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To Georgia and Ivy:


I pray that you see the world more vividly than I ever did
and that you make a bigger impact on the world than I ever could.


I love you.










INTRODUCTION




I do this for my culture.


—Jay-Z





THE 1960S WERE A DECADE OF SWEEPING SOCIAL CHANGE. From civil rights to gay rights, the Hispanic movement to the second wave of feminism, America experienced a decade of culture shock. These changes brought with them new ideas and new identities, which in turn led to new behaviors and new norms. Take, for instance, the rise of “hippies,” a countercultural collective that was born out of the “Beat generation” the decade prior. Like Beats, hippies rebelled against the conventions of the status quo. They adopted a bohemian outlook that challenged capitalism and traditional norms in favor of egalitarianism and free thought. The cultural characteristics of hippies were obvious, and those who subscribed to their beliefs adopted them in droves. They donned the look—long hair, tie-dyed clothes, bare feet—and adhered to the traditions of free love and (ironically) anticonformity. Over time, their way of life spread across the country and amassed legions of new community members.


In 1965, at least a thousand hippies lived on Haight and Ashbury Streets in San Francisco, California. By 1966, that number had jumped to fifteen thousand. A hundred thousand people attended the 1967 Summer of Love festival in San Francisco, and five hundred thousand people attended the Woodstock music festival in 1969. Before long, millions of people had adopted the hippie cultural characteristics. Soon the counterculture had become the mainstream culture, but by the end of the decade, the allure of the hippie generation had faded—only to be reborn, just shy of forty years later, as twenty-first-century urban hipsters.


Like hippies, hipsters challenged the ideals of capitalism and bought in to the beliefs of egalitarianism. But instead of the tie-dye and bare feet of their predecessors, hipsters wore plaid shirts with suspenders, “ironic” facial hair, and dark-rimmed glasses. And their adult beverage of choice? Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, also known as PBR. There was nothing in particular about the liquid that endeared it to the hipster community. No proprietary brewing filtration system or special hops that gave it a unique taste. No, there was nothing intrinsic to the beer itself to which PBR’s magnetic pull on urban hipsters could be attributed. Nothing inside the can, that is, but everything outside of it. Everything about the brand.


As a brand, PBR represented autonomy and freedom of expression, both of which were core tenets of hipsters’ shared beliefs and ideology. While other beer brands with enormous marketing budgets spoke to the masses through splashy television ads, PBR strategically used its modest resources to speak to the fringe with off-kilter tactics such as sponsoring bike messenger rodeos and opening artist galleries in hipster havens like Portland, Oregon. PBR eschewed celebrity endorsements and refused to run commercials during the Super Bowl because these tactics seemed out of step with its countercultural beliefs. The brand’s intentional rejection of mainstream sensibilities felt more like a social protest than marketing communications, and this posture fit the rebelliousness of hipsters. PBR didn’t use its marketing resources to convince consumers that the brand was cool. Instead, it actively lived out its beliefs as an outsider brand that deviated from the norm of its more traditional competitors. This made PBR seem cool to hipsters who themselves were outsiders to mainstream America—much like the hippies and the Beats who preceded them. Furthermore, PBR didn’t “market” to hipsters. It was “chosen” by hipsters who shared a penchant for dissent with the brand. And these fellow dissenters consumed PBR as a symbol of protest.


PBR was more than a beer for the hipster community. It was a badge of identity, a receipt of hipsterdom—a lifestyle of dissent and autonomy—that transcended the functional utility of the product and elevated it to an artifact within the hipster culture. Subsequently, those who subscribed to this identity naturally drank PBR, and it spread to other like-minded communities as well—to the tune of roughly two hundred million liters over the course of five years. While category leaders such as Bud Light and Busch were declining, PBR was experiencing hockey-stick growth. Within a matter of four short years, the 150-something-year-old company had become a $1 billion business, thanks in large part to the hipster community and its cultural consumption.


We see this kind of relationship everywhere. Like skaters to Supreme, early hip-hop to the LA Raiders, and Republicans to Fox News, people gravitate to the entities that are representative of their identity and corresponding beliefs. We have seen this phenomenon play out in the acceptance and adoption of fashion (Yeezy sneakers), music (Cardi B), cars (Tesla), smoking (Marlboro), dieting (Atkins), and political affiliations (MAGA). They manifest in collectives like the Harley-Davidson Owners Group (affectionately known as H.O.G.s), Apple fanatics, Patagonia loyalists, hypebeasts, QAnon members, and Bernie Bros. The actions of the people in these groups extend far beyond a commitment to a shared consumption behavior or voting allegiance. Their identity is intentionally reflected in and projected through these brands, so strongly that the brand, product, or organization transcends its categorical label and becomes a part of their cultural practice.


If you look at photos taken before the twentieth century, there is a 99.99 percent chance that no one in the picture will be smiling (the academic in me must allow for at least a 0.01 percent margin of error because . . . science). Why is that? Deductive reasoning might propose that this phenomenon is due to the limitations of technology at the time. When I first pondered this question, my mind immediately went to portraits that were painted of royalty, dignitaries, and notable families. It took a great deal of time for painters to portray their subjects. One sitting alone, of the many sittings necessary before a painter could render a completed portrait, could take hours. Sustaining a smile for these long durations would be terribly taxing on the facial muscles of a posing subject. Therefore, the subjects for these paintings would don a solemn facial expression, which resulted in pictures with no smiles.


While that may have been the case for paintings, photographic portraits required far less effort from their subjects, which undermines this hypothesis about why people didn’t smile when their pictures were taken. In fact, what is believed to be the first photograph of a person was taken by accident in 1938 when Louis Daguerre, a photography enthusiast, snapped a picture of what appeared to be an empty street in Paris, France. Unbeknownst to him, according to reports, his photo also captured a nondescript man getting his shoes shined, which goes to show that it didn’t take much to have your picture taken—and debunked the “facial muscle taxation” argument I had begun to ponder. Interestingly, a year later, the first self-portrait was taken by Robert Cornelius, an amateur chemist who set up a camera, removed the lens cap, and ran into frame while the shutter snapped. It is said that he sat in front of the camera for about a minute before he produced what would be considered the first “selfie.” Again, it didn’t take much effort to be photographed. So what was going on here? Why were people so averse to smiling in photos?


There is a case to be made for dental hygiene, a practice that wasn’t established until 1913 by Dr. Alfred Fones in Bridgeport, Connecticut. Before then, the negligence of dental care did not boost people’s confidence to show their (less than) pearly whites in a photo. However, according to Today’s RDH, a digital media publisher for registered dental hygienists, it wasn’t until the 1950s and 1960s that access to advanced oral care became more widely available to Americans, thanks in part to the Civil Rights Act. Yet, as evidenced in a study by a team of researchers from the University of California, Berkeley and Brown University, the transition from stoic faces to smiling faces in photos had begun decades before this moment in time. Their research examined thirty-eight thousand high school yearbook photos taken from 1905 to 2013 and measured the lip curvature in those photos due to the zygomatic muscles in our faces that are engaged when we smile. According to their findings, photographed smiles were on the rise around the 1920s, some twenty years after the first smiling photo of a US president—Theodore Roosevelt—was taken and almost a century after the first-ever photo of a US president—John Quincy Adams, who of course was not smiling—was taken.


What I came to learn about this mystery is that it had almost nothing to do with the technology of cameras and little to do with the advancement of dentistry but everything to do with culture. In those days, practitioners of the fine arts considered smiling to be a practice saved for peasants, dimwits, drunks, or children. Essentially, to smile in a photo meant that you were of a lower class; therefore, people wouldn’t smile in photographs as a strategy to project their desired social status. This shared belief fortified what would become a ubiquitous cultural norm in society at that time, much to the dismay of Eastman Kodak, the New York–based company that dominated the amateur film market. Since photos were seen as a serious endeavor, used for artistic expression and archival documentation, people weren’t taking a ton of photos. In response to this challenge, Kodak invested its resources and energy to reposition photo-taking as a way to capture joyous moments.


Fittingly, the people represented in Kodak’s advertising material were all happy—and, of course, smiling. It wasn’t long before we went from saying “prune” before the camera snapped, to mitigate the possibilities of a grin crossing our faces, to saying “cheese” in hopes of maximizing our smiles. This conclusion is further substantiated by the high school yearbook study’s findings.


People’s beliefs about photos had changed, and consequently, their behaviors changed in a systematic and predictable fashion. Through its marketing efforts, Kodak was able to turn the tide of consumption, not because of any specific product advancement alone but rather because of its understanding of culture. Oddly enough, though Kodak went on to become a multibillion-dollar business decades later, the company faced ruin in the late 2000s because it had missed another cultural shift: digital media as a means of connecting people through photos as relationship currency. The company’s leadership misread the cultural cues, and what was once a category-defining business was ultimately forced to file for bankruptcy by 2012.


This is the power of culture. It’s contagious, and it influences people to move in predictable ways. Whether we are aware of it or not, this influence is happening all around us all the time. And those who understand the dynamics of culture are more likely to have influence, while those who do not are almost always influenced by those who do. It doesn’t matter if your product is better or your cause is more noble. The ones who lead culture—who contribute to the cultural characteristics of a community—tend to be more successful than those who follow trends.


For years, Bose was considered the trusted category leader in the consumer audio electronics space. But when Beats by Dre came to market in 2011, it rapidly overtook Bose’s standing. Was Beats a better product? Sonically speaking, it empirically was not. But Beats was more than just a device for listening to music. It was a symbol that signaled to the world who you were and, perhaps, even who you were not. People walked around with Beats headphones around their neck as an accessory, a cultural artifact, that just happened to play music. As the cultural scholar Douglas Holt put it, “Culture side-steps conventional value propositions, functional or category benefits, and mind-share marketing.” It moves beyond a brand having the sharpest razor, the fastest car, or the longest-lasting battery. Culture supersedes all these product differentiators because it does not revolve around what the product is. Culture focuses on who we are.


All of this begs a series of questions. What is culture exactly? Why does it have such a powerful effect on people? And finally, how might a marketer, manager, leader, or entrepreneur leverage the power of culture to influence collective behavior and inspire people to move? Well, my friends, that’s exactly what this book aims to address. So let’s get started.


Culture is one of those words that is often used but seldom understood. We think we know what it is, but we almost never do. This is not surprising considering both the intangible nature of culture and our relatively loose use of it in our everyday conversations. The irony is that culture is our everyday life. It’s “how we do things around here,” and its omnipresence in our lives makes it very difficult to comprehend and, subsequently, hard to define. It’s like explaining water to a fish—we live in it, we navigate through it, and it encompasses everything around us. My frequent collaborator and thought partner John Branch, a marketing professor at the Ross School of Business, University of Michigan, refers to culture as the program for everyday living. Like the programming code that makes up an operating system, providing a navigable user experience and running applications, culture is the programming code that informs where we go, what we do, and how we do it for just about every facet of our everyday lives.


Take, for instance, what you ate for breakfast this morning. If you live in the United States, it is likely that your breakfast consisted of some combination of eggs, bread, cereal, milk, and/or coffee—that is, of course, assuming you did not skip breakfast altogether, which is quite common here. In China, however, breakfast typically consists of dumplings, noodles, or maybe a rice-based dish or drink. Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia, breakfast might comprise dates, bread, cheese, yogurt, and coffee. Each of these societies has its own program for everyday living, a code for what is considered normal. We know this intuitively when we visit other countries. We ask about the food, the dress, the music, the customs, and all the other codes that make up people’s everyday life—the characteristics that make up their culture.


The metaphor for culture as a programming code lends itself nicely to a Durkheimian view of culture. Émile Durkheim, widely considered one of the founding fathers of sociology in the 1800s, referred to culture as a system of symbols, beliefs, and values used by groups of people to establish norms and roles. Durkheim underscored the complexity of culture, as a “system” that defines a group of people, while also providing some elemental codes that collectively make up the system—shared beliefs (values and principles, a way of thinking), rituals (traditions, social norms), artifacts (symbols, clothes, decorations, tools), and, of course, language (dialect, lexicon, songs, poetry). Durkheim called these elemental codes “social facts,” a manner of thinking, feeling, and acting that is constructed by society at large. In this way, social facts are the collective representation of social behavior for a distinct group of people.


Though these social facts are external to the individual, they put pressure on each of us to behave in a particular—and predictable—manner. For instance, in the United States, if someone extends their hand upon greeting you, it is customary to mimic the gesture and interlock hands for a few brief seconds. Why? Because shaking hands is a social fact here, much like bowing is in Japan or air kisses on cheeks are in France. To do otherwise in this scenario, within these respective societies, would be considered at best socially odd and at worst an offense. Therefore, members of a given society adhere to these norms so they don’t experience the social consequences that follow if they don’t. It’s a societal instinct to maintain orderly living, and adherence to these social facts is a large part of how that is achieved.


A WHOLE NEW WORLD


All this talk about social facts, Durkheim, and behavioral adoption may be new to many of you reading this. At least, it was for me. I studied materials science engineering as an undergraduate student, and the only humanities course I took was Sociology 101 during my freshman year. I was a latecomer to this world of human behavior and the social sciences. In fact, I was almost a decade into my career before I was even introduced to this world—or, more accurately, thrust into it. As a newly hired executive at a cutting-edge advertising agency called Translation, cofounded by Steve Stoute and Jay-Z, I was tasked with building and leading the company’s social media marketing practice. However, my understanding of “social” was primarily technology centric. I had a deep knowledge of the social networking platforms that dominated at that time, like Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Foursquare. But I didn’t understand people, which was problematic because “social” is people.


Think about it for a moment. What do “social work,” “social action,” and “social welfare” have in common? They each pertain to people. “Social work” is the practice of enhancing the lives of people, “social action” is a commitment to the empowerment and advancement of people, and “social welfare” is concerned with assisting people. “Social” is all about people, and culture is the governing operating system of people. I didn’t know much about culture at that time because I didn’t know much about people, despite my past experiences working on social media campaigns at Apple, running digital strategy for Beyoncé, and leading a handful of accounts at a pure-play social media agency. To rectify this lack of knowledge, I began to investigate the social sciences, reading everything I could get my hands on in order to learn more about people—and, subsequently, to learn more about culture.


I started with Dan Ariely’s Predictably Irrational, and it rang a bell inside me that I couldn’t unring. I found its exploration to be nothing short of fascinating. I read the book twice. In my second pass, I highlighted the research and researchers that I thought were most interesting and started studying their work, too. Ariely led me to Loewenstein, and Loewenstein led me to Kahneman. I detoured to McLuhan and then turned to Berger, who led me to Watts and Thaler, and soon after, I moved on to Asch and Milgram. My curiosity was insatiable and, as a result, I read broadly and deeply. It wasn’t long before my self-directed research began to manifest in my own work, and I started to get really good at my job.


With a new perspective on “social,” I found myself challenging the long-standing conventions of traditional advertising and began applying my newly acquired repertoire of academic theories to brand marketing. If a client expressed interest in creating an influencer program, I relied on network theory, whose dynamics inform the diffusion of influence, to guide my approach. If another client inquired about getting people to adopt a new behavior, I recounted the importance of creating defaults in the environmental design to act as a nudge. The more I applied theories from the social sciences to my marketing practice, the better the outcomes were. This was evidenced in my work that helped conceive and launch the Cliff Paul campaign for State Farm, where I leveraged Loewenstein’s “gap in knowledge” theory. Likewise, when I helped move the New Jersey Nets to New York to become the Brooklyn Nets, I borrowed from Bernays’s propaganda theory. Since I started this exploration over twelve years ago, I have embraced the world of academia to better understand people and the governing operating system that influences our collective behavior—culture. And, boy, did I ever embrace academia. Not only did I begin teaching at schools like NYU, Boston University, Harvard, and now the University of Michigan, but I also went on to study cultural contagion and earned my doctorate in marketing at Temple University.


The marriage of academia and practice has been the biggest cheat code in my career because it unlocked an unequivocal truth: if you want to get people to move, there is no vehicle more powerful or more influential than culture—full stop. Why? Because if a product, idea, behavior, or institution is adopted into a community’s cultural practice, not only will people take action, but they will also share it with people who are like themselves. And those people will tell other people, and eventually, that product, idea, behavior, or institution will be adopted into their cultural practice. This isn’t just about marketing or technology, category, or business model. This is all about people and the governing operating system that informs what we do and with whom we do it. I have seen this in my work with tech firms (like Google), telecom companies (like Sprint), automakers (like Ford), quick-service restaurants (QSRs) (like McDonald’s), consumer package goods producers (like Kellogg’s Eggo), retailers (like Champs Sports), health care providers (like Kaiser Permanente), clothing outfitters (like GORE-TEX), artists (like Beyoncé), educators (like Harvard), and nonprofits (like Big Brothers Big Sisters of America). This truth is category agnostic, and it does not depend on the business model of the company or organization. Whether it be B2B (business to business) or B2C (business to consumer), it makes no difference because it’s all P2P (person to person). And no force influences people more consistently than culture.


It took me what felt like a lifetime to come to this realization. It wasn’t just knowing about culture that made such an impact on me, it was understanding the nuances of culture—with the level of concreteness necessary to actually impact it—that made the difference. Today, I operate as one part practitioner and one part academic. I work in advertising as the head of strategy at Wieden+Kennedy New York, the biggest independent advertising agency (and arguably the most celebrated creative agency) on the planet, where I help “blue-chip” brands put ideas into the world that leverage the influence of culture to get people to take action. I am also a marketing professor at the Ross School of Business, University of Michigan, where I help some of the brightest minds in the world leverage what we know about culture to use business to better society. This duality has uniquely shaped my perspective and, ultimately, my practice as a marketer. But that’s not nearly enough. The research I’ve done over the years with regard to the mechanisms that shape collective behavior goes far beyond “marketing” as a discipline. Rather, it reaches further into the ambitions of getting people to move writ large—whether you have “marketing” in your title or not. Whether you have a traditional product, a nonprofit organization, or political aspirations, my work aims to get people to move.


CULTURE AND MARKETING


What is marketing, after all? The traditional definition, according to the American Marketing Association, is “an organizational function and a set of processes for creating, communicating, and delivering value to customers and for managing customer relationships in ways that benefit the organization and its stakeholders.” Huh? This is in my area of expertise, and even I struggle a bit to parse this definition. Could it (in my best Chandler Bing impression) be any more opaque? In the search for a better definition, I found frustrating abstractions everywhere—even from Philip Kotler, the man who basically wrote the book on marketing. (I don’t mean that as an idiom, by the way. If you have ever taken a marketing course in college, it is highly likely that your assigned textbook was written by Philip Kotler. He’s “the” marketing guy.) He called it “the science and art of exploring, creating, and delivering value to satisfy the needs of a target market at a profit. Marketing identifies unfulfilled needs and desires. It defines, measures and quantifies the size of the identified market and the profit potential. It pinpoints which segments the company is capable of best serving and it designs and promotes the appropriate products and services.” What in the world is going on here? Can someone—anyone!—define marketing as if they were explaining it to a five-year-old? Turns out someone could and did—nearly six hundred years ago.


The Oxford English Dictionary from 1455 features one of the earliest instances of the word “marketing,” which it defines as “to bring to market.” Finally(!), some simplicity. If marketing is “to bring to market,” then it begs the question: What is the market?


At a glance, most people might think of the market as the place where people exchange goods and services. You might imagine a farmers market or even a Turkish bazaar where people buy garments, fruit, crafts, and the like. However, economists think of the market as an abstract idea rather than a physical location. For economists, “the market” represents the decisions and behaviors of product producers, intermediaries, consumers, institutions, and stakeholders. This is more than a geography. Business folks, on the other hand, refer to “the market” as the dynamism between people, institutions, and organizations.


In both cases, we see that “the market” is more than the area in which commercial dealings are conducted. The market represents a set of players who interact in pursuit of exchange. It consists of groups of people who work in companies and make decisions on behalf of their stakeholders, people who represent organizations and institutions, and people who seek to identify solutions that satisfy a particular need—be it functional, emotional, or social. Consider this intellectual exercise: If there were no people in that farmers market you conjured in your mind a few lines ago—no one selling fruits or crafts and no one there to buy them—would it still be a market? Of course not. It would merely be a geographic site, an open space of nothingness, until, of course, people showed up to buy and sell.


Suffice it to say, people make up the market; we are the market. When you hear talk of market demand or market behavior, it means people’s demand and people’s behavior. “Market response” is code for “people’s response.” The market is the people, and the marketplace is where people go to exchange. And as Professor Branch would say, marketing is the act of going to market—going to the people.


But this begs an even bigger question: What is the core purpose of going to market? Think about it for a second. Why do we engage people? What is the aim of a marketer? If I’m doing marketing for a company that sells widgets, it’s likely that I am going to market to exchange widgets for money. But what if I’m a political candidate running for mayor of Detroit, Michigan? Am I trying to get money? Perhaps, but in service of what? I don’t become mayor from financial contributions, I need votes. Therefore, I go to market as a candidate to inspire people to vote for me. Or, say I want to market my new company website. What would be the purpose of my marketing activity? I am motivated to get visitors and clicks on my content.


This line of thinking makes the pathway of understanding marketing quite clear. As marketers, we go to market to influence behavior. Everything we do is in service of this imperative—buy this, not that; go here, not there; drink this, not that; support her, not him; join this, not that; use this technology and not the other. We are in the business of behavioral adoption. This is the destination for all marketing activity—the campaign tactics (advertising, communications, sponsorships, etc.) are merely a bunch of different routes to get there—and no vehicle is more powerful than culture when it comes to influencing human behavior.


Now, if you buy that, then hold on to your seats, folks, because this is where things get good. Every single one of us goes to market to influence people to take action. Whether you are a manager trying to motivate your team, an activist staging a protest, an organization trying to get people to adopt a policy, a teacher trying to encourage your students to study for an exam, or a father trying to convince his daughter to try just one bite of peas (just one bite, Georgia, for Pete’s sake! It’s not going to kill you), we are all marketers. Every day, we all try to get people to adopt behavior, and this, my friends, is the essential function of marketing and, thus, the focus of this book.


However, this is not a marketing book. It’s a people book—a book that explores what happens when people who share a similar worldview are activated and how anyone with an idea, product, or cause can leverage the influence of culture to inspire these people to act in concert. It’s the book I wish I’d read much earlier in my career, an aggregation of a decade-long investment in the applied social sciences. It’s a book that bridges the rigor of academia and the pragmatism of practice based on everything I’ve learned and everything I’ve done throughout my career.


Fittingly, this book is meant to teach as much as it is meant to empower you with the ability to inspire collective behavioral change. It’s one part perspective and one part guide, giving you the tools you need to leverage these lessons in both your work and your day-to-day life. This duality of “perspective” and “guide” is also represented in the structure of the book, where each chapter will provide a theoretical foundation that relates to the influence of culture—to help you understand the underlying social physics of why things are the way they are—and conclude with takeaways for how to apply the theory—moving from “know-why” to “know-how.”


I will begin the book with an exploration of why culture is the most predictable vehicle for influencing behavior at scale. We’ll unpack the origins of culture and why it holds such compelling sway over what we do and why we do it. Then, we’ll dive into how we might leverage the power of culture to get people to move. Finally, I’ll close with a call to action: today’s technology offers an unbelievable opportunity to better observe, understand, and harness the power of culture to get people to take action. However, readers and leaders must consider not only what culture can do for them but also what they can do for culture.


I can think of no better time than the present to write this book. Among the many changes that the COVID-19 pandemic thrust upon us, it forced us to completely rethink how we engage with people—in business, in education, in politics, in religion, in technology, and in just about every other facet of life. It forced us to reconsider how we persuade people to consume, study, worship, vote, wear a mask, recycle, and everything in between. Simply put, it made us rethink: How do we inspire people to act?


With a deep perspective based on a century’s worth of data and a keen understanding of today’s hyperconnected world, this book will tackle this question head-on. But it will do more than that: it will remind readers of the power of communities and the reverberating impact wielded by people acting in concert. After two years of social distancing, videoconferences, stay-at-home orders, and travel bans, we desperately need to restore that sense of community in our personal and professional lives before we lose it altogether. In the words of the late, great jazz saxophonist, Charlie Parker, “Now’s the time.” So let’s get into it.










CHAPTER 1



UNPACKING CULTURE


REWIND THE CLOCK WITH ME TO 1999. CHARLES STONE III was a music video director with aspirations of making full-length feature films. His work had been most prominent in hip-hop circles, where he had directed videos in the early ’90s for artists like A Tribe Called Quest and Public Enemy. These were still the early days of hip-hop, when budgets for music videos were not as massive as they would come to be by the end of the decade, and the production budgets for Stone’s videos were modest. But Stone had greater ambitions. He wanted to make movies, not music videos, yet he could not get his foot in the door at the major motion picture studios. So in 1999, he decided to take matters into his own hands. With a $1,000 budget, he enlisted his closest buddies from his hometown of Philadelphia to costar in his directorial film debut, a three-minute short simply titled True.


To say that True was light on dialogue would be an understatement. The short film followed a series of exchanges between Stone and his friends—Kevin Lofton, Fred Thomas Jr., Paul Williams, and Terry Williams—that could be summed up in one word: “wassup,” a colloquialism for “what’s up.” It was a common greeting among young urban dwellers, particularly those from the Black community. “Wassup” had found an even larger audience in the ’90s thanks to the meteoric success of Martin Lawrence’s television show Martin. As star of the show, Lawrence, one of the biggest stand-up comedians at the time in real life, played a Detroit radio personality for a fictional radio station with the call letters WZUP, pronounced “wassup.” His signature on-air salute was a high-pitched repetition of “wassup,” which would become one of the many memorable catchphrases of the show. But that would be eclipsed by what happened next.


According to the lore, a creative director from the advertising agency DDB Chicago saw Stone’s short and thought it was perfect for one of his clients, Budweiser. It didn’t feel like advertising to the ad exec. It felt like something altogether different. The short features a twenty-something man on the couch, watching sports. The phone rings. His friend on the line asks, “Yo, what’s up?” The young man responds, “Nothing, man. Just chillin’,” to which his friend responds, “True,” as if to say, “I hear ya.” Just then, another friend of the young man enters the apartment and gregariously asks, “Wassup?” in an exaggerated, elongated fashion. The two respond in kind with their own exaggerated exclamation, “Wassup!” Before long, two additional friends join the exchange of “Wassup.” The film ends in a fashion similar to how it started. The original friend asks the twenty-something man, “What’s up with you?” The twenty-something responds, “Nothing, man. Just chillin’,” to which the friend responds, “True.”


The creative director’s instincts were spot-on. At the time, Budweiser positioned itself as a champion of camaraderie, the social lubricant among close friends—your buddies—as signified in its historic tagline, “This Bud’s for You.” From its heights in the 1950s and on throughout the decades, Budweiser had been synonymous with American culture, sponsoring popular shows and sporting events. However, its relevance had begun to wane in the 1990s because it was no longer representative of the cultural zeitgeist. However, True captured the essence of contemporary friendship. You don’t need many words when you’re talking with your closest friends. Friends speak in code, and everyone who understands the code just “gets it.” Stone and his “buds” demonstrated that perfectly in the film, so much so that DDB simply recreated True—with the original cast and all—for the Budweiser campaign. Budweiser’s “Wassup” ad hit the airwaves later that year, and the rest, as they say, was history. Within a matter of months, “Wassup” had been imitated by talk-show hosts and radio personalities, parodied by movies, memed and proliferated by online content creators in the early days of the Internet, and adopted into the cultural lexicon of the masses. America got a new catchphrase, and Budweiser was legitimated as a culturally relevant brand once again, which led to millions in beer sales and major motion picture gigs for Stone—along with a ton of advertising awards.


Budweiser’s “Wassup” commercial was more than an advertisement; it became a part of culture because it understood culture. Like sitcoms and movies that depict the norms of social living in which people can see themselves and relate, the “Wassup” commercial accurately depicted the nuances of what people—particularly young Black people—just did in their everyday lives. And, upon seeing the commercial, we saw ourselves in it. Folks were already using “wassup” as salutatory language years before Budweiser leveraged the phrase for its campaign. The context for “wassup” had already been negotiated as an everyday phrase among peers, not formally between employees and bosses or something I’d say to any other authoritative figure, like my parents or professors. “Wassup” was one of our social facts. By integrating the phrase into its campaign as it did, Budweiser turned something that was typically used to talk to us (advertising) into something that helped us talk to each other and express who we are—both individually and collectively. And we subsequently used the campaign as a way to project our identity and connect with people like us. In this way, the thirty-second film transformed what would normally be considered advertising into what scholars would call a cultural product, the tangible or intangible creations that reflect the shared perspectives of a group of people. Culture has this transformative effect on almost everything it touches. Understanding the underlying physics of culture and its impact on human behavior, therefore, will allow leaders, managers, marketers, and entrepreneurs to leverage its influence, much as Budweiser did here.


The cultural scholar Raymond Williams provided a useful and contemporary perspective on culture that helped me understand the concept better than I had before. Williams is considered one of the founding fathers of cultural studies, and his work on culture widened the aperture of how theorists framed what is thought of as culture and how it relates to society. Williams mapped the genealogy of the word “culture” and its associated meaning, which for me fully revealed the impact of culture and how it can be used to catalyze collective behavior and inspire people to move.


The word originates from the Latin term “colere,” which means to cultivate, to tend to something in a nurturing way. Fittingly, the early usage of the word “culture” occurred within the word “agriculture,” which refers to cultivating soil to grow uniform crops. Farming and growing crops were the economic activities of the agricultural society that persisted for thousands of years. The eighteenth century ushered in the Industrial Revolution, which not only changed the economic landscape of society from harvesting to machinery but also changed the context and usage of the word “culture.” Still keeping its Latin roots, the meaning of the word expanded to include the intellectual, moral, and expressive development of children in an industrial society. Just as farmers, centuries earlier, had tended to the growth of their crops, ensuring uniformity in their optimum flourishing, culture became the means by which parents tended to the growth of their children to ensure predictability in their upbringing within this new society. Like Durkheim, Williams suggested that culture implies social forces—both subtle and overt—that govern the beliefs and behaviors of everyday life.


Williams defined culture as a realized signifying system, a system through which we interpret the world and make sense of it. This system, as Williams argued, is a whole way of life for people—a program for everyday living. It is through this system that we translate our daily experiences to inform how we respond to them because of what they mean. Culture is a realized meaning-making system. More accurately, it is a system of systems—a set of interdependent principles and mechanisms that all inform each other—which, collectively, influences practically everything that we do because of who we are and how we see the world.


Therefore, our cultural affiliation is anchored by how we self-identify—the categorical labels we use to tell people who we are and to associate with other people based on who they are. These labels range from geographical in nature (like where you’re from) to institutions (the college you attended), activities (sports), consumption behavior (anime enthusiasts), and a host of seemingly endless designations that make up our identity. Identity is the cornerstone of culture. Once we take on an identity marker, either by choice (subscription) or endowment (ascription), we implicitly inherit the cultural characteristics of the community through the interworking of the meaning-making system. Let’s explore this further by unpacking the systems.


SYSTEM ONE: HOW WE SEE THE WORLD


Understanding who we are is a fundamental human drive. This designation, our identity, acts as a compass that guides how we see the world. Over seven decades of research on identity-related concepts has shown the critical role that identity plays in shaping the shared attitudes, values, and ideas of a group of people, which, in turn, informs how they make meaning and go about their daily lives. Whether based on socially constructed references (like the familial role of “mother”), an individual reference (like a person we want to emulate, be it a pop star or mentor), a group affiliation (like our religion), or a combination of them all, our identities help provide a lens through which to see the world based on the shared beliefs of the people who subscribe to the same identity. For instance, if you’re a Christian, you see the world one way. If you’re Hindu, you see the world another way. If you’re an atheist, you see the world in an entirely different way, which subsequently influences how you live your life from day to day.


It’s no coincidence that I use religion as an example to illustrate the relationship among identity, worldview, and behavior. Religion is an institution that exists in every known human society. It shapes collective beliefs and powers societal coordination. Members who subscribe to a religious identity also take on a collective consciousness that unifies them within a society. These forces make religion a very useful proxy for understanding the dynamics of culture. In fact, the academic field of sociology itself started with the study of religion for this very reason. Durkheim explored contagious behavior due in part to the social cohesion of religion. Max Weber, another founding father of sociology, explored religion’s role and influence on institutions like the economy and politics, while Karl Marx critiqued the oppression that religion exerts on social classes. The investigation of religion as a means to understand culture has been an ongoing project ever since. Modern scholars have even expanded the remit of religion to encompass cults, fandom, and consumption. From an academic view, religion and culture are inextricably linked.


Whether you’re “religious” or not, you understand the gravitational pull that religion can have on people, which makes religion a helpful tool to explain the power of culture. Throughout this book, you will see religious references used here and there to explain a concept or illustrate a point.


On its surface, the concept of a shared belief is fairly straightforward. It is the collective acceptance of a truth, the communal view of reality. Is there a God? Are there other life forms throughout the galaxies? Was the moon landing a hoax? Should there be a separation of church and state? Are all men created equal? Is there no place for politics in sports? These held beliefs help us frame the endless amount of information that is transmitted from our senses to our brains so that we can make meaning of the world and know how to operate in it. Anaïs Nin is famously quoted as saying, “We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.” That is, the truth is not as objective as we would like to believe. The truth is culturally mediated and socially negotiated and constructed based on our communal view of reality—our beliefs.


Shared beliefs and ideologies are the least tangible system of culture but arguably the most important because this system precedes all others. It’s because we hold certain beliefs—deeply and emotionally—that we commit to certain behaviors, not the other way around. Although our beliefs and ideologies are not easily seen, they are reflected in everything we do. The anthropologist and culture scholar Grant McCracken wrote about how our everyday experiences are culturally constituted, shaped, and mediated by our beliefs and assumptions of right and wrong, just and unfair, acceptable and undesirable. It’s our system of shared beliefs and ideologies that dictates what seems “normal” and what seems “out of place,” and therefore, it’s this system that determines what gets adopted and what does not. So appealing to someone’s beliefs and ideologies could have a material influence on their behavior. And the more indoctrinated a person is with those shared beliefs, the more influential that appeal can be.


You probably read that last line and got some serious “cult” vibes, didn’t you? I wouldn’t be surprised. Culture and cults share a lot in common beyond a four-letter root word. Cults are organized groups of people who have devoted themselves to an idea or person. Derived from the French word “culte,” which means worship, “cult” provides a metaphor that captures the seemingly religious devotion of a group of people to a shared set of social facts that govern the group and the worldview in which they are indoctrinated.


I am fascinated by religious cults like the Peoples Temple, Heaven’s Gate, and NXIVM. I read the stories and watch the documentaries about people who found themselves completely consumed by an organization and its ideas. Like most people, I hear these cautionary tales and ask myself, “How could people be so gullible?” I’m just amazed at how seemingly easy it is for people to be swept up in something so obviously “crazy.” But one must wonder, just how crazy is it, really? No one entered these cults thinking they were joining a cult. Yet, over time, they looked up and found themselves firmly planted inside one. This phenomenon can be partially explained by what the French philosopher Louis Althusser refers to as interpellation, the process by which powerful ideas are repeated and begin to weave themselves into our lives to the point that they begin to feel like our own.


According to Althusser, starting at birth, we are raised with the ideas and values that are a part of the family’s belief system and shared among family members. From a very young age through our adolescence, we are conditioned to see the world through this framing and to behave in accordance with it. Naturally, this is a part of a wider societal belief system with which the family self-identifies—be it nationality, religion, or trade. For instance, if your family is a member of a conservative church, then it is likely that you were raised with conservative ideas that you accepted as your own beliefs. This is what it means to be fully indoctrinated into a belief. We are interpellated. While it is convenient to dismiss the people who have fallen victim to the wiles of a cult as “crazy,” we, too, have been indoctrinated into our own cults. We just happen to call them by a different name: culture.


During the summer of 2008, after my first year in the MBA program at the University of Michigan, I had the opportunity to intern at Apple in Cupertino, California. I worked in the partner marketing group of iTunes, Apple’s online music platform, managing our partnership with Nike Sport Music and a major college marketing initiative that I championed. By the end of that summer, my internship had turned into employment, and instantaneously, I felt like I was officially a part of the Apple community. I was, in my mind at least, an “Apple guy.” I had worked this designation into my identity, and I wore that moniker with pride. I would find myself espousing ideas that were commonplace within the walls of the company as if they were my own (i.e., “We say ‘no’ to the thousand things we like so we can say ‘yes’ to the one thing we love” or “That experience isn’t user-friendly”) and unconsciously doing my best Steve Jobs impersonation every time I took the floor to give a presentation. I had become successfully interpellated into the culture of Apple. Of course, it wasn’t just me; it happened to all of us—employees and fanboys alike. Our identities were defined by Apple, and our worldview was shaped by it as well. It’s probably no wonder that companies like Apple, Google, Nike, and Tesla have what many consider to be a “cultlike” following. Their system of shared beliefs and ideologies are salient among those who self-identify with them and are represented in how these people conduct themselves, which leads us to the second system: a shared way of life.


SYSTEM TWO: A SHARED WAY OF LIFE


The second system of culture is a shared way of life. This refers to the way a group of people behave and live in accordance with their shared beliefs and ideologies. Take, for instance, shared faith and patriotism. They both have a fixed set of values and ideas attached to them that influence the way people who subscribe to them live. Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God and, therefore, live their lives according to his teachings. However, the way his teachings are internalized and exercised varies depending on the type of Christian you are.


After the death of Jesus Christ, his disciples—his most fervent followers at that time—carried on his teachings (the beliefs and ideologies of Christianity) and began to propagate these ideas to more people across distant lands. In 325 AD, a conference of Christian clergy met as an ecumenical council to address some of the growing questions and disagreements about the nature of Jesus himself. Was he a man? Was he the son of God? Was he both? Though they reached agreement, questions still lingered. A century later, the church began to splinter, and some groups broke away to practice their own understanding of Christianity, with their own systems of shared beliefs and corresponding collections of norms, artifacts, and language. This birthed denominationalism in the Christian faith and new religions altogether, like Islam. In 1054, the church experienced the Great Schism and formed the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, each with its own nuanced system of beliefs and corresponding cultural practices, or way of life. Centuries later, a German priest named Martin Luther voiced his ideological issues with the church in protest and recruited others to form a completely new Christian sect known as Protestants—with the Latin etymology “protestari,” or protester. But even the Protestants could not fully agree on their ideological views, so they, too, splintered into different sects, like Lutherans and Calvinists, each with its own nuanced system of beliefs and way of life.


As we see in the history of Christianity, shifts in beliefs inform how people see the world and, ultimately, how they behave in the world. If you identify as an Orthodox Jew, you see the world differently than a Reformed Jew or a Hasidic Jew, and, therefore, you behave differently. Our identities and corresponding belief systems help us make meaning of the world, and our way of life is how we realize those beliefs. Our beliefs are exercised by the artifacts we employ, the behaviors that we normalize, the language that we use, and all the other forms of cultural practice that are incorporated into our daily lives.


Let’s look at the idea of patriotism in America. Our shared beliefs tend to revolve around the notion of freedom: “land of the free and home of the brave.” Freedom is very much part of the ideological fabric of the United States, even though the country continues to fall short of providing the same freedoms to all its inhabitants. This inequality has been evidenced from the early existence of the United States, with slavery, to our present-day prison industrial complex. Be that as it may, freedom is still held to be a bedrock of the country’s belief system, and it is exercised in our way of life, from free speech to the right to bear arms. For many, any form of rule or law could be perceived as an infringement on their liberty, which would be met with great opposition. Therefore, it should have come as no surprise that when COVID-19 ran rampant across the globe and individual states in the United States began to enforce mask mandates on their citizens, a broad swath of Americans pushed back. Many said that they would rather die than give up their liberty. Why? Because that’s just the American way. Our ideologies inform our way of life.


Surely, this does not apply to everyone in the country. Plenty of Americans wore masks, as was mandated during the pandemic, and abided by the rules laid out by public health officials because they believed it was the right thing to do. Both groups identify as “Americans” and share the same affinity for “freedom.” However, their interpretation of “freedom” differs, and, therefore, they exercise their freedoms differently. Not all people make meaning in the same way, so we tend to gravitate toward those who share a similar worldview and, collectively, self-identify with them. Those who interpret the world the way we do, we call “our people,” and those who do not, we call “crazy.” This difference in interpretation represents a microcosm of the many fractures in American culture that make “what we do around here” so heterogeneous. In the case of wearing masks, some people call this particular fracture the difference between being a liberal and being a conservative. Others might refer to it as “coastals” versus “Middle America” or America versus ’Merica. Whatever the naming convention, they all help us assign identity to people who hold a certain interpretation of the world—a set of beliefs and ideologies—that is manifested through their way of life. The artifacts that we wear, the behaviors we adopt, and the coded language that we use are outward representations of our worldview.


The relationship between our shared belief system and our shared way of life loosely equates to the way our genes make up our physical appearances. It’s what’s inside us that determines our height, skin tone, and facial features. Similarly, it’s because of the beliefs that we hold in our minds that we are the way we are and do the things we do. A deep understanding of the meanings associated with our artifacts, behaviors, and language can reveal much about the beliefs that inform them and empower marketers and leaders to influence them. Let’s start by unpacking artifacts.


Artifacts are human-made objects that people use to signify their cultural affiliations. These objects take many different forms—clothes, tools, decorations, symbols, etc.—but they are all used as a way to exercise the beliefs that people hold and their ideologies about the world. If you are a devoted Catholic, then you might wear a rosary—a wood or metal crucifix that hangs on a string of beads for the purpose of counting a series of prayers—to exercise your faith. However, in the Islamic faith, women don the hijab as a way to exercise their beliefs. The hijab is best known as the head wrap that Muslim women wear to cover their hair. However, the term “hijab” actually refers to any covering as an act of modesty, whether it covers the hair, head, face, legs, or body. The beliefs and ideologies of the Islamic faith are exercised by the meaningful (as in “full of meaning”) artifacts that Muslims use and wear. This is the power of artifacts. It helps us make our culture material by making the abstract beliefs and ideologies that we hold within our cultural subscriptions more tangible. Furthermore, artifacts allow us to express our cultural identity to the world so that we can demarcate our place in the world and identify “people like us.”


Artifacts make the intangible tangible and send a signal to the world that says, “This is who I am.” They also serve as a mnemonic for members of the community to help them live their lives in accordance with the beliefs and ideologies of the community. As my mother would say, “If you look the part, you will act the part.” The garbs, symbols, and adornments we wear and use act as cues to help us stay within the acceptable boundaries of our cultural subscriptions. These cues can be very influential in how people behave because of the artifacts’ associated meaning. More on this in Chapter 5. In the meantime, let’s consider war-torn Afghanistan as an example of how the significance of artifacts can lead to desired behavioral outcomes.


Afghanistan has the world’s worst infant mortality rate, much of which is due to the challenges that doctors in the region face with regard to maintaining an accurate record of a child’s immunizations. These historical records help doctors know what vaccinations are due for a certain child and when said vaccinations should be administered. Without them, doctors are left in the dark as to the medicines a child might need to live. To compound these challenges, Afghani physicians serve a community with a high level of illiteracy and suspicion about vaccinations. Muslim fundamentalists have created resistance within the region by positioning vaccines as an American ploy to sterilize Muslim populations and potentially subvert the will of the god in Islam, Allah. With such hurdles to overcome, the Ministry of Public Health in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan turned to a cultural artifact.


When Afghani babies are born, it is a tradition to tie a beaded bracelet onto their wrist that serves as a charm to protect the newborn from evil forces. With the help of the advertising agency McCann Health India, the Ministry of Public Health reworked this artifact to serve as an immunity charm, where color-coded beads were placed on the bracelets as a way for doctors to communicate with each other about which vaccines had been administered to the child. Each colored bead represented a different vaccination: yellow for the hepatitis B vaccine, blue for the flu vaccine. With every vaccination, the doctor would add the corresponding bead as a charm to the child’s bracelet, turning a cultural artifact into a medical record. Afghani parents didn’t change their behavior per se. They merely exercised their beliefs and ideologies through the use of the charms to protect their children from bad spirits. However, the ministry was able to save thousands of children’s lives because infants completed their vaccination schedules.


Of the three elements that comprise our way of life (artifacts, behaviors, and language), artifacts are the most easily identifiable because they are overtly visible. Symbols, patterns, pins, buttons, hats, clothes, tools, and technology of all kinds of variety make up the many forms of human-made creations that reveal information about the values and customs of the people who use them. We know what we know about ancient civilizations because of the artifacts that archaeologists discovered from the past that divulged information about those societies. These artifacts of the past are remnants of the material world that members of society at the time modified with embedded meaning to serve both functional and social needs, just like the artifacts we use today. Consider braces, for example. Legions of teenagers around the country wear braces to straighten crooked teeth. While braces provide a tangible function, they also reveal information about society’s aesthetic standard and the lengths to which people will go to achieve it. I wore braces for three years, as did over half of my classmates growing up. Like braces, artifacts are more than material; they are also conceptual, as we saw with the Afghani bracelet.


The American psychologist and philosopher John Dewey described artifacts as natural things that have been reshaped and reworked for the sake of human engagement. They serve a practical function and a social function, each of which has separate and related utility for members of society. Artifacts help us navigate the abstractions of the social world—through their ability to signify—and manage the possibilities of the physical world—through their ability to extend human limitations. The sneakers we wear, the computers we use, and even the cutlery we buy are all artifacts that serve a dual purpose of both function and meaning. Consequently, the products that best satisfy these purposes for a particular community are those that are more likely to be consumed and adopted into the community’s cultural practices as a shared behavior.


Behaviors are the set of actions, manners, rituals, traditions, and ceremonies in which members of a community engage. Birthday observations, bar/bat mitzvahs, Thanksgiving dinners, graduations, baptisms, weddings, funerals, proposals, baby showers, the singing of the national anthem before a game, and an endless list of other social performances make up the rituals that constitute the expected cultural behaviors of a community. Like rites of passage, rituals and everyday performative ceremonies (like reciprocal “hello” waves), these behaviors are intentionally embedded with symbolic meaning to exercise the underlying beliefs and ideologies of the culture.


Christians baptize their parishioners as a symbolic outward gesture (submerging oneself in water) of an inward belief (accepting Jesus Christ as their lord and savior). Jews commemorate the coming of age of younger community members through a rite of passage known as bar mitzvah (for boys) and bat mitzvah (for girls), which denotes a moment of spiritual adulthood. The rituals in which we engage are all impregnated with meaning, and over time, they become expected behaviors of community members. In other words, these rituals become socially normative—the performative rules and standards that are understood and expected by members of the community. These norms exist in many, many forms. Some are folkways (customs or behaviors like shaking hands or chewing with your mouth closed) or mores (norms of morality that are perceived as “right” or “wrong,” like marital affairs), and others are laws (the societal norms, such as monogamy, that have moved from implicit rules to formal rules with specified consequences, for example, in cases of polygamy). These norms emerge when people expect that others will approve or disapprove of a particular set of behaviors, the result of which can lead to social cohesion or social punishment, respectively.


One of the best parts about being a marketing professor is that I get to travel the world, meet lots of people, and experience many different cultures. I get to partake in their way of life, if only for a moment, and sense what it might be like to be a member of their society. Over the years, I have become particularly fascinated by the traditions and social norms surrounding dating and courtship in different cultures because it reveals so much about people’s beliefs. Do men make the first move? Do people date strangers? Do they kiss on the first date? All of these soft rules are culturally mediated and anchored by people’s identity and the subsequent beliefs to which they have been indoctrinated. So after I touch down in a foreign country, gather my belongings, proceed through customs, and hop into a car to make my way to the hotel, I chitchat a bit with the cab driver and begin my investigation. “What’s dating like here?” It’s almost always met with a nervous chuckle. Maybe it’s the wedding ring on my finger that gives them the idea that I’m looking for some debauchery during my travels. Or maybe it’s an embarrassing question to ask because of how personal the inquiry might be. In any case, they are usually willing to talk about it after a few “ums” and awkward silences. Of all the places I’ve traveled and all the cab drivers I’ve interrogated, the most fascinating dating culture I’ve heard about is that of Sweden. Dating in Sweden is quite the choreographed dance, I’ve come to find. Apparently, you never directly ask someone out on a date. In Sweden, you ask someone out for “fika.”


There is no direct translation for the Swedish word “fika,” but the closest one might be the phrase “coffee break.” In 1746, King Gustav III imposed a heavy tax on coffee and tea in hopes of reducing their consumption because of the fear that excessive drinking of these beverages could lead to health problems. Once this decree was lifted, coffee drinking became a cultural staple in the Swedish way of life. So much so that Swedes carved out a tradition, called “fika,” where they would meet with friends, family, or colleagues to drink coffee and tea with an accompanying sweet on the side. In Sweden, fika is much more than just drinking coffee. It is an exercise of social bonding that Swedes take seriously, whether it is done with people they know or someone they are trying to get to know. So in the case of dating, you don’t ask to “go on a date.” You invite someone for “fika,” and your first fika becomes your first date. In the States, getting coffee is almost seen as transactional, so a date over coffee in the United States doesn’t feel as meaningful as a date over dinner, presumably because of the time commitment involved in having dinner with someone. However, in Sweden, coffee is meaningful, and therefore, dating life revolves around it. Behaving in a manner that is out of step with these societal expectations for dating in Sweden is tantamount to breaking the social rules that society has implicitly agreed to regarding the “normal way we do things around here.” Violation of these rules can lead to social punishment and sometimes alienation—more on this in Chapter 4.


Social norms are so pervasive and so deeply embedded in our performative muscle memory that we typically engage in them without even thinking. When someone greets us and asks, “How are you?,” we tend to respond automatically and oftentimes in the affirmative, with something along the lines of “I’m OK,” or “Doing well,” or “Not bad.” The response is hardly ever “You know, I’m having a pretty awful day, and I’m really worried because there is talk of layoffs happening at my job,” even though that may be the case. This degree of transparency upon greeting someone is typically perceived as socially awkward. The list of social norms within a given community or society is ever growing and ever changing as community members negotiate what is acceptable behavior based on the standing beliefs and ideologies of the collective. During this process, new rules are constructed and enforced to establish expectations for community members. Social norms could easily be reduced to practicing “good behavior,” but it’s much more than that. Social norms are the means by which social cohesion is achieved. Orderly living depends on them. And we navigate these rules, and thousands more like them, every single day that we engage in the world around us.


July 5, 1989, marked the debut of one of the most beloved and influential sitcoms to ever appear on television. The show was Seinfeld, the brainchild of comedic writer Larry David and stand-up comedian Jerry Seinfeld. Seinfeld was famously labeled “the show about nothing,” which couldn’t have been further from the truth. It was a show about social norms and the societal consequences that result when these norms are violated. Each week chronicled the lives of four friends—Jerry, Elaine, George, and Kramer—along with the many norms and rituals that govern our lives and the social rejection that comes from subverting cultural expectations. Don’t double-dip your chip. Don’t urinate in the shower. Don’t stand too close when you talk. What we consider good manners are actually social norms that dictate what is culturally acceptable behavior for members of a community. Over the course of the 180 episodes that ran during its nine years on air, Seinfeld gave us an in-depth look at the dominant American culture and the rituals that exercise its underlying beliefs and ideologies. As members of the community, we perform these cultural rituals to promote social solidarity within the collective. Even when we visit new places with cultures foreign to us, we adopt their rituals with some fidelity so as not to offend or incur any unwanted social consequences. As the saying goes, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do,” which evidences the influence of culture on groups of people through a given set of rituals. Jimmy Faruggia was a World War II veteran who drove trucks for a living as a way to save money for his entrepreneurial pursuits. In 1954,


Jimmy achieved that goal when he opened Jimmy’s Red Hots, a hotdog stand located on the west side of Chicago, Illinois. However, Jimmy’s contribution to the city would be more than processed meat on a bun. As the lore goes, Jimmy was an adamant opponent of ketchup. It’s a puzzling position considering how ubiquitous the pairing of ketchup and mustard is as condiments on hot dogs. But Jimmy held the belief that ketchup was used to cover up the rotten taste of spoiled meat. To evidence the freshness of his hot dogs, Jimmy never offered ketchup as a condiment—ever. On the wall of the restaurant hung a sign that said, “Don’t even ask!” Couple this with the idea that ketchup duplicated the taste that was already present on a Chicago-style hot dog—mustard, sweet relish, onion, tomato, a pickle spear, sport peppers, and a dash of salt—and the identity ownership associated with that hot dog, and you have what would soon become a long-standing norm among Chicagoans: nobody puts ketchup on a hot dog.


For Heinz Ketchup, a client of Wieden+Kennedy, this standing norm was not so good for business. To combat this resistance to its famed condiment, Heinz decided to conduct a social experiment. If you removed the social taboo from putting ketchup on your hot dog, would Chicagoans enjoy it? On National Hot Dog Day in 2017 (before Wieden+Kennedy’s relationship with the company), Heinz introduced its new “Chicago Dog Sauce,” which was merely ketchup by another name disguised in different packaging. Local patrons of a Chicago hot-dog stand were encouraged to try the new sauce while hidden cameras filmed their reaction. The patrons gave the mysterious condiment a shot upon the recommendation of the shop workers, though admittedly with reservations. As the sauce came out of the pump, one patron said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything this red on my hot dog before.” Upon consumption, the praises for the “Chicago Dog Sauce” increased with every bite. However, when it was revealed that the new sauce was really ketchup, the patrons’ praise immediately became contempt. One patron said, “I don’t know if I can finish this [hot dog] now,” while others responded with much more colorful language. While this campaign likely did not lead to more ketchup consumption in the market, it revealed a very powerful truth: rituals are hard to break, even if the alternative is better. As another patron from the experiment said, “You’re challenging people’s identity here, man. This is dangerous.” Indeed, our identity, through which we subscribe to a culture, establishes a set of beliefs and ideologies that are exercised through the behaviors that are expected of us as community members. Leveraging a current ritual—or perhaps even catalyzing the adoption of a new one—can be very influential if you’re trying to get people to move.


So far, we have examined two of the elements of the second system of culture—artifacts and behavior—in depth. Now, let’s unpack the third element that makes up our shared way of life: language. The Bible tells a story of a time when the world had one language and one common way of speaking after the great flood in the days of Noah. The people settled on a plot of land and decided to build a tower so high that it reached the heavens to prepare for the possibility of another flood. According to the story, God saw this as blasphemy in that the people would forgo faith for a human-made structure. And the Lord said, “Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do.” Language enables cooperation among individuals. So God confused their language, giving them different tongues so that they could not understand each other and therefore could not finish the tower. The book of Genesis refers to this place as Babel, which today means confused noise, like that of a baby’s speech. The story of the Tower of Babel, as it is commonly known, illustrates the role that the lexicon of a community plays with regard to how it enables cooperation among its members.
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