Ah ha – the moment you caught up with your mind
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The average supermarket has around 30,000 SKUs or items. So let’s say at least 10,000 brands including their extensions. I walk in and somehow know nearly all the brands when I see them. But despite knowing these 10,000 brands, I still need a list to make sure I buy the 12 items I have previously thought I wanted. Ever wondered how this can be? How do I know 10,000 brands yet can’t remember the 12 items that I actually need?

The easy answer to this lies in the reality that only about 5% of our brain activity involves conscious thought. Consciously we can struggle to remember the 12 things we need to make that meal. But our subconscious mind can easily store memories of 10,000 brands.

So let’s keep walking down the aisle.

And meet my friend Mike. As some of you might know, Mike works in Australia for an ad agency and he mentioned a similar thought. “As a student studying psychology, I always found it rather odd that I am using my brain to try and study my brain.” Fortunately when I was student I studied biology and only had to deal with the question as to how can we hope to understand the brain when we know we only use such a small part of it.

Of course these are only hints at what I want to address today. I do not have the answers but I do know that we need to stop our simplistic over reliance on psychology, even worse pop psychology and emotion and the overly simple answers that are given as immutable laws in marketing, such as positioning theory. I don’t know whether you saw Larry Light the head of marketing for McDonald’s make a play that positioning was dead, and instead he had ideas about something called brand journalism. Unsurprisingly Jack Trout disagreed and refuted the idea by claiming he had sold x,000 copies (all read and immediately implemented of course).

All of which point to what has been called the Big Question – what is consciousness? Even today we cannot explain what consciousness is physically or what is the difference between consciousness and lack of consciousness. These are very big questions that we tend to gloss over. Or perhaps we are genetically coded to be arrogant about our own abilities?

For example, we seem to have a great deal of confidence in our abilities to understand people despite our lack of knowledge about the most fundamental things about them. And of course the truth is that we are really quite poor at understanding people …

There are of course many reasons for this but neuroscience is at least starting to point us in the right direction. A direction that demands we move on from our love affair with psychology.

And there are three issues that have arisen from neuroscience that I would like to discuss today. All of them are at odds with the basic understanding of how the mind, and consequently people, really work and I have therefore termed them: 

The perils of believing:

In the disembodied mind

In the disconnected individual 

In the word-based operating system of the brain
Don’t ignore the complexity

So as we enter the rather shadowy world of our brains, there is one thing   we must immediately recognise - that brains are very complex. They are not simply the right and left sides, creative and rational, that we so simplistically suggest. This is most easily put to bed with the recognition that, if we cut the connections between the hemispheres, then the poor bloke with the headache is incapable of making a decision.

In the brain, there are extremely complex networks of connections between cells. How complex? Well Prof Wadman, a neurobiologist, suggests that if we were to think of a town of 30,000 then a complex network would be if every person had a phone line to everyone else, ie, 29,000 phone lines each. 

Now the brain is about the same kind of network except that the number of connections is equivalent to 50 times the number of people who live on our earth.

Next we need to recognise that only 5% of what goes on in our brains is conscious thought. So the other 95% that is at a subconscious level must hold the keys to us. Yet we are arrogantly wedded to the ideas of asking questions (which is all conscious oriented) and even to the ideas that we all think the same way. (The truth is that there are very fundamental differences in the ways, say, Asian people and Westerners approach decision-making.) 

Brains and bodies

The other thing we know is that, despite our western predilections to break everything down into the constituent parts, the brain does not exist in isolation from the rest of the body. In fact, it cannot exist without the body. What it does is dependent on the body and the things we do know, like emotions and even the idea of self, are whole body experiences.

This abandoning of the philosophical perspective of the disembodied mind is a turning point in our understanding of cognition. It is rather daunting for us to realise that this change has only occurred in the last dozen years and that most of what we learnt about the mind and cognition was based on what is now an outdated philosophical underpinning. 

The embodied mind will lead us to massive changes in the next decade in our understanding of the mind.

So where is this leading us?

Well when it comes to brands, this very basic introduction raises some interesting points. Let’s skip over Robert Heath and his low activity processing theory which points out brands are sets of connections between nodes in the brain. 

And go back to walking down the aisle of the supermarket. What is really happening here? 

Well, we are seeing the aisles and people around us. We are smelling things, feeling the temperature differences. Moving our bodies. None or very little of which is really registering with us consciously. What we may be thinking is: where is the tomato sauce?

Here is one very important point: we are taking in multitudes of sensory information. Our brain is dealing with visions and smells and sounds. It is not dealing with verbal descriptions like the one I just gave you. 

Let’s go a step further. We know thousands and thousands of brands; we even buy thousands of different brands. Most buying decisions are made at a subconscious level, through habit and intuition. They are not decisions driven by conscious emotional connections, they are decisions driven by habit or ubiquity. 

Emotions may be important in generating trial and even in reinforcing an existing salience, but it is not an emotional connection or relationship that drives most choices, rather it is habit. This is why previous purchase of a brand is the most influential driver of future brand purchase.

And we should be careful not to kid ourselves that only low-cost grocery type brands are bought out of habit. For example, choice of car brand is based on habit in at least 17% of French auto purchases.

We don’t consciously care about most of the brands we buy.

Brands throughout the brain

Why not go a step further? Brands exist in the brain in a host of different parts of the brain. Entry to the memories of a brand, from one direction, maybe smell, will lead to an instinctive raising of some connections about the brand, but not all. If we enter from another point, for example, the orange packaging, we will activate different memories. We can even have contradictory responses, either reach out for it or not reach out for it.

So much for the rather simplistic approach of attaching emotional values to brands! Understand more about the subconscious mind and you realise that this is an intermediary step, not an end goal. Understand even more about it and you realise that asking about emotional connections is really at best, just a waste of time and at worst, misleading. The only real understanding of emotions can come from understanding the whole body context in which they exist.

Another peril – managers and their tools

Here we should stop for a moment and think consciously about us as managers. What we are doing when it comes to our brands is very different to what customers are doing. 

They, that is customers as normal people, are taking in a multitude of sensory inputs about thousands of brands using their whole bodies. We are sitting here asking people to verbalise these things that they don’t verbalise in real life. We are focusing on a brand or a small group of brands and taking them way out of context. We are disconnecting our minds from our bodies or trying to operate as though they are independent from each other.

In fact we could say we are actually separating our minds from their minds instead of trying to bring the two together. We are then taking this disconnected perspective and embedding it in our tools. Let’s think quickly about some of these tools and how we do this:

Powerpoint – verbal bulleted connections, as far removed as possible from the embodied mind that is our customer

Asking questions – verbalising and seeking to understand a complex whole from only one point of entering the disembodied mind.

Persuading – raising rational verbal arguments; no wonder they do not work very well.

New tools

So if we are serious, we have to start moving to measuring body responses. Many of these occur far more quickly than any conscious thought. Skin probes, maybe facial muscle movements to sense smiling etc, are the next areas of insight.

But if that is the case, then why not start measuring brain activity? If 95% of brain activity occurs at the subconscious level we can assume that most of the brain activity related to brands and decision-making occurs subconsciously as well. This is of course exactly what some groups around the world are currently doing. 

What makes an iPod cool? Well activity in one part of the brain is necessary. What could make a Ford Focus sexier? Well we can measure brain activity in relation to different shapes and better predict purchase behaviour even when the customer cannot tell you why.

I think we all need an MRI machine!

What this is of course doing is showing that decision-making occurs at the subconscious level yet we can measure some of it.

However we need to recognise that these tools only tell us there is activity in that part of the brain or in the body. They do not tell us what that activity is or what the decision is.

Memories not facts or words

So let’s think a little about all this stuff that is in our heads. More stuff than we will ever know consciously. Is it just a store of facts? Are memories really just scenes that are stored in some sort of binary way like in a computer? This analogy of the brain and the computer is extremely dangerous as it is fundamentally incorrect.

We do not walk into a situation and have our brains mentally flip through all the relevant things we have experienced in the past and then select the appropriate one. No, because if that were the case, then we wouldn’t be able to reach a decision when we are exposed to some new situation.

Our memories are in fact extremely malleable. They depend on how we reach them, which is why they may even be paradoxical about the same subject, depending on whether we accessed them through an association such as smell or maybe touch. Memories are also social and changed by interactions. This of course is the big potential role for marketers because they can help people represent a past experience in a new or different way.

We also need to remember there are some very fundamental similarities between us all. Evolutionary psychology points to the role of our genes in determining our behaviour. At the most basic level, mere males are interested in beautiful young women because we are programmed to want to breed. Just as women are interested in tall powerful men, because of the genetic need to find a suitable sperm donor. 

Connecting with others

Now all this is pretty interesting, but that last point about programmed interest in beautiful young women or tall powerful men raises a key related point. That is: these mind/bodies do not exist in isolation, they are in fact connected to other mind/bodies. I suppose most recently this has been expressed by Mark Earls in his papers entitled Marketing to the Herd.

And he has outlined some of the implications for advertising etc, in particular, how it creates interactions between individuals etc. I tend to think of this is terms of a line taken from another paper which bastardised Descarte’s famous dictum to read, “I link therefore I am”. Of course, Descartes was not talking about the mind and body being inextricably linked when he first wrote “I think therefore I am”, because if he were, he might well have turned it around to be “I am therefore I think”.

The growing interest in buzz and how to initiate it and influence it is an obvious manifestation of the importance of the connected individual.

So what are the implications of the three issues that we have raised – the reality that mind is embodied, that people are connected and that the brain works via visual metaphors not words or facts?

A couple of not so nasty habits

One interesting point to emerge from this the role of habit. We have habits in order to avoid making decisions in many parts of our daily lives. In other words we use habits to avoid all those connected stories in our brains. They are clearly a tool to skip a lot of the stuff we have just discussed. And for us that means they can make our lives much easier. How to they form and be maintained is a topic for another time but lets just say they need trial and once formed are hard to break. Even to the point that we do not want to break our habits. That is why it is so hard to disrupt markets or buying behaviour. 

On a point about disruption this conceptualisation of how the brain works suggests why it is often so hard to create a disruption that will disrupt the market, as it would have to overcome the influence of multitude of stories or metaphors that connect with that purchase decision.

A complexity model of brands

Well it suggests a rather different model of brands to the common, rather single-minded approaches that are implicit in our most basic concepts such as positioning, consistency and repetition.

Instead we now have a model of a brand that is a complex and large visual metaphor. Parts of this metaphor can be accessed in different ways and at different times, including sensory and emotional access points. What that access actually generates is individual and will vary between individuals - we can not control it. Paradoxical responses in the form of generating stories around the brand are to be expected, nobody has one single story about a brand, we are far more complex than that. Habits are used to make this process simpler in our everyday lives.

The individual stories are in fact malleable, and influenced by social interaction. They are not fixed concepts, but fluid visual metaphors unrestricted by our false sureties imposed by words or so called facts. This then is our opportunity to raise these stories (maybe even subconsciously) to even caress the ones that are relevant to that individual. But we cannot predict what the response will be at the individual level. 

This means brands exist at the individual level and influence customer behaviour at the individual level. It is customer equity that creates profits and brands influence it. This must remain at the individual level and not be averaged across individuals. 

From single-minded to evolved

From this newer model we can start to consider some key implications. Perhaps most importantly it suggests that we need to seriously consider the power of multiple executions as a means to access relevant stories for the individual. 

In an advertising sense, the Absolut Vodka campaigns illustrate how, without losing identity of the brand, it is possible to access different stories at the individual level.

From an advertising creative point of view, this view demands we rethink some of our older, psychologically-based premises. Perhaps most controversially at the moment, it demands thinking far more deeply about ideas such as positioning and single powerful ideas. 

Instead we should at least consider the suggestions of people like Larry Light from McDonalds who has talked about brand journalism, or multiple stories for a brand.

Why? Well the brand is not a single idea or set of words in the brain. It is a complex set of visual metaphors that can be reached in many different ways. Perhaps we should be attempting to reinforce those metaphors by what would appear to be a multitude of different positionings.

At present, this is generally not something that would be considered, in fact it has raised the caustic and unfortunately childish invective of people like Jack Trout, the guru of single minded positioning. But maybe we can speculate on how to approach planning from this perspective.

We could start with a metaphor elicitation technique, the most prominent being that of Zaltman. Using that, we may construct a series of visual metaphors around the brand, though we would need to recognise the personal and malleable nature of these metaphors in memory. 

But taking these metaphors, we may be able to define a host of different positions that we wish to address and reinforce. They may be sensory, such as sight- and smell-based. But they will probably be far more complex, based on different situations. Take autos as an example, we see metaphor often based on archetypes in ads. Then there are sensory entry points based on, say, the smell of the leather (as patented by Rolls Royce), or the purr of the engine, as patented by Harley Davidson. Or perhaps it is the vision of someone driving away.

With this comes the challenge that while creating visual communications that may be very passively and subconsciously processed, we also need to address those other metaphors that arise from doing and feeling. 

To some, this is viewed as creating experiences, for example, Niketown or Disneyworld, but I feel the idea of experiences is slightly different from accessing or reinforcing existing metaphors in the brain, because the individual holds the metaphors and we must give them the room, space etc to co-create their own.

Finally, when we move on to measurement we would have abandoned the averaging of brand measures and focused on individual behaviour, for it is the behaviour of individuals that generates profit. 

A wholistic world!

But communications such as ads are only a rather superficial though important understanding of the implications.

Let’s move on then to reconsider some of the scenarios we face everyday. So back to the supermarket. If we think about supermarkets in general, they tend to be laid out and operate with the opposite of the three findings we have made:

They are laid out in a word or fact kind of way – pasta, rice etc.

They are laid out for individuals

They only appeal occasionally to the whole body – for example, the bread section with its sensory appeals.

What would be a better approach?

Well we would use a lot more meals and regroup products according to the links they have in the way we use them. In other words, we would try to recreate visual metaphors, for example, of family dinners. Which is something that is being trialed in some outlets.

We should then consider the role of interaction between customers, which is most easily done by considering the traditional produce market place or even traditional speciality retailers. 

For example, we have a wonderful butcher at home where you can literally walk in and say “I have 6 people coming for dinner and only 20 minutes prep and cooking time”. The butcher will give you ideas. This shop also understands that, for customers to interact with customers, they need to be physically close to each other so the space in front of the long counter is relatively narrow so people have to respond to those around them. They also encourage other customers to make recipe suggestions or ask each other: what are you going to do with that?

For the supermarket (where we appreciate most people don’t want quite the same kind of relationship or interaction), we should consider how we can make what others are buying more visible (which could be scary to some people). Encourage people to congregate at certain experiences, such as a meal being prepared.

But maybe the supermarket is easy. How about financial services? 

One of the more interesting attempts to move on from the verbally-oriented, non-person approach that dominates financial services is ING Direct’s opening of cafes in the USA. These cafes serve Starbucks priced and quality coffee in an apparently appealing ambiance. Information on products is available, but accounts etc cannot be opened in the café.

In other words, they are bringing their word- and fact-oriented world into the real multi-sensory world of their customers. This is then another way to enter into the brain and the metaphors - rather than the usual limited set of tools that financial services companies tend to use. Many of these are very word- and fact-oriented, plus emotional communications most often related to families, security and success. 

More can be taken from this than just another way to enter the brain. The café is in fact a way to make the whole body part of the brand experience. For example, the use of different senses, such as smell and touch. 

The opportunity to see the way people respond physically to the information they receive, unlike say TV, which tends to be done in isolation with no means for others to feed off the way the body responds. (But only off the post-rationalised verbalisation of someone’s response at a later stage).

If we take this point further, it says we should start to think in terms of public media – where the whole body is receiving and sending messages to others – and private media, which are basically things like TV, newspapers, radio and even the internet. This highlights the role of media such as aisle ends in supermarkets. Or how Starbucks is rapidly becoming a media channel rather than just a coffee retailer.

And finally to persuasion, which is often verbal. It is interesting to put persuasion in the context of learning and it is clear that learning is greatly enhanced by doing. If you want to teach children about how a rocket works, nothing beats making one out of a soda bottle and sending it hundreds of feet into the air.

Hmmmmm

This is of course a far more complex model of brands and lacks the catchy simplicity of say positioning or describing a brand by 5 words or a brand statement. It says and I feel quite rightly that these are only attempts on our part to simplify something that is very complex. There may be a universal law, just as there may be universal laws in biology that underline the complexity of a living system. But we don’t have it yet. Although if anyone wants to read this book they may be able to tell us something about it.

But in the meantime it should make us think about what happens to those multisensory messages and what they may generate.

Ah ha

So have you ever wondered what that Ah ha feeling really is? Well maybe this will have given you a hint: it is of course just that moment when our conscious mind catches up with the stuff that is going on in our unconscious mind for just a split second. 

So why do we remain focused in this conscious verbal territory when all the action is going down elsewhere?

