize these rules as unspoken law. When my son was running for class president at age twelve, he insisted his posters had to stand out with a unique message and visual. That rule—part of Marketing 101—is inherent in the societal manual we all have in our minds about how to market anything. But in reality, the human brain is hardwired to connect with the familiar, not the unique.


Traditional marketing, and its influence on our greater culture, has led us astray, causing us to believe the conscious mind is persuadable, that the classic rules of marketing are infallible. But I’m here to tell you they’re not. This is because the conscious mind is skeptical, aware it’s being marketed to and resistant to change. Moreover, the conscious mind only accounts for roughly 5 percent of our decisions, as suggested by Harvard Business School professor Gerald Zaltman and behavioral economist Daniel Kahneman. Think about that for a moment—a staggering 95 percent of our choices are made by our unconscious mind. Still, every aspect of the business, political, and advertising worlds relies on this conscious model of marketing. These ideas are institutionalized, taught, and practiced everywhere, from P&G’s marketing department to MBA programs worldwide. This approach is like selling to a brick wall.


For over fifty years, marketers have followed this traditional model of persuasion: muster more arguments, bombard people with messages, spend more than competitors, and you’ll dominate the market. But we have entered a new age: the Age of Instinct. And like other culturally transformative eras in history, from the Renaissance to the Industrial Age to the Tech Revolution, all spurred by tremendous progress in a particular sphere, this one is no different. Today, that progress has taken place in our understanding of the human brain. And the effects are felt in all areas of contemporary life—from the economy to politics, and education to health care.


The truth is hard for many people to swallow: the traditional conscious-model approach to marketing is dead. In fact, businesses, politicians, nonprofits, and leaders of all stripes are following a method that’s not only out-of-date and largely ineffective, it works against our brains. It’s no wonder so many marketing and advertising efforts have a low return on investment. It helps explain why the top one hundred advertisers’ business growth declined by 4 percent from 2009 to 2019. You can only shout at people so long until they stop listening, or pile on discount after discount until you’re giving your product or service away for free. It’s time to throw out the old persuasion model and embrace a new one, a model based on the way the brain actually works.


BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE COMES OF AGE


After starting my career in marketing at Procter & Gamble, then later moving to Johnson & Johnson, I quickly realized that when you’re on the inside of big corporations, you are expected to follow conventional marketing orthodoxy. My ideas were different from everyone else’s. I maintained that what people say in research is unreliable, telegraphic cues are more effective than direct persuasion, and successful brands have multiple associations for consumers, not one defining identity trait. These ideas and my research were slowly coalescing into a model, one that was entirely different from the conventional marketing model, and which went directly against the core of the P&G training. It did not go over well.


Like most unconventional thinkers, particularly women, when I voiced these unorthodox beliefs, I was often dismissed. But I kept at it. I felt I had to. At many of the companies I worked for early in my career, a number of brands in the portfolio had sluggish growth. No one seemed to understand why. Here I was at the center of the marketing capitals of the world, working for companies renowned for their brand management, yet no one knew how to consistently grow business. If they didn’t know how to drive sustainable growth, then who did?


I watched one brand manager after another try to crack the mysteries of customer conversion and business growth with hit-or-miss results. They were overreliant on promotional incentives, like coupons, buy-one-get-ones (BOGOs), and customer reward programs. And they blindly accepted what consumers reported in research, even though time and time again, marketplace results didn’t pan out. I saw the same thing happen in political campaigns: the polls pointed in one direction, but voting went another way. No one was any closer to discovering the essence of what actually made someone choose a brand, vote for a candidate, or support a particular cause.


So I went to the consumers. I listened carefully as they spoke confidently about reasons they were loyal to the brands they bought, and noticed that when I observed their actual behavior in, say, a grocery store, those reasons seemed to fly out the window. Here, they went on autopilot. Their choices were instinctive, automatic. No contemplation. No “reasons.” They just reached. They explained why they picked up the same brand of soap or cereal every time they went to the store, but in reality, that was a rationalization that took place after they made their choice. In research, what people said was their reason for choosing a brand rarely aligned with the true drivers of their choice. The same was true when they donated to certain charities or voted for one political party over another. Something greater was at play.


In 1995, I left the corporate world to start Triggers®, the first-ever strategy firm founded on the principles of behavioral science. Triggers is also the first brand strategy and research firm founded by a woman that still exists today. Since then, my colleagues and I have worked closely with the very Fortune 500 companies I had left, helping them consistently change their customers’ and clients’ instinctive purchase behavior. Together, our team of expert strategists has guided top companies from McDonald’s and Pernod Ricard to PepsiCo and Mars toward driving faster, more sustainable growth. The results speak for themselves: when clients precisely execute our recommendations, they see growth rates two to three times those of the prior year.


But that doesn’t mean it has been easy. In many ways, we were about twenty years ahead of our time. We were talking about cognitive shortcuts that work at the unconscious level well before behavioral science started to seep into business and popular culture. Dan Ariely’s Predictably Irrational wouldn’t come out until 2008, and Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow didn’t appear until 2011. When they did, they didn’t really change how leaders ran their businesses. Behavioral economics was still viewed as this niche practice that was interesting but not essential to building brands.


Over the past decade, however, interest in behavioral science has exploded. Every top consulting firm and ad agency has behavioral scientists on speed dial, if not on the payroll. It is much more common to see Fortune 100 companies tracking the components of mental availability—situational salience, category relevance, and distinction—to measure their brand health. But most of these approaches are still focused on theory; it’s no wonder that 42 percent of behavioral scientists say they are having difficulty applying the practice in organizations.


We were fortunate enough to have real life as our laboratory. We also had the rare privilege of working with the most forward-thinking marketing and insights leaders, executives frustrated by the status quo in pursuit of a reliable way to achieve bold change. Trusted by clients across industries to fix their greatest brand challenges, we had no choice—we had to change competitive and non-users’ brand behavior. There was no time for theory, just action. That’s how we learned what actually worked. We set out to uncover the secret to how humans choose, and we found it: the command control center of people’s decisions. And with that discovery, we realized we all have the power to change anyone’s mind—even when their instincts seem to be entrenched. By utilizing the built-in, physical, neural pathways that form associations and memories in our brains, and building new ones, it’s possible to influence the choices people make to drive success in any arena.


WE ARE ALL MARKETERS


Without fail, every day, each one of us tries to “sell” something to someone else. Maybe that’s a product or a service. But it could also be an idea at work or in the classroom, where to eat on date night, or what proposals to vote for or against in the upcoming midterms. Or maybe it’s our personality, skills, or experience. In effect, we are all marketers. Whether you are trying to grow your business or your personal brand, get your candidate elected, or get people to buy into your idea or contribute to your social cause, you need to approach the process as if you were building a brand.


For your brand to be accepted and grow in the marketplace, it must first grow in consumers’ minds. This critical link is starting to change dynamics across companies. Approximately 85 percent of CEOs don’t trust their CMOs because they think they’re too focused on splashy creative, not business performance. Indeed, many leaders consider brand development efforts to be a separate discipline that has little direct impact on revenue and share growth. These notions couldn’t be further from the truth. Building a large, thriving brand in the mind is the difference between financial success or failure.


From the beginning, my team and I began using cognitive shortcuts in marketing and advertising to help get competitive users to switch to our clients’ brands. We showed that people’s choices were not consumer driven as much as they were “brain driven.” By creating mental availability for our clients, in which their potential customers would recognize or think of their particular brand when considering a purchase, we ensured they were top of mind. Blue-chip clients were stunned by the performance of the new approach. After forking over millions to large global consulting firms (one thousand times our size) without moving the needle, they finally, and quickly, were driving market share gains at a fraction of the cost and effort.


We weren’t focused on the battle for shelf space out in the marketplace or even for share of voice in advertising—we were focused on winning the competitive battle in their customers’ minds, ensuring their brand gained the Instinctive AdvantageTM over the competition. The theory of competitive advantage assumes that we make decisions based on the actual costs and differentiation of products and services. Well, we don’t. Though the real world influences us, the only reality that matters is the one that exists in our heads. Competitive advantage was developed at a time when business leaders thought people make conscious decisions based on reality. But perception beats out reality every time. Gaining the instinctive advantage is the evolution of competitive advantage, based on applied behavioral science, which shows you can become the first choice in any sphere by reaching people’s instincts. By shedding the old way of thinking and adopting the new rules of instinctive behavior, you can change the trajectory of your personal brand, your business performance, your life.


ACCESSING THE INACCESSIBLE


More often than not, organizations run into trouble because they aren’t aware of what’s going on in their consumers’ unconscious mind. Negative associations accumulate in people’s minds, typically relative to other offerings or trends—and the brand fails to evolve and stay meaningful. Slowly, the brand becomes consumed by negative associations, the brand’s footprint shrinks, and revenue growth starts to decline. Most business leaders see this decline as a product of outside forces: the economy, the stock market, a global recession.


The truth is that there are plenty of examples of companies that are able to gain share in spite of bad times, driving growth even in the face of a new competitor that’s on fire. The secret is to grow your brand in your prospects’ unconscious mind. But if you’re not paying attention to how your brand is faring in their unconscious, you’re not going to know what’s going on with your brand until it’s too late. The unconscious, or instinctive, mind is the first place it happens. The marketplace is the last place it shows up. In a big way.


In the following pages, I provide my science-backed, field-proven methodology for targeting the area of the mind that’s responsible for decision-making. As a brand strategist and behavioral science practitioner who has dedicated my professional life to understanding how people make choices, I lay out the first and only systematic process for expanding a brand’s physical presence in people’s minds. That’s right: the more neural connections an idea takes up in the brain, the more power it has. Our straightforward approach has allowed companies across industries to leverage the memories and associations of consumers to increase sales, and now you can use it to accelerate the success of anything you’re working on. Throughout these chapters, I show you how to grow the physical size and salience of your Brand Connectome® (pronounced “kuh-NEK-tome”), the command center for instinctive choices that resides in the unconscious mind.


What people want most is validation—they want to be told that they are right. That’s why the only way to succeed is to leverage familiar anchors in people’s memories that work with, instead of against, the mind. This is not some type of subliminal advertising. And it certainly doesn’t happen by creating a more emotional communication. You do it by planting a seed, nourishing it, and growing its physical footprint—in people’s minds. As the tree grows—the Brand Connectome—so will your business, cause, or idea, ensuring success over the long term, and a foolproof approach to getting people to buy, vote for, and do what you want.


The health and size of the Brand Connectome in consumers’ minds has a direct correlation to a company’s growth and the health of its profit and loss statement (P&L). When positive associations in consumers’ minds reach a certain point, they buy your brand on “autopilot.” This explains why some personal brands achieve sustainable growth, and others don’t. In the political arena, this phenomenon explains voters automatically pulling the lever for the same party in election after election. And for companies, that means a healthy, growing Brand Connectome is absolutely crucial to financial goals. By adding positive associations through Growth Triggers®, any brand, candidate, or idea can become the go-to, automatic choice. Does that mean they choose you 100 percent of the time? Of course not. Consumers typically buy multiple brands in a category. But this approach ensures that your brand will have more mental availability than your competitors and become your audience’s first choice more of the time.


This book is more than an inside look at the marketing industry or the latest pop psychology—it provides the definitive understanding of and rules of engagement for the hidden forces that shape our world. A scientific way to use the power of instinct has profound implications for anyone who wants to scale businesses or movements faster, using fewer resources while making a greater impact. But success requires a new set of instructions. In each chapter, I share the new rules, all of which I have used to help new brands take off and enable established-but-struggling companies to execute dramatic turnarounds. Once you know the rules, you will see the world through a different lens. As a pioneer of applying behavioral science to practical situations, I have seen it work time and time again in business, politics, and even selling ideas. I’ve also witnessed companies fall flat on their faces when they’ve refused to break away from the marketing tenets of the past.


Although my experiences are rooted in helping Fortune 500 companies, the techniques I provide are applicable to improving personal effectiveness, marketing a small business, championing a cause or candidate, or getting into the college of your choice. This book discards the worn-out rules of traditional marketing and persuasion, crafted over fifty years ago when it was believed that the conscious brain influenced decisions. But it doesn’t work that way. We may think we control our decisions, but we do not. That’s why we need a new set of principles rooted in the understanding that the unconscious brain is king. Unlike the old rules, these new instinct-based principles work with people’s brains instead of against them to change behavior faster and more effectively. Understanding this concept will not only help you build your own brand, it can also help you recognize when people are preying on your unconscious mind, trying to get you to make a choice that might harm, instead of help, you.


Whether you’re an entrepreneur trying to build the next unicorn, a job hunter looking to land a higher-paying job, a freelancer pitching projects, or someone who wants to build their personal brand, even become a social media influencer, you need new rules. If you’re a Fortune 500 CEO, CGO, or CMO with tough growth objectives or head of insights who is tracking the brand mind share, mental availability, or health of the brands you manage, this book will finally give you the means to substantially move your metrics. Think of it as the first operating manual for marketing to the unconscious mind. Using these rules, you can accelerate the pace of any opportunity—getting people to buy, vote, or contribute on autopilot—time and time again. This easily replicable approach ensures that when the choice is made, it is no choice at all—it’s instinct.















Chapter 1



THE CONSCIOUS MARKETING MODEL IS DEAD


Instinct Rule: Traditional persuasion is an uphill battle, which is why you need to take the backdoor route.


Ana’s presentation had not gone as she’d hoped. Walking into her sprawling corner office, dressed in a sharp white suit, she closed the door, let out a heavy sigh, and drifted toward the window, seeking a moment of respite as she took in the striking views of Central Park. Growing up in a South Carolina mill town, she’d always dreamed of living and working in New York City. But now, looking out at the greenery tucked into Manhattan’s grid of skyscrapers, she wondered if she’d made a mistake.


Ana had recently joined one of the top three cosmetic companies in the US, believing she’d been hired to shake things up. Once the market leader of the half-trillion-dollar beauty industry, the company’s public slide from the number-one to the number-three spot had not been pretty. During the job interview with the president of the company’s North American operations, her would-be boss detailed how the brand was overdue for repositioning. He wanted fresh ideas, innovative approaches, and someone who would “jump-start growth.” He thought she could be that someone, and when she left the interview, Ana, a rising industry star, agreed.


In that morning’s presentation, she had argued the company’s celebrity supermodels were too inaccessible. What the brand needed was to go behind the scenes of the models’ lives, exposing their personal beauty challenges, to counteract the “They wake up gorgeous” misconception and make it clear that the company’s cosmetics were enhancing their appearance. Ana had refined the presentation for weeks, tweaking every little detail. Worried her boss would catch wind of what she was working on before she had a chance to make her case, she kept the idea close to her vest. When she got up in front of the president and the rest of the executive leadership team, she felt confident the presentation covered all the important points and would make a real impression. The president’s response was tepid at best. He pushed back, saying, “We tried something similar three years ago and it failed—consumers didn’t want to see our models without makeup on.”


So she doubled then tripled down, trying to argue those points as best she could. She provided market research with page after page of facts and figures, graphs and tables that supported her recommendation. It was all to no avail. The president was convinced it wouldn’t work. He said he just “wasn’t seeing it.” And the more Ana tried to convince him, the more intractable he became. The rest of the executive team stayed silent.


Back in her office, looking out her picture window, Ana suddenly had an epiphany. There wasn’t something wrong with her idea; there was something wrong with how she had presented it. She decided she would not approach the next presentation with an abundance of facts, figures, and research, trying to persuade her boss over to her side. Instead, she would approach selling her plan the same way she launched a new brand in the marketplace. This was simply a different type of marketplace; she just needed buy-in from her boss instead of from the consumer. She would create a marketing campaign around her idea.


Her first stop in the campaign, which she called “Revolutionary Beauty,” was Research and Development, where she learned about the product technology that keeps color applied on lips for eight hours. No competitor had made this breakthrough yet, a significant development Ana felt had been overlooked. “This technology is gold,” she told the department’s VP, who happily agreed. She then moved to Sales, where the priority was to generate a continuous stream of news to drive customer traffic into stores like CVS and Walgreens. Ana explained that “Revolutionary Beauty” paid homage to the brand’s legacy as an innovator while tipping its hat to the need for the industry to evolve. Specifically, the campaign would provide a breakthrough benefit—stay-on lipstick color that makeup influencers could share with their audiences, which would send them running to the cosmetic aisle of drugstores across the country. The sales director liked what she heard. Up next was the company’s legal counsel. An attorney’s perspective would normally only be needed to ensure no trademark violations, but the attorney was a personal and trusted friend of the president of the North American division, who appreciated being solicited for his input. Ana shared her vision.


When the day of the presentation arrived, instead of a typical PowerPoint, Ana started with a visual of the company’s beloved celebrity supermodel spokesperson standing at the peak of an imposing mountain. Wearing a shirt emblazoned with the company’s logo, her hair blowing in the wind, the well-known supermodel hoisted a large gold number one over her head. Farther down the slope, hikers wearing shirts with the logos of competitors struggled to catch up.


A few people in the room chuckled. The president nodded and said, “That’s where we want to be—at the top.” Before she turned to the next slide, the president mentioned he had been hearing positive things about Ana’s idea. Ana smiled before explaining the campaign around the new stay-on color technology and how it would build market share, not just in lipstick but also in lash, eye shadow, and foundation, three categories in which competitors currently had the advantage. She ended with expected press coverage that the company would receive. As hypothetical positive headlines flashed on the screen, she could see people in the room smiling, including her boss.


You can say Ana effectively persuaded her boss—but persuasion had nothing to do with it. During her first presentation, Ana had piled on facts, figures, and every manner of persuasive argument, but those only made her boss more resistant to her recommendation. The second time around was altogether different. Her boss easily accepted the telegraphic symbols and visuals she used. Cues from the company’s golden years created familiarity and comfort. Imagery of the company’s spokesperson climbing the mountain associated the company—and, of course, the boss—with achievement. It was as if they snuck in through the back door, bypassing all of the boss’s objections on the way. By piggybacking on positive associations in his memory, Ana’s recommendations flowed into his mind without resistance.


One after the other, iconic cues in her presentation layered positive associations on top of an existing foundation that had been built by the “word around the office.” Still, Ana didn’t necessarily have to build consensus first through R&D, Sales, and the company attorney. Tapping into these influencers was only one way to affect her boss. For example, if her boss had been open to it, she could have collaborated with him early, building the plan together in a series of meetings. No matter the approach, the boss needed repeated positive exposures to Ana’s idea (early and often) in order for the neural network of the idea to physically grow in his mind. But this wasn’t simply about frequency of messaging. It was about content.


Why did the other members of the executive team nod along this time? Ana had increased the neural network of positive associations for her plan in their minds prior to the meeting. Essentially, they came to the presentation positively biased toward the idea. Although Ana’s overall recommendation was the same, the way she presented it this time was radically different. Ana shifted her boss’s decision from rejection to acceptance and created buy-in from the entire executive team by appealing to their hidden brain.


As Ana discovered, whether it’s the marketplace of ideas around the office, the marketplace of politics, or the marketplace of your child’s school or the college you’re applying to, they all operate in the same way. To succeed, you have to connect with the audience’s unconscious mind. But the old rules of marketing tell us otherwise, negatively affecting our chances of success in whatever marketplace we’re operating in. And even if some of those rules worked in the past, when there was less competition and less noise in the marketplace, they are no longer relevant in the Age of Instinct.


There is a myriad of companies that thrived at one point in time using old marketing tactics, but whose growth gradually, or quickly, slowed down, stopped, or declined. In fact, a recent study showed that of 3,900 brands analyzed over a three-year period, only 6 percent were able to gain market share, 60 percent of those were able to sustain those gains, and fewer still were able to accelerate after their initial growth. This trend is seen with hundreds of top-name brands, across every category, leaving marketers worldwide scratching their heads.


THE FALLACY OF PERSUASION


The conscious persuasion model employed by marketers is based on three things: more, more, and more. Think about it: Retail and grocery stores offer more coupons. Politicians, more arguments about their positions. Health care and Big Pharma? More data via clinical trials. Lawyers provide more evidence. And most brand managers and ad agency leaders believe you have to spend more to make an impact.


This focus on “more” creates a world in which marketers are constantly yelling in their audience’s faces, pushing them to buy, prodding them to choose what they’re offering, in an attempt to convince them to do their bidding. But truth is, this either goes in one ear and out the other or turns people off altogether. Still, this model is employed by marketers and ad agencies across the world, tricking most of us into thinking it is the best way to convince someone to vote for a political candidate, contribute to a cause or charity, or sell a house. The thought is if they only shout louder, spend more, and make better arguments, the customer will surely yield, give in, and comply. This is supposedly how to “persuade” the conscious mind. But the conscious mind is obstinate. In fact, it’s unpersuadable.


This model may be more visible in social media digital marketing than anywhere else. Companies believe that in order to sell their wares today, they must maintain a 24/7 dialogue with consumers. If they don’t keep up the barrage of social media posts and digital ads, they worry they’ll be left out of these “ongoing conversations” and their competitors will prevail. But with such an active digital ecosphere, their message is more likely to get lost than heard. The average American in 2022 saw between four thousand and ten thousand ads per day, double what they were exposed to in 2007. In a never-ending search for more content, more interactions, more likes, a brand’s reputation can even take a hit as their message gets watered down or disappears in the chaos of thousands of ads.


Meanwhile, these companies spend millions, hoping the more money they throw out there, the more attention they’ll generate. It adds up: In 2022, US companies spent a total of $56 billion on social media advertising. Worldwide, brands spent over $173 billion on social media ads, an amount projected to reach nearly $385 billion by 2027. But this model of “more” is a relic from the past, part of the failed traditional marketing approach. Aimed at the rational, conscious mind, it’s the wrong technique because, in reality, that’s not the part of the brain that’s in control. Still, marketers and business leaders have spent the past ten decades trying to persuade people to use their brands, products, and services through an array of techniques from an outdated playbook. They can’t help but follow the old rules. It’s not their fault. They were trained on them; they moved up the corporate ladder with them. They have become ingrained in our collective understanding of how marketing works. The problem is, they were developed in a world that had a radically different understanding of how the brain works.


At Harvard Business School, we were taught that competitive advantage comes from either being the low-cost provider, having product differentiation, or focusing on a particular niche. Seems reasonable, but it leaves out the most important driver of all: perceptions. Highly differentiated, even superior, brands don’t always get that credit in the marketplace; time and time again they are beat out by parity products with perceived superiority. That’s the ultimate competitive advantage because it exists in people’s minds. Another well-established principle, life cycle theory, proposes that brands and products exhibit higher growth when they’re younger and slower growth as they age. But there are many exceptions to the rule. Brands that have been kicking around for fifty to one hundred years—like Coca-Cola, Target, and McDonald’s—can still go through a growth spurt.


Similarly, many research tools that metrics leaders rely on, from brand health tracking studies to the Net Promoter Score (NPS) (a metric of customer advocacy based on how likely a consumer is to recommend a brand they have used before), are founded on questions people answer with their conscious mind. Despite what they say, consumers have no idea why they buy the brands they do, which means their answers to research polls, surveys, and focus group questions are largely unreliable. Recognizing the limitation of such conscious approaches, the field of neuromarketing has come up with a number of offerings, from brain scans, such as EEGs and fMRIs, to emotion tracing and facial-expression coding.


Unfortunately, these new tools have some gaps of their own. Though they go beyond the conscious persuasion model, they don’t tell us what’s really going on “behind the scenes.” Brain scans, for example, are great at showing how a stimulus affects a person’s brain—such as a certain portion lighting up when the person experiences empathy, sadness, or a sense of community—but they don’t explain why. Why does looking at a certain image cause us to feel joy? Unless we look at the underlying associations, we simply cannot know. These newer techniques are encouraging, as they begin to move the research community toward a greater emphasis on the unconscious mind. However, they don’t provide quite enough insight into the network of memories and associations that influence a person’s decisions.


The truth is, changing people’s perceptions and behavior is not about emotion. It’s about memories. It’s not about coding people’s facial expressions in response to stimuli. That’s external. It’s not about attributes. It’s about understanding the associations that live on our neural pathways. Moreover, every technique traditional marketing uses to drive business—from inundating people with social media posts to promotional incentives—is aimed at changing the conscious mind. None of the traditional techniques focused on persuading the conscious mind, nor the new techniques that purport to have the inside track on the brain, have proven fruitful in consistently driving growth and market share.


THE PATH OF GREATEST RESISTANCE


Facts don’t have the power to affect our decisions as much as we’d like to think. What we are happy to believe, however, is information of any kind that confirms our worldview, that which we can consciously point to when we want to prove to others, and ourselves, that we’re right. This confirmation bias is the foundation of the social media echo chamber that has contributed to such division in US politics and society. The more we hear or read a point of view that confirms our own, the more we click on it, the more we interact with it. Meanwhile, we reject ideas that don’t conform to our worldview.


The more we click, the more entrenched our point of view becomes and, as a society, we grow more and more polarized. In the same way that Gaston used inflammatory rhetoric (“The Beast will make off with your children… he’ll come after them in the night”) to incite the crowd of the poor provincial town in Beauty and the Beast, getting the townspeople to light their torches and hunt down the beast, Facebook fuels angry mobs online. Obviously, this presents a problem: If people are so stuck in their ways that they are unwilling to listen to another point of view, how can we ever expect to change someone’s mind, preference, or behavior?


By working with the unconscious mind, you can tap into people’s existing memories and affect their decisions. In the process, you take the path of least resistance. Professor Adam Grant, author of Think Again, has come to a similar conclusion when considering two different mindsets. In the adversarial mindset, a person takes on the role of preacher, politician, or prosecutor when communicating with others or making an argument. This mindset leads people to spout their point of view without listening to the other party involved. In essence, this is the conscious persuasion model at work, pushing the audience toward a choice. Grant contrasts this mindset with one that is collaborative, in which people take on the role of a scientist. Here, people listen with curiosity and maintain a sense of humor to try to find deeper meaning and a common ground. Not surprisingly, the collaborative mindset is more effective in changing people’s choices.


Though Grant makes some excellent points, he stops short of explaining exactly why the collaborative mindset works and how we can use it to affect people’s decisions. What’s really going on here is that, instead of working against the conscious mind, a collaborative mindset works with the unconscious mind, influencing people’s instinctive behavior by connecting with what already exists in people’s minds. The collaborative mindset leverages how our brains work; the adversarial mindset works against it.


For example, in 2020 when the long-running, beloved host of Jeopardy!, Alex Trebek, tragically died of pancreatic cancer, Sony Pictures tried out a parade of guest hosts to replace the irreplaceable. They were trying to find the right formula, but they took on an adversarial mindset, utilizing a conscious persuasion approach. Remember what that approach relies on? That’s right, more.


One day, they tried out football star Aaron Rodgers. Another, the iconic journalist Katie Couric. Anderson Cooper had a chance as well. For viewers, it was a little like whiplash. The results spoke for themselves: audience ratings kept sliding, from 6.1 in January of 2021 to 4.8 in May. Producers assumed the scores were a reflection of the viewers’ interest in each new host. But that was not the case. Rather, as audience ratings declined, a gradual deterioration of the Jeopardy! brand was taking place in viewers’ minds.


You can understand why Jeopardy!’s producers initially gravitated toward these celebrities. They needed a substitute; why not make it someone famous? The thought was likely that a famous person would resonate with the audience as a known entity, and even make the show more popular. But what they missed was that the new hosts had nothing to do with Jeopardy! fans’ cumulative memories of the show. They weren’t a fit. Jeopardy! needed to ease their audience into a new host—creating an evolution of the brand rather than a disruption with the past. Instead, every time they tried out another new host, they actually created cognitive dissonance with viewers’ existing image of the brand. The audience was confronted with something new that didn’t quite compute with their existing notion of Jeopardy! Not only were none of these people Trebek, most of them seemed entirely foreign to the show.


By making major changes to their beloved brand, instead of building on what already existed, Jeopardy! went against the audience’s expectations. It was like entering your favorite, most comfortable room in your house and suddenly finding it filled with different furniture. With each new host, audience ratings declined a little further, which management interpreted as an evaluation of each new host. But our understanding of instinct suggests that each daily score wasn’t a judgment of each host at all. Rather, the declining ratings were a case of what I call “brand atrophy”—a loss of Brand Salience in the audience’s minds. And the more time went on, the more faded the memory of Trebek’s show became. What Sony needed to do was choose a person based on one simple criterion: Who had the strongest connection to Trebek and the show? Instead of trying to cram new hosts down viewers’ throats—the adversarial approach—they had to find someone whose association with the show, and specifically Trebek, led to feelings of familiarity and continuity. They needed to bypass viewers’ instinct to reject any new host (“None of these people are Trebek”) and influence their unconscious minds.


One guest host fit the bill: the well-known former Jeopardy! contestant Ken Jennings, who still holds the record-setting seventy-four-consecutive-games win, worth a total of $2.52 million, on the show. Though Sony ultimately landed on a cohost model, including award-winning actress Mayim Bialik, Jennings was hailed as saving Jeopardy! in 2022 when he was chosen as the second cohost. He was recognizable and had history with the show. Any die-hard fans who watched his winning streak in 2004 saw him standing next to Trebek seventy-four games in a row.


Trebek had been the face of the Jeopardy! brand since 1984. Introducing a totally new face would be like relaunching the brand. It would be as if Disney switched from Mickey Mouse to Snoopy, or Aflac switched from their famous white duck to Big Bird. But by bringing fans another familiar face, there was already an existing association between Jennings, the show, and its former host. When Jennings appeared as the host, existing memories about him kicked in, and viewers were automatically biased toward him. Positive bias is at the root of any brand preference—whether for your favorite TV show or your go-to political party—and it is based on cumulative memories, either positive or negative. Again, when you leverage a positive bias, you take the path of least resistance. That’s because you are piggybacking your idea, opinion, or product onto associations the person you’re trying to influence already has. This approach is so much easier than starting from scratch.


When we typically think of memories, we think of something wispy or amorphous. But in reality, the memories and associations that exist in our minds are scientific, measurable. It might have become habit for the marketing industry to rely on conversions, clicks, and eyeballs as a bellwether of consumer preference and action, but none of these metrics actually help predict what consumers are going to do next. The fundamental reason people choose one brand over another, or prefer one TV host over another, has to do with the space it takes up in our brains. It’s all physical.


OUR PHYSICAL BRAIN


Our understanding of the human brain has evolved immensely over the past fifty years. Prior to the 1960s, it was thought that the brain was much more static than it is known to be today. In fact, scientists believed that the brain’s physical structure could only change when we were infants and children. By the time we reached young adulthood, they thought that was it—our brain’s structure was pretty much permanent, incapable of change. But with advances in technology, cross-field collaboration, and a growth of neuroscience research, that theory fell apart. And with the discovery of stem cells in the adult brain in the 1990s, scientists began to think that neurogenesis, in which new neurons are formed in the brain, was possible. Neurogenesis in the hippocampus is now believed to play a major role in our memory, mood, and ability to learn new things.


Neurogenesis is just one facet of neuroplasticity, our brain’s ability to physically change as a result of new inputs, information, and overall experiences. This means our neural networks can be altered or reorganized, and new ones can grow. Though there is more than one type of neuroplasticity, when our brain’s physical structure changes as a result of something we’ve learned, that’s called structural plasticity. Structural plasticity takes place throughout our lives as we continue learning. So the physical structure of the adult brain can be changed, and it actually happens all the time.


There is the well-known example of London taxi drivers, whose intimate, specified knowledge of the twisting, tangled streets of the city stimulate their brain development. A five-year study that concluded in 2011 showed that, through training, these cabbies’ hippocampi actually became larger than average. As described by one cabbie when asked what it’s like when they pick up a fare and are given a destination, “It’s like an explosion in your brain. You see it instantly.” The test to become a London cab driver is known as the Knowledge of London, an exam so difficult, it has been referred to as “the hardest test, of any kind, in the world.” Memorizing the city’s every street (all twenty-five thousand of them), landmark, and monument, from the largest to the most minute, takes up so much physical space in the brain, other gray matter is crowded out. Research actually shows that London cabbies’ short-term memory is worse than a control group’s, as is their ability to form new associations via visual information. It seems that the Knowledge dominates their brain to the exclusion of all else. When such drivers retire and no longer need to use the Knowledge, their hippocampi begin shrinking back to average. Bottom line: when people learn something new, their brain grows.


Every meaningful interaction with an idea, one in which the idea is made memorable and “sticks” in our mind, rewires our brain; the same goes for any “sticky” interaction with a company, brand, or TV show. Learning about a company’s CEO in a documentary, growing up with a mom loyal to a certain juice, seeing a captivating post on social media—any meaningful encounter changes the physical structure inside our heads. In the process, memories and associations form.


When it comes to making choices, the brain isn’t a neat and orderly database. Nobody consults an internal list of pros and cons for each available option before deciding on a car, tube of whitening toothpaste, or job candidate. Instead, all of our choices are based on associations and memories that live on the neural pathways of our brains. These pathways create vast interconnected vectors of neural activity.


As explained by Geoffrey Hinton—a former engineering fellow at Google Brain and cognitive psychologist, known as the “Godfather of AI”—these vectors interact with one another, leading to one’s instinctive preferences and behaviors. And instincts are driven by what the human brain does extremely well: analogical reasoning. It was previously thought that our brains are akin to “deliberate reasoning machines,” but in reality, Hinton explains, the human mind is constantly making analogies between trillions of associations, memories, images, sounds, and more, rapidly coming to intuitive conclusions. Artificial intelligence (AI) works in a similar way. In fact, it’s this enlightened understanding of how the human brain operates that enabled the massive leap forward in AI technology. AI operates on an analogic model, mirroring how the human brain and the Brand Connectome work. But while large language models, such as the one first popularized by ChatGPT in November 2022, have half a trillion to a trillion connections, Hinton points out that “our brains have 100 trillion connections.”


This unconscious decision-making, now thought to control 95 percent of the choices we make all day long, has minimal conscious thought involved. It’s dictated largely by these neural networks. In fact, our conscious thoughts are believed to be more of an after-the-fact rationalization of what we feel and do intuitively. That is why the conscious persuasion model favored by traditional marketing is so ineffective at changing minds. If you simply tell someone what they should believe, whom they should vote for, or what product is better than another, they won’t listen, and you’ll make no impression on these networks of interconnected vectors. What you need to do instead is go in that back door—the unconscious mind—by actually changing the physical neural pathways in people’s brains. When you’re able to do that, their choices become instinctive—the holy grail of creating preference for a particular brand.


INSTINCTIVE BRAND PREFERENCE


Most people think of a brand as a logo, product, or service. In addition, they might think of marketing campaigns or ad copy, that targeted ad that popped up in their social media feed. That’s pretty much the extent. But this view is entirely too limited. A brand is everything that it is connected to. It’s not just the product or logo, it’s all the connections the brain has created about the brand—it could be the people who work at the company, the consumers who use the brand, and a myriad of images, ideas, and memories the brand brings to mind. Simply put: a brand is known by the associations it keeps.


No matter your brand, you need to think about it in a way that’s larger than what’s right in front of you. Otherwise, it will always remain small and confined, which is the exact opposite of what you should aim for—you want large and sprawling. Or in behavioral science parlance, you want salience, the ability to stand out above all other options. As people’s brains are pounded by choices left and right every single moment of every day, the salience of your brand is the primary determinant of whether or not it receives attention and, in the end, is chosen.


Salience is created by having associations that reach far beyond a well-designed logo or a flashy ad. These associations must relate to things people actually care about and that are meaningful in their lives, whether presently or in the past. And you want to have tons of them, so many connection points they overpower even the mere possibility that your target audience would dare do anything but select your brand. When your brand has this abundance of positive associations, you create a larger physical footprint in the brain, leading to what I call instinctive brand preference.


Instinctive brand preference is automatic, repetitive purchase behavior. This is when people make your brand their “go-to.” They buy it over and over again without thinking, as if they are on autopilot. For example, in a grocery store, this autopilot purchase behavior means your customer reaches for Coke or Pepsi, Colgate or Crest every time they are in the aisle or looks for that particular Goya logo on a can of black beans. It’s as if they can’t even see the other options. They don’t have to do an ounce of soul-searching to make the decision and they certainly aren’t comparing your product to any other. They just reach blindly and throw that gallon of water and can of beans right in the cart. According to Triggers’ managing director and former Havas and BBDO exec Morgan Seamark, it’s so unconscious, they might as well be sleep-shopping.


This is the most profitable type of purchase because it happens with little in the way of incentives, promotions, or other marketing support. Coupons, discounts, or other promotions are expensive and produce little to no long-term payoff. Sure, they can produce a short-term bump in sales, but such incentives do almost nothing for your brand long term because you are essentially trying to buy consumers’ loyalty. Instinctive brand preference, however, is the result of creating true loyalty organically, connecting with your audience at that unconscious, instinctive level. Instinctive brand preference is not specific to products or services; the same idea can be applied to watching your favorite TV show, determining which political party you vote for, accepting a start-up business idea or pitch, or choosing what town or state to live in.


Brands that do this best survive the test of time by creating giant ecosystems that touch multiple aspects of people’s lives. Nike, for example, is a go-to athletic brand because it has more connections to more touchpoints in people’s minds than any other sports brand. Associated with perseverance, grit, style, and importantly, success, it has its own massive neural network in people’s minds. With 650 sponsorship deals across 140 leagues and organizations, the Nike swoosh is omnipresent in all the places you’d expect it to be—and perhaps some where you wouldn’t. It is of course emblazoned on sneakers, baseball caps, jerseys, and uniforms of more aspirational sports figures and teams than any other brand, but with Nike having become an international fashion brand, partnering with the likes of Kim Jones of Dior and Rei Kawakubo, the founder of Comme des Garçons, the logo also pops up in the top fashion shows. Nike stages scavenger hunts using a dedicated app for limited-edition kicks, attracting the most devoted sneakerheads of all ages, and museums, such as the Rubell in Miami, have held exhibits featuring designer versions of their shoes—the swoosh always front and center. And Nike creates as much fanfare about its new SNKRS “releases” as Steve Jobs did with the iPhone introduction. This excitement fuels their shoes to become part of the cultural conversation around art, technology, and business; its Brand Connectome goes way beyond sports.


When negative associations enter into people’s neural pathways, which they invariably do with any business, Nike immediately addresses them, so they are unlikely to stick. For example, in the 1990s, Nike came under increased scrutiny for their suppliers’ labor practices in Southeast Asia, which included underpaid workers, child labor, and poor and unsafe working conditions. The company responded to this negative PR by establishing greater oversight and transparency, regular inspections of their facilities, a code of conduct for suppliers, and other related measures. Such positive associations were added to much of the public’s mind, and they were able to go on enjoying the brand as they had before. That’s not to say the company has remained entirely clear of controversy, including in 2020 when it was found that one of Nike’s suppliers, Qingdao Taekwang Shoes Co. in China, had been using forced labor, with hundreds of ethnic Uighurs being sent to work there by local authorities. But with all of the positive brand associations out there, this news seemed to go fairly unnoticed.


Another go-to sports brand is the Yankees, extending well beyond the game of baseball itself and leading to its dominance, and $6 billion valuation. The most valuable team in baseball (though Mets fans would bristle at the notion) is careful to build positive associations with their brand that span generations of fans. They elevate their players to near superhero status, making connections between those past and present and creating one large vector stretching across fans’ minds. Each new generation of Yankees players stands on the shoulders of those who came before them. Aaron Judge, widely considered the Yankees’ best player (winner of the American League MVP in 2022) is an evolution of the star era of the earlier 2000s, with players like Derek Jeter and Mariano Rivera.


This connection is made for fans through the respect the team gives to players of the past, with public rituals like retiring the jerseys and numbers of top players, which turns them into beloved icons. Monument Park, located in Yankee Stadium’s center field, acts as a museum to past players, reinforcing their heritage so that it’s not lost. When Aaron Judge was anointed the Yankees’ captain, the designated jersey (featuring a Nike swoosh, by the way) was given to him with Derek Jeter at his side. The brand is essentially continuous. By never fully breaking with the past, new players continue the brand, just with some new faces. They avoid the Jeopardy! problem discussed earlier by continually reinforcing their heritage so it stays in fans’ collective memory.


Does this mean that the Yankees can rest on their laurels? Of course not. No brand can. If fans grow mistrustful of leadership—keep in mind, the owner and coaching staff are part of a team’s network of associations—and question whether they are truly dedicated to winning or just the money, even a revered brand can suffer damage, resulting in a devaluation. The fact that the Yankees remain the preeminent, most valuable brand in sports, though they haven’t won the World Series since 2009 (a date that stands out in our family’s memories, as we took our two sons, giddy with excitement, out of school to attend the ticker-tape parade in Lower Manhattan), proves that what matters is not actual superiority but perceived superiority, which is far more important.


As discussed, competitive advantage is limited. Success for a brand does not come from actual or tangible superiority, it comes from perceived superiority—a well-managed, large, positive physical presence in the mind. But perceptions require constant upkeep and nurturing. By pursuing new top players and keeping the former ones alive in their neural networks, the Yankees can create continued salience and remain the instinctive brand preference for millions.


Brands like Nike and the Yankees go beyond product categories and sports teams to become worlds unto themselves, pulling us inside. In the process, they create customers of all ages for life. But you don’t need to be Nike or the Yankees to become the go-to choice. By understanding how brands grow in the human brain, you can build your start-up, political candidate, or social cause rapidly—and make an impact sooner than you think. But in order to do so, you must first leave the old rules of conscious, persuasion-based marketing behind and start using a new set of rules that help you harness people’s instincts. To become your audience’s go-to, you need to build your Brand Connectome and grow its presence in their brains until it takes up so much physical space, they reach for your brand on autopilot.
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