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INTRODUCTION

Science is a funny thing. At times it can be bone dry—unless you love immense amounts of detailed work, repetition, and frequent failure. But it can also be exhilarating, if you enjoy the challenge of unsolved mysteries and are motivated by making the unknown known.

I have always been fascinated by how science tells a story to make sense of the world. Even if we don’t understand all the machinations involved, we identify with the journey of the heroes—the scientists. Where do their ideas come from? How do they persist in their pursuits? How do they survive the journey?

I don’t have a special affinity to astrophysics, but a June 24, 2020, headline in Nature caught my eye because it demonstrated so perfectly the power of scientific narrative. “Neutrinos Reveal Final Secret of the Sun’s Nuclear Fusion,”1 it read. For more than one hundred years, this particular study of the sun’s energy has inspired countless theories and kept many teams of scientists busy. In the article, science reporter Davide Castelvecchi writes, “By catching neutrinos emanating from the Sun’s core, physicists have filled in the last missing detail of how nuclear fusion powers the star.” I was floored. The last missing detail. Scientists had solved a riddle conceived of more than a century ago—in an article by Arthur Eddington in the Observatory, “The Internal Constitution of the Stars,”2 which speculated for the first time on the source of stellar energy.

Such dogged pursuit, and ultimate revelation, strikes me as a rare success for humanity, and gives me hope for the future. In our current haze of widespread illness, institutional racism, and economic doom, the story showcases the collaborative power of science to build upon the insights and proof points of those who have come before. It’s like fitting the last piece in a thousand-piece puzzle—if the puzzle then sprang to life in your living room. The whole is, ultimately, so much more than the sum of its parts.

Understanding that process is the mission of this book, The Search for Why. My goal is to explain why we do the things we do. Admittedly, it’s a highly complex question that we can’t fully answer today. But we can advance the mission by using what we know so far. In these pages, I offer an actionable model based on sound theory and real-world research, meant to help us tackle the big problems we face.

I propose that we are all born with a particular “instinctual profile,” which then comingles with our life experiences to create our worldview. If we can identify and understand another individual’s instinctual profile, we can move beyond polarization to a form of reconciliation—first at the interpersonal, and then the societal, level.

These are the kinds of questions this book will explore:


	
1. In 2020, we saw nearly every issue—including a deadly and indiscriminate virus—politicized, with different groups of people subscribing to vastly different realities. How far will this go, and what can we do to stem the tide? Are these learned behaviors, or something more systemic? Are we doomed to fight these battles every day?

	
2. Why do so many people seem to vote against their interests? Why do those who live with rural poverty vote against the Affordable Care Act? Why did so many women vote for President Trump, in spite of numerous rape and assault allegations? Why do some affluent citizens vote to raise their own taxes?

	
3. Why, for various issues, do so many people hold so many opinions that are immutable to reason? Abortion. The death penalty. Border control. Climate change. Why does new information or logic rarely seem to change the public split on these subjects—and how can we hope to bridge that divide?



In the grip of so many concurrent crises, it’s getting harder to recognize our once can-do country. When everything is a source of conflict, civil society is paralyzed. How can we get back to a common interest, a common good? The Model of Why will explain what has gone wrong, and what we can do about it.

When, despite polls showing a strong lead for Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election, Donald Trump performed surprisingly well—including among Black and Latino men—we were forced to admit, as a country, that polls are no longer a reliable predictor of voting behavior. But at PathSight, we weren’t surprised. Because demographic data like age, gender, ethnicity, education, income, and location, while useful, have never been the only determinants of human behavior—in the voting booth or anywhere else. The key piece the polls miss is the impact of our biological instincts—how people innately feel about concepts like fairness, loyalty, and authority. These instincts are hugely influential in how we decide what’s important to us. Social justice, climate change, the economy, and even the workings of democracy itself—our responses to all of these issues can be traced directly back to how our biological instincts shape our beliefs.

CONTEXT IS KING

Importantly, we believe that no single area of science—social, physical, or biological—has all of the answers. Rather, we think that the only way to truly uncover why people do what they do is to borrow from various strands of psychology, including social, clinical, evolutionary, and neuropsychology, as well as the related fields of sociology, economics, anthropology, data science, conflict resolution, and political science. We also seek to transcend the psychology of individual differences. That is, we don’t believe a person is simply a collection of traits that can be parsed to suss out their motivations. In fact, we often find that these individual differences—for instance, age, ethnicity, and gender—explicitly do not shed light on the causes of our behavior. There are certainly plenty of companies that mine demographic data for insight on how people will vote, shop, or join. But these insights rarely hold up under scrutiny.

Other models, like Social Identity Theory, suggest there are motivational differences for the individual and social domains of one’s identity—that is, the “I” identity and the “We” identity. Social psychologist Campbell Leaper writes, “Social identity theory addresses the ways that social identities affect people’s attitudes and behaviors regarding their ingroup and outgroup.… Examples include sports teams, religions, nationalities, occupations, sexual orientations, ethnic groups and gender.”3 This sounds simple and straightforward, but it gets complicated quickly.

Let’s consider age and its consequences on our ingroup and outgroup status. What does it mean to be a member of the Greatest Generation? A Boomer? What about Gens X, Y, and Z?

How about your sexual identity? The U.S. Census asks us to check Male or Female. But what about transgender, nonbinary, or gender-nonconforming?

Now layer in where you live. Rural, Urban, Suburban, or Exurban.

What about income? Are you poor, working poor, middle class, affluent, or one of the elusive 1 percenters?

When you fill out the census, what box do you check: Caucasian? Black or African American? Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish Origin? Asian? American Indian? Alaska Native? Native Hawaiian? Or Pacific Islander?

Who do you love? Are you a husband? Wife? What about LGBT or Q? Head of household? Divorced? Remarried? Oh, by the way, are you a parent?

Do you identify as a Democratic voter? Republican? Independent? Christian Conservative? Socialist Democrat? Tea Party? Feminist? Second Amendment loyalist or an advocate for the “Rent Is Too Damn High” party?

Do you carry a stigma or badge of honor? Are you differently abled? Overweight? A New Yorker? A Veteran? Retired? Autistic? Are you on welfare? Mentally ill? Other?

Thus, a seemingly simple idea becomes a monumental challenge to map. Where do you draw your boundaries about what is important and what is inconsequential?

In our Model of Why, the merging of our biological and social attributes gives us a window into why these memberships occur, and how they impact our lives. We are all equipped at birth with certain cards—not just the physical attributes that indelibly mark who we are, but also Instinctual Patterns that influence how we filter and make sense of our life experiences.

To be clear, we don’t see this hardwiring as predetermining the direction of one’s life, in the way that a knee propels your foot forward when struck by a physician’s hammer. That couldn’t be further from the truth. But we do think these patterns matter enough that we can predict how a given adult might adapt to life’s circumstances and challenges. For example, if you are a thirty-two-year-old white female living in New York, and we know your Instinctual Pattern, we can largely understand why you vote the way you do, buy what you buy, and join certain groups. Likewise, if you are a forty-five-year-old black male living in a suburb of Atlanta, we should be able to do the same thing. The story is never complete, but we believe we have added invaluable insight into one of humanity’s most enduring riddles—and, we hope, a tool to help people reconnect in our fragmented world.

THE AGE OF ADHOCRACY

The world is in the throes of transformation. In many ways, humans have come a long way—we’ve enjoyed great progress and our future is brighter. We have successfully avoided a world war for more than seventy-five years. In the last decade, the world has seen, on average, a ten-year improvement in life expectancy. Worldwide literacy rates have grown from 42 percent in 1960 to 86 percent in 2015. And we are making seismic progress on poverty, as the global middle class expands.

In other ways, and especially in the past few years, we don’t feel especially hopeful. We are in the middle of a pandemic that is straining our democracy to its limits, while people are suffering and dying, as well. Our culture has splintered into tribes that don’t even pretend to want the same things anymore. And America’s original sin, racism, has now come home to roost in the form of mass protests after the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota, at the hands of a white policeman.

As social beings, we react to change at the population level in much the same way we do at the individual level. Over the past hundred years or so, as America has migrated from an industrial economy to a service and knowledge economy, many lives have been disrupted. But busy with two world wars and a depression, there was no time to focus on the stressors of everyday life. In retrospect, Americans’ long-simmering discontentment is like the fable of the frog in a warming pot of water. We couldn’t have predicted that when the water boiled, the toxicity of today would be the result.

In the early 1960s, a group of enterprising social scientists began to chronicle the decline of American civic life. The trend was steadily downward, and in 2000, Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam made waves with his book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of the American Community.4 According to Putnam, since 1960 “our stock of social capital, the very fabric of our connections with each other, has plummeted.” His reporting showed that membership, or participation, in community organizations has dropped by 58 percent, the occurrence of family dinners has dropped by 43 percent, and every ten minutes we commute reduces all forms of social capital by 10 percent.”5 The result is the resegregation of our neighborhoods, the stratification of the opportunity gap, and a permanent schism between the haves and have-nots. It manifests in virtually every area of modern life: life expectancy, healthcare, education, income, and environment, not to mention a near permanent digital divide.

Tom Friedman, opinion writer for the New York Times, coined the phrase “the world is hot, flat, and crowded,”6 to which he added “connected” to describe the challenges of modern life. To me, that last word—connected—changes everything. As humans, we have always grappled with ingroup and outgroups, but we’ve never before been connected to 1.3 billion other humans, as we are currently on Facebook, for example. It has changed all of our points of reference, along with our expectations. The original pact that we made as a country—to embrace the “united” in the United States, and the institutions it inspired, doesn’t seem so permanent when Twitter and Facebook are the new sources of social identity. And with our carefully tended social media identities, how many of us are willing to abandon the moral high ground in order to compromise with a fellow human being?

Where do we turn to now for a sense of security? By all reports, public opinion of our government, our media, and our politicians is as low as it has ever been. We are living in the Age of Adhocracy—a term coined by organizational consultant Warren Bennis in his 1968 book The Temporary Society. It refers to an organizational model characterized by “adaptive, creative, flexible, interpretive behavior based on non-permanence and spontaneity.”7 In our fast-changing, ever-evolving world of information overload, we are aimlessly searching for a new connective tissue to bind us to our country, a rejuvenated set of institutions that deserve our respect, and most important, a shared set of expectations. We must realize that, while the connective wizardry of modern life makes us feel like we have the power to control everything, there are now 7,847,855,749 of us out there who expect the same privileges. That means we need to get on the same page—and quick.

That is ultimately why I wrote this book. I believe that great breakthroughs come at the dynamic intersection of data and theory. Naturally, we employ advanced data learning, artificial intelligence schemes, and advanced tool sets that exist today. But in this book we will not be emphasizing this technology phase of our work; instead we focus on the deeper reasons our Model of Why works. Our research has shown that people aren’t convinced to alter their behaviors through logic, “likes,” or a snappy one-liner. Rather, we have found that the alignment of messaging—words, images, and themes—with triggers that emanate from the nonverbal parts of a person’s brain is the most reliable way to break through the deadlock. The whole purpose of the Model of Why is to identify what these triggers are for a given individual, and determine what images and themes will resonate most deeply with them, facilitating connection and, even, occasionally, behavioral change.

In short, we don’t need more data to be mined. We just need it to answer the right questions.

WHY ME?

My interest in human motivation goes back to my first job, as a youth worker at the Huntington Family Center in Syracuse, New York. I knew all about the center because my grandmother was one of the people who established it in the middle of one of the poorest neighborhoods in Syracuse.

My grandmother was wise, fair, and compassionate—my first, and most important, role model and teacher. In 1947, after her husband died, my grandmother took a brave and unusual step for women of her generation: She went to Syracuse University and got a degree in Social Work. Around the same time, she met a couple who had emigrated from Germany and wanted to open a settlement house to serve the urban poor. The Huntington Family Center adhered to the ethos of the Progressive Era’s settlement movement, bringing support services to poor inner-city families—not just food and necessities, but everything from childcare to healthcare to education to job training. The center served mostly what now would be called marginalized populations: Native Americans, Black Americans, Latinos, and whites living with poverty. It was the perfect place for my grandmother to work, given how much she valued fairness, justice and caring, and I am pleased to report that Huntington Family Center still operates in Syracuse today.

As you might imagine, it wasn’t just a nine-to-five job. Throughout my childhood, I watched my grandmother confront social ills on behalf of her whole community: poverty, racism, illiteracy, homelessness, and hunger. She believed that everyone deserved to love and be loved, that everyone needed and wanted to work, and that we should all reasonably expect happiness—or at least satisfaction—from life. When I myself made the journey to Syracuse to study, I kept my grandmother in the loop. No matter how esoteric my schoolwork became, she always reminded me not to forget the lessons of humanity, and never to underestimate the impact that one person can have on another. To this day, those two concepts underpin everything I do.

I thought of my work at Huntington as a quasi-formal training program, where I reviewed protocols with a caseworker before engaging with anyone. We met our clients wherever they were, most often in the street. We did not apply any clinical terms to them, like delinquent or pre-delinquent, no matter what their records showed. By getting to know them, without preconceived ideas or labels, we developed a clear view of each person in their totality and earned their trust in return. Our job was simply to participate in their lives, provide support, and offer genuine care and compassion. Over time, this method produced some real successes.

At the center, I found that I could enter a world that was foreign to me and become a fleeting part of it, without forsaking anything about my own emerging worldview. Somehow, my values and life experiences comingled to guide me through. And I gained confidence in my ability to impact someone else’s life. I didn’t know anything yet about the formal study of behavioral change; I was working solely by instinct.

This is where the story gets more predictable. I ended up earning a doctorate in psychology, and though the training didn’t hugely excite me at the time, it did provide me with a lens through which to process the world. I chose to do my dissertation with a research group building on the early promise of prescriptive therapy, a new approach that had begun tailoring psychotherapy to a client’s unique needs. Drawing from a wide range of effective techniques—for instance, talk therapy, somatic therapy, and skill development training, to name just a few—this client-focused approach asked us to determine, “Which patient meeting with which therapist for which treatment would yield which outcomes?”8 Rather than subscribing to a certain single treatment and believing it to be the panacea for all that ailed a client, this nontraditional, personalized approach appealed to me.

As I learned in graduate school, and in the applied arena over the next ten years, meaningful behavioral change is one of the most complex areas of science. The practice of psychology, executed in a controlled setting, can do remarkable things. But rarely, in the real world, is the setting in any way controlled. As my experience at the Huntington Family Center taught me, the challenges we face often require more than one-to-one input.

This insight came thundering back to me when the mother of all transformations—the Internet—came on the scene. We were all suddenly connected, all the time—and all bets were off. I felt instant déjà vu. It felt like we were entering a new universe without a road map. Shortly thereafter, I left a career in television and returned to my psychology roots, eager to explore full-time how we were going to adapt to this new flat world. With that, my company, PathSight Predictive Science, was born. We were focused on the same question that had driven me since my days at Huntington: Do we know why people do what they do? Can we hope to understand each other’s motivations and use that understanding to build a better world, as my grandmother had sought to do in her own work, too?

This book is my attempt to answer these questions. It’s imperative, now more than ever, to find common ground.

My objectives for writing this book are as follows:


	
1. To show why, at a time when culture is fluid and changing by the day and we’re experiencing an unprecedented global health and economic crisis, we need new narratives, new messages, and new models to understand human behavior, especially in the disciplines of market research and customer insights. Who’s going to tell these future stories? Who’s going to enjoy rights and who won’t, if we’re not careful?

	
2. To introduce a model for understanding human behavior that helps frame, deeply and holistically, why people do what they do. This has become more and more important as the population has grown; we’ve become more polarized, and problems are so massive, that global collaboration is required.

	
3. To address the polarization of our country by showing how we can better communicate with one another and bridge our divides.

	
4. To teach marketers, activists, writers, and artists (and anyone in need of honing persuasion skills) to craft messages that meet people where they are, with a willingness to listen and respect strongly held beliefs on all sides of an issue.

	
5. To ensure the foundational model works with existing thinking—implicit and explicit knowledge—but layers and blends in new research and intelligence. The model must grow and build as our culture grows, providing a framework for this work in progress—because this story is not yet finished.



We’ll talk theory in these pages, but I am more interested in practice, in everyday situations. I’ve read the research, surveyed people directly, and helped clients trying to reach new markets or audiences. Throughout it all, I’ve found the theory-and-practice combo is the ideal way to understand why people do what they do. It was no mistake that my grandmother instilled in me the values I still live by today. At this turning point in history, those values have never been more salient. I invite you to join me on this journey, in the hope that it will not only enrich your work, your life, and your relationships, but also give you new insight into yourself.




	
PART ONE explains the history of the model and theories explored—everything leading up to our development of the Model of Why at PathSight. The Search for Why did not begin in a vacuum. Part One of this book details the context of this pursuit. I had been fascinated by the science of predicting human behavior for many years before my interests were formalized within this search. I have always believed in understanding the characteristics of who we are talking to as a starting point. This portion of our journey explains this context. (Chapters 1–2)

	
PART TWO explains the Model of Why. I explain the basics of our model and the evolution of the many points of view that we have incorporated into it. (Chapters 3–6)

	
PART THREE shows how we’ve put the model into practice, with relevant case studies. We have begun to use this functional model across subsections of many different markets and have collected some noteworthy insights and experiences. We are aware of the enormous potential of our work but do not minimize the complexity of the task. (Chapters 7–8)

	
PART FOUR shows how you can move beyond conventional thinking to harness this model to change the world. We are at the beginning of being able to appreciate the impact we can have at the personal, social, and population level. As such, we are excited about our trajectory, but mindful of the work required to chip away at the incivility of our culture and the tribalism of our discourse and hasten the return to the optimism of believing in each other once again. (Chapters 9–10)





Let’s get started!






CHAPTER 1 WHY ASK WHY?


Why do we do what we do? Let that question sink in. Over time, the search for an answer has inspired journeys both mundane and profound. Since the dawn of civilization, the greatest thinkers in the world have debated the origins of choice and motivation, and the tug-of-war between reason and emotion.

I’m not sure at what point in my childhood I realized that not everything was knowable. I was also surprised to learn my parents and my teachers didn’t have all the answers. But as much as possible, I was determined to understand why people behaved a certain way and why they made the choices they made, both good and bad. How did we decide between “right” and “wrong”? I poured myself into the philosophies of Aristotle, Plato, Locke, Kierkegaard, Confucius, and Kant and explored the scientific theories of Darwin and Einstein. I read Marx, Freud, Thoreau, and even the debates of the Founding Fathers. History proved instructive as I read story after story about wars, peace, civilizations being built and destroyed, from pre-civilization through ancient and medieval times and into modern times. The more I read, the more I appreciated the complexity of human motivation and morality, and I had a strong desire to translate whatever answers I could find into action, even if the pursuit was a work in progress.

There are countless theories and approaches that underpin the fields of psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics, biology, and neuroscience. In the past sixteen years, I’ve read about many of them in hopes of understanding human behavior. I have sought to synthesize all the information we have—and can act upon—to make sense of our ever-changing world and benefit from its many possibilities. Ultimately, I believe no single discipline owns all of the answers. But I do think we are entering an era of breakthroughs, as we increasingly bring concepts from one discipline into another, to innovate and enhance each other’s work. I’ve embarked on this journey with one eye on the past and studying history and another on the future of humankind, including understanding the impact of great technological changes brought on by data science and, in particular, artificial intelligence, which is getting better at revealing how our minds and emotions work.

Understanding why people do what they do is not a straightforward business. I agree with neurobiologist and primatologist Robert Sapolsky when he says: “If you were interested in the biology of, say, how migrating birds navigate, or in the mating reflex that occurs in female hamsters when they’re ovulating, this would be an easier task. But that’s not what we’re interested in. Instead, it’s human behavior, human social behavior, and in many cases abnormal human social behavior. And it is indeed a mess, a subject involving brain chemistry, hormones, sensory cues, prenatal environment, early experience, genes, both biological and cultural evolution, and ecological pressures, among other things.”1 In short—understanding human behavior, is a complex endeavor.

There is a significant difference between a complex and a complicated problem, and we turn to the science of complexity not only to explain the difference, but also to provide a necessary lens in our pursuit of why; otherwise, any answers we arrive at are little more than guesses, or extensions of our individual biases. I first learned about complexity science while working with the Institute for Scientific Interchange (ISI), one of the world’s foremost data science laboratories, headquartered in Turin, Italy. Since their founding in 1983, the ISI has participated in several of the greatest breakthroughs in data science—chaos theory, quantum computing, and complex networks, to mention a few. They continue to break new ground with their research every day.

In 2014, I was hired as an advisor to help them prepare for the next chapter of their growth. It was very important to them that they preserve their organizational culture during this time of expansion. The ISI was founded on the principle of “curiosity-inspired science”—defined as an interdisciplinary pursuit of the answers to really hard questions, without preconception.

My work with ISI taught me to recognize the balance between data and theory. Inspired by their “borderless attitude,” which they assert “allows them to draw an endless arc through time, space, disciplines, and the research domain,”2 I learned that answers can come from any arena. The institute shares its perspective as follows: “Within the overarching domain of Complexity Science, the ISI Foundation leverages the competing contributions of Data and Theory to avoid the silos of science too prevalent elsewhere. The combination of data, theory and impact is the founding essence of all the ISI research domains.”3 I have often wondered whether striking this balance between data and theory is just a sneaky way to apply self-analysis via the scientific method. If either data or theory wins the battle, we risk losing a little bit of our humanity.

For those of us not steeped in complexity science, it is helpful to learn from the experts how to differentiate between a task that is complicated and one that is complex. Dr. Mario Rasetti of the ISI has often illustrated the difference with this anecdote: If one were to take all the parts of a Boeing 777 and spread them across a football field, the job of reassembling the plane and its millions of parts would make for a very complicated, difficult (and tedious!) task. But that assembly itself, especially if it came with a user’s manual, would not be considered complex. The solution is a linear process. By contrast, predicting the global migration pattern of an infectious disease is a complex problem: It requires understanding the intersection of networks (e.g., weather, transportation, wind, disease transmission rates and incubation times) across an extremely large number of variables to create a set of predictions that include time and location as outputs. The contagion rate, whether or not the virus is airborne, and the population of the outburst are all examples of variables that one might consider. Another example of this contrast might be understanding the dynamics of weather (complicated) versus predicting the exact future of weather patterns (complex). Complexity has nothing to do with difficulty. It simply means that a system is driven by many forces and that causality is nearly impossible to prove.

In simple terms, dynamic tension is found between what we expect to be true and what real data say is true. That tension is what guides the pursuit of all knowledge, and no single discipline has a broad enough perspective to fully define all answers to our questions. We must take a multidisciplinary approach to our research in order to truly learn anything.

Sapolsky has something to say about this point, too, when he argues it doesn’t make “sense to distinguish between aspects of a behavior that are ‘biological’ and those that would be described as, say, ‘psychological’ or ‘cultural.’ Utterly intertwined.”4 In other words, we must look to biology in understanding human behavior, but not rely on it to give us the full picture.

Another hallmark of complexity is the acknowledgment of incomplete knowledge. That is, we assume that any solution to a complex problem will, in the long run, be wrong, or at least incomplete. As more knowledge is gained, it leads to new insights and a more complete understanding of the problem. Think of it as arriving at successive hills of increasing elevation. Each hill improves your perspective, but none actually supply complete knowledge of the future.

As an example, consider our desire to understand the invisible world of pathogens and their effect on our health. First, determining causality in human biology is a classic complex problem because there are many variables to consider in our intricate biological systems. Turns out, building a tool that allows scientists and researchers to observe, at the tiniest level, the world of bacteria, viruses, fungi, and parasites that cause illness is also a complex problem. To understand just how complex, let’s go back to about 1590 when Zacharias Janssen5 and his son Hans created the first microscope using a stack of lenses in a tube. The amplification wasn’t great, but it laid the groundwork for future iterations of the microscope, including advances in magnifying power. In 1665, the physicist Robert Hooke used a simple single-lens microscope; he was the first person to identify the construction of a cell. The science began to expand rapidly as microscopists had to learn the limitations of conventional optics, to better understand how light works, and to ultimately develop electromagnetic lenses capable of discerning the individual particles that make up our world. And the world took note. In 1986, the Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded for the scanning tunneling microscope. In 2014, again the Nobel Prize was awarded for a microscope, the super-resolved fluorescence microscope which allows microscopes to “see” matter smaller than 0.2 micrometers.6 Does anyone think that this journey is at its endpoint? I believe that the complexity of the human interface and consequent behavior is the most complex node on the most complex network ever, it might be wise to prepare for a long journey ahead.

A THREE-PART SYSTEMS APPROACH

Back when I started studying Psychology at Syracuse University, I was confronted by something I hadn’t anticipated. After the first few years of general study, the department engaged in the not so subtle process of attaching students to standard philosophical schools of thought with which to guide their next phase of training. Most students naturally gravitated to one philosophical point of view on how best to help people. There were Fritz Perls loyalists for Gestalt Therapy, Carl Rogers loyalists for Client-Centered Therapy, and Albert Ellis loyalists for Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, and the Freudians were there for Analysis. I didn’t realize it at the time, but this was an act of self-classification. Students’ decisions were made, in part, by how they felt that these philosophies aligned with their own worldviews. In hindsight, I should have thought of this as a first step in my inquiry into why we do what we do. (For the record, I thought the Analysis model seemed to be the most complete, offering more ways to solve real human problems.) But I did not participate in that process. Instead, I joined a group of colleagues whose goal was to look at treatment as a prescriptive concept. In other words, adapt the therapy treatment to the unique needs and characteristics of an individual patient. It sounds obvious now, but it wasn’t then. We were asked to consider the following:


	
1. PATIENTS: What specific characteristics is the patient bringing to their treatment?

	
2. TREATMENT: What treatments would we recommend based on those characteristics?

	
3. OUTCOME: What expectations could we anticipate that might signal success, or at least progress?



When evaluating the success of any treatment, each one of these factors needs to be considered. This focus on the interaction effect of each of these variables certainly helped prepare me for the concept of intersectionality that is reviewed later in this book.

Because of my belief that no single theory could possibly answer all of my questions, my objective was to build an approach where we would evaluate how any foundational theory or model would work with the tools in use at the time. What other models could we learn from and integrate into the model we were building? If we applied a holistic systems model, how well would any other model integrate with ours?

DIGGING INTO THE BUSINESS OF DIGGING

Even with multiple perspectives to explain why people do what they do and an appreciation for the complexity of the endeavor, it’s not easy explaining human behavior. First, the challenge for any broad-base theory to supply holistic insights on any topic related to people is the tendency to regress to the situational. It is very difficult to find any trait not qualified by at least some subset of the population. For example, often a theory will we presented as a cure-all for the habits that derail your career. What looks like a universal cure may turn out to be only appropriate for people who think of the world with very clear-cut stimulus-and-reward motivations. Those that don’t need not apply. This is not to say that this cure is not effective, just that it does not reflect something that is universal.


FAULTY HEURISTICS OR WHY WE’RE HARDWIRED TO DELUDE OURSELVES



One area where the research does hold up as a universal trait is in the area of cognitive bias. Extensive research on how people make decisions has proven to address this important but self-contained area of work: People do not always make rational decisions or act in their own best interest, as classical economists have believed. Our cognitive biases, including selective memory, attention limitations, interests, dislikes, etc.—all attempts to simplify information processing—affect our thinking, interpretations, judgments, and decision-making. The Rational Choice Theory assumes, in fact, that people are predictably illogical and incapable of making good decisions. Economist and professor Richard Thaler built upon the work of psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky to launch the science behind the field of Behavioral Economics (I highly recommend his book, written with legal scholar Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness).I It answers a lot of questions about human economic behavior and goes into depth about the effects of cognitive bias on decision-making, challenging the belief that the market knows best. If we want to make better decisions in our personal lives, we need to be aware of our biases and false reasoning. One example is the negativity bias, where people fear loss more than they appreciate gain, or they focus on negative more than on positive experience. Just think about a time when someone complimented you on a job well done, but then gave you one tiny bit of feedback to help you improve. Guess what you focused on? The negative comment more than the positive one, so next time you perform you may not do so as confidently. In Kahneman’s book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, he talks of our innate tendency to be risk averse as we are hardwired to “treat threats as more urgent than opportunities,”7 thereby revealing the crucial link between economics and psychology. Historically, this particular bias has increased our odds of survival, and we’ve passed those genes along to our descendants so they, too, can win the “survival of the fittest” contest.

Another type of cognitive bias, confabulation, has humans pulling together a justification and rationale for the decisions they make, after they’ve made them, not before. In neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga’s Who’s in Charge?: Free Will and the Science of the Brain, he writes, “When we set out to explain our actions, they are all post-hoc explanations using post-hoc observations with no access to non-conscious processing. Not only that, but our left brain also fudges things a bit to fit into a makes-sense story.”8 Psychologists would call this an act of inference. These rationales feel totally reasonable to us and so natural it’s hard to know it’s happening. Gazzaniga may be saying here that we might never know why we do the things we do!

In his book The Moral Animal, Robert Wright leans on Darwin and his theory of evolution, along with evolutionary psychology, to say the brain’s role in forming and expressing opinions is to basically confirm what it already believes. A person’s brain will even reject ideas counter to its own, especially when someone is trying to get it to change its mind.9 Wright argues: “The reason the genetic human arguing style feels so effortless is that, by the time the arguing starts, the work has already been done. The human brain is, in large part, a machine for winning arguments, a machine for convincing others that its owner is right—and thus a machine for convincing its owner of the same thing.”10 Our emotions and values, honed through millions of years of evolution, are there for us, front and center. Bringing this back to Gazzaniga again, “moral reasoning is good for human survival.”11

So the good news is that cognitive bias is believed to be a universal trait. The bad news is that bias makes it harder to understand people—and we all have the potential to delude ourselves. Cognitive biases cloud our thinking, and when you’re trying to understand why people do what they do, thinking they’ll act rationally and without bias is not a given. In fact, the opposite is often true. It’s common for people to choose options that confirm their beliefs or neatly fit within their already formed worldview instead of seeking views that could challenge their thinking. People also would rather reach consensus than make the time to review multiple options. Smart and thoughtful companies implement practices to mitigate this faulty thinking across the company, including staffing innovation and research teams whose job it is to think differently and take risks, encouraging a free exchange of ideas across departments, and not assuming the status quo is the best or only option.

Another way to help with cognitive bias involves technology. Powerful machines can parse through millions of points of data and detect patterns, identify anomalies, and remain objective, where humans could not. Presumably computers eliminate personal bias and negative associations, are not shaped by natural selection, and don’t get overwhelmed by so much information that they can’t home in on what’s important. It’s worth noting, however, that these days, I don’t believe machines are completely without bias, because humans built them. But data scientists put measures in place to mitigate this, through more transparency and clear explanation in how data is collected and analyzed, starting with more representative data sets, and employing a more diverse engineering team. Fortunately, computers don’t get confused or exhausted by large amounts of data. Unlike humans, their performance doesn’t decrease with the amount of data collected or when it experiences time pressure—at least not yet!

Big data is also especially effective at capturing and identifying nuanced differences well beyond broad philosophical foundations. Because the sweep of our individual differences has many more points of data to consider than any philosopher could even begin to imagine, our modern tools serve to extend these philosophical points of view. This doesn’t mean the work of philosophers, social scientists, marketers, and market researchers should be forgotten. Quite the opposite, as you’ll see in the following pages. Big and small “expert” data work together to make sense of it all—their convergence can help us make better insights. Piles of data are of little value if not turned into key insights on what drives people to do what they do (that eventually inform a marketing strategy or campaign). We were looking for a foundational theory to ground what we already had, to have a seat at the table, as it would help us set the stage for the comprehensive approach we envisioned.

There is a chance that none of the theories above aptly consider the factors that help determine how we form our worldviews. And depending on data science to extract what factors determine our why is also not a lock, as much as marketers hoped it would be the magic bullet. Many marketers viewed it as a panacea. Data can be descriptive in identifying a set of circumstances where a result occurs, but it doesn’t shed any light on whether those are the only times the result appears, if the circumstances cause the result to appear, or if the result is simply a random occurrence. We need a foundational theory to explain as best as possible why an event occurs. For this reason, we were uncomfortable relying on a data-only approach with no way to define the connective tissue that holds this point of view together. Even today we view data with a healthy skepticism—yes, it can get us closer to the answer, but not 100 percent there.


THE ROLE OF CUSTOMER INSIGHTS AND RESEARCH



Unsurprisingly, a multibillion-dollar industry has sprouted to codify how we define each other. Understanding people’s motivations, what they might consider valuable, and how they behave is complicated and can be difficult to pin down, but it’s not impossible. Companies like Experian, Equifax, Accenture, Capital One, Nielsen, and myriad new companies that advance similar methods have amplified their power and influence in the marketplace with the emergence of big data and advanced data science modeling. They now seek a competitive edge in advertising, marketing, politics, and product development. Can you imagine a political candidate today who would not be thoroughly analyzed and researched by a host of consulting firms, to ensure their viability and competitive advantage?

Ironically, despite the huge amount of money involved, most of these research techniques and models are not very good at understanding why people do what they do. The chart below shows how customer research and observation has evolved over the past one hundred years.



THE EVOLUTION OF HOW WE DESCRIBE PEOPLE

	THE VIEW OF PEOPLE

	HOW MESSAGING RESPONDED




	Undifferentiated

	One voice for everyone




	Life Stages

	Accommodations were made for age




	Gender

	Male / Female within traditional roles




	Multicultural Differences

	Black, Asian, Latino were referenced




	Different Attributes

	Lifestyle differences by attributes




	Big Data Segmentation

	Complex profiles are possible





ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL

The science of marketing and communications began with an undifferentiated, simple, “one size fits all” paradigm because its goal was to understand the mass market. Because the mass market was fairly unified, most models were rooted in the tradition of demographic sorting and included age, gender, and ethnicity. These were the anchors of every segmentation system, even when companies also looked at family size, education, and income. Age, gender, and ethnicity were the key factors when trying to define populations of customers and to influence human behavior toward a preferred outcome.

Consider the Nielsen Company, perhaps the best-known ratings company, which has more than ninety years of experience in describing audiences.12 Before Nielsen was known for selling its advertising research, it measured audience size and composition for radio, live events, and eventually television programs and digital platforms. The company gave media a “Nielsen rating.” In 1965, Nielsen launched a new product called the Station Index Service, which was designed to sell TV time to advertisers in the U.S. Not surprisingly, it was organized around demographics. The first demographic used was age. Total audiences were broken into various age brackets like 18–49, 25–54, and 55 plus. Then the service differentiated between men and women, and ultimately education, ethnicity, and income. This logic was revolutionary at the time and allowed Nielsen to assume a global presence. In 1979 the company developed another product, Scantrack, which gave clients the ability to track specific market trends, produce custom reports, and develop better marketing and distribution plans.

This is as close to ground zero as we will get in the search for why. It wasn’t so much curiosity-inspired science as necessary work. When these ratings books were published, the industry expanded to include a whole new service: finding correlates—or connections—that could link an advertising campaign with an audience predisposed to purchase a specific market basket of goods. The “basket of goods” was a standard set of goods, such as a set of groceries, toys, or clothing, that one might purchase in a given market. Marketers would want to know how much media, and what kind of media, was needed to motivate a shopper to buy that particular set of goods. The media was quantified in these ratings books. To be clear, these lists of data tables that show the frequency of a trait in a particular segment of the population, e.g., education, are still a mainstay of the segmentation business. There is a certain simple logic to their permanence, but they don’t tell us why any of these traits would cause someone to buy a certain product.

These companies and other types of research firms made a lot of money, yet some very complex factors of human motivation never made their way into the matrix. It turns out that the elusive “human factor” cannot actually be captured by a cross-tabulated analysis of age and income. Psychographic segmentation widened the research lens and introduced personality traits, interests, hobbies, attitudes, and other lifestyle factors into the mix. In other words, qualitative data. The work of social scientists was brought in to help marketers group people into segments based on shared worldviews. The internet had made it easier for people to find and engage with like-minded folks who shared their values, goals, interests, and affinities. These hyper-engaged communities and fandoms encouraged members to identify more and more with their tribe, rather than people who were the same age or ethnicity, or who lived in the same neighborhood. (Such levels of personalization have significantly contributed to the current state of polarization we’re seeing today. More on that later.) Understanding particular segments—the more narrowly the better—would be useful.

In the last ten years, behavioral segmentation has given companies real-time data on customer actions, path to purchase, and other digital behavior. Still, this additional segmentation has not provided an adequate level of data to answer the question of why—necessary to drive communications strategy. Only with the relatively recent advent of big data and complexity science have we begun to push back against the dominance of demographics and all other forms of segmentation. For example, social listening, one type of data analytics, has introduced customer opinions, behaviors, and motivations into the equation, so now we can understand what someone truly feels about a product, topic, brand, or celebrity.Customers freely give their opinion—no one is shy about it. The challenge with this type of intelligence is identifying which online communities hold the most accurate data. The Model of Why makes room for this kind of data, though, like all easily accessible and public data, it is more valuable considered alongside the dynamic influence of one’s worldview, rather than purely on its own merits.

Coincidentally, product marketing and advertising evolved in much the same way—from communicating functional, emotional, and utilitarian consumer needs to expressing the more complex reasons people purchased products, such as satisfying a need to belong or to self-actualize. In the early stages of advertising, ads typically described what a product was or how it was to be used. The virtue of a product was all about its utility or the emotion it evoked—this mouthwash makes me feel attractive, this detergent will help me take care of the house (and my man), or this soup in a can is convenient, inexpensive, and nourishes my family. For example, in 1904, early Coca-Cola ads featured in the Saturday Evening Post told us that Coke was “Delicious and Refreshing.” One of the brand’s longest running slogans—for thirty-four years13—the simplicity was brilliant, and an easy sell. Compare this with owning a Cadillac (a Tesla today) or a Leica camera, where the motivation to buy is likely status or pride in using a product viewed as “for rich people,” “cool,” “eco-conscious,” or one a famous person uses. Again, to tap into higher-order values, marketers and advertisers looked to the rigor of the social sciences to provide insights about segments they could target with different messaging.

There was an attempt to use gender as a differentiator in the 1960s. Products were touted as having the attributes of a man (e.g., “How do you handle a hungry man? The Manhandlers”) or a woman (e.g., “You’ve come a long way, baby. Virginia Slims”). Of course, gendered ads did not represent a serious study in identity. Products and their messaging could be perceived to be stereotypically male (sports, cars, beer, male hygiene) or female (fashion, makeup, romantic comedies) within patently mainstream themes. It was only much later that there was any empathy paid to the true nuances of femininity or masculinity (and even then, a far cry from today’s sexuality and gender-identity spectrum). It was an era of hints and naughty sexuality, but only between a man and a woman, who were usually of the same race.

Once the industry began to pay attention to life stages, the notion of motivations became more important. Yet it was still largely one-dimensional. Customer profiles, voter profiles, job applicant profiles all still began with age, gender, and race. All discussions of intent were linked to demographic predictions. But when it came to the most important questions, the data fell flat. Does mental illness abide by the taxonomy of demographics? How about the traits of loyalty or compassion or fairness? Does knowing one’s race let you predict who is empathic? When a public relations executive, advertiser, politician, or cause or movement organizer sits down to define the ideal person that they wish to reach, it typically even now starts with one of these descriptors. Millennial? Boomer? Income or Education? Black American? Latinx? We have to do better than this. How can we create a vision of people that acknowledges the realities of demographics but is not bound by them either?

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

Understanding why people do what they do is an all-hands-on-deck endeavor. This is a complex problem we’re solving, and we’ll need to use all the tools we have to examine the problem from all sides until we get to the real story. It’s how we’ll build a sophisticated model that is flexible enough to take on new perspectives and more data as technology enhances our capabilities. Even today, while some capabilities are relatively new, they draw on longstanding histories of consumer insights and market research work. Human insight is not a single-source product.

We’ve seen that there are many ways to gain insight into why humans behave the way they do. To date, most significant breakthroughs in our understanding of how people function in the world and engage with others have come from the world of academic research. Our discussion of cognitive bias above, for example, gave us a taste of how our minds work when we’re making decisions. Theorists who study evolutionary and cognitive development or behavior change are especially instructive. Many of us are at least somewhat familiar with scientific theories that have been proven over time—Pavlov’s classical conditioning, Piaget’s cognitive development in children, Darwin’s theory of evolution. These theories have made it out of the labs and into our lives, in various ways. But they were years in the making. First, they were subject to rigorous methods of investigation, data collection, analysis, testing, and refinement in controlled scenarios. Then they were put to the test, again, in real world applications. Finally, only after systematic experimentation, the commercial marketplace deployed these breakthroughs.

It’s common today to see references to Darwin’s “survival of the fittest” in business and in advertising. It’s now understood that children are not mini adults, as they were thought of before Piaget’s theories challenged that notion. Clinicians, educators, and parents are all aware that the brains of young people develop in key stages on the way to adulthood and autonomy. And, of course, as consumers, many of us are just as conditioned as Pavlov’s dog. Black Friday, anyone?

These scientists, and many others, provided foundational new theories for understanding human behavior that have shaped the potential for what we can know in our pursuit to understand human behavior today. The field of behavioral change continues to be one of the most complex areas of study for understanding why we behave the way we do, and how we can change our behaviors. And the recent advances of big data and complexity science can help us recognize the true scope of what is possible. We might track multitudes of pathways to attract different types of people by using different analytical starting points. For example, consider a product being sold to homeowners.


	For some, the overarching need is to be responsible when caring for your home. If something is broken, you fix it. You have to keep a rainy-day account to pay for things.

	Others are more motivated making sure they have a reasonable budget on which to live on. A house is just one of many expenses.

	These two motivations can also exist simultaneously in the same person.

	Likewise, we can conceive of a range of people who want the product but prefer different sales experiences, media mixes, or campaign messaging.



However, the process of understanding human behavior and thinking about how to affect behavioral change is a humbling and frustrating endeavor, in part because people are very quick to deny the complexity of the pursuit; they seek to boil it down to simple causes and effects by narrowing the scope of inquiry. For instance, the original market basket analysis model promised to deliver on a very complex behavioral outcome with a very straightforward approach: A schedule of thirty-second television advertisements and print newspaper ads was determined sufficient to increase sales of a certain shoe in the Cleveland market. If shoe sales went up, the media mix was deemed correct. The market basket analysis model is the most common model used to determine the products that customers regularly purchase together—think of the mix of products in a shopping cart—so as to predict future sales. Some frequently purchased products go hand in hand (“Would you like fries with that sandwich?”). Others aren’t quite so obvious: diapers and beer?14

With today’s multiplicity of media, however, the customer embarks on different pathways to purchase. The customer journey has ceased to follow a linear path, so now marketers need to develop more sophisticated tools to predict what a customer might do. The new media schedule might be spread across websites, social media, and traditional media. Often the outcome, such as sale of a product, and the sequence of behavior that leads up to the sale are different from market basket analysis. As such, we might be convinced that this is a better measure of the target’s buying behavior. Likes, recommendations, and button pushes typically make the sequential steps easier to quantify with digital analytics. In this case, the big data analytics lower the bar of success by offering button pushes as a proxy for sales.

These are all examples of how media is used to facilitate sales. They are still not examples of why we do what we do.

In 2007, Simon Sinek, a former advertising executive turned author and motivational speaker, gave an influential TED Talk about why people buy things. His clear-eyed observation was that people don’t buy things because of what the products are, or even how they are made. Rather, consumers gravitate toward goods and brands because of why they are made.15 According to Sinek, most people/organizations/companies “know what they are doing. Some know how they do it. But only the most successful know why they are doing it.”

These are the leaders in the marketplace, distinguished by their ability to inspire. Consider Apple. Sinek explains how Apple’s mission has always been to “challenge the status quo, to think differently, to make great products that are user-friendly.” That is why Apple exists, why its products are continually superior, and why consumers remain loyal to the brand. The most loyal Apple customers will buy virtually any product Apple puts out—even a slightly different version of a phone they already own. The same applies to causes, movements, and other leaders in different spheres of influence, like Martin Luther King, Jr., or the Wright Brothers. Causes, inventions, and creations are palpably inspirational when they are founded on a clear purpose or belief—a why.

I. For more on behavioral economics read Predictably Irrational by Dan Ariely.
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